apsa

The Theory of Political Propaganda
Author(s): Harold D. Lasswell

Source: The American Political Science Review, Aug., 1927, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Aug., 1927),

pp. 627-631

Published by: American Political Science Association

Stable URL:

https://www.jstor.org/stable/1945515

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

https://about.jstor.org/terms

JSTOR

American Political Science Association is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and
extend access to The American Political Science Review

This content downloaded from
86.49.225.207 on Mon, 25 Sep 2023 10:20:43 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


https://www.jstor.org/stable/1945515

NOTES ON POLITICAL DEFINITION AND METHOD 627

according to the principle that each pair of members in such a grouping
must have a specified amount of agreement between them. The deter-
mination may be made by consideration alone of the votes cast on roll
calls. Application of the technique is not practicable in bodies exceeding
25 or 30 in membership, because of the inordinate amount of labor which
the tabulation and computation would involve.8
StuarT A. RicE.
University of Pennsylvania.

The Theory of Political Propaganda. Propaganda is the manage-
ment of collective attitudes by the manipulation of significant symbols.
The word attitude is taken to mean a tendency to act according to cer-
tain patterns of valuation. The existence of an attitude is not a direct
datum of experience, but an inference from signs which have a con-
ventionalized significance. We say that the voters of a certain ward
resent a negro candidate, and in so doing we have compactly summarized
the tendency of a particular group to act toward a particular object in a
specific context. The valuational patterns upon which this inference is
founded may be primitive gestures of the face and body, or more
sophisticated gestures of the pen and voice. Taken together, these
objects which have a standard meaning in a group are called significant
symbols. The elevated eyebrow, the clenched fist, the sharp voice, the
pungent phrase, have their references established within the web of a
particular culture. Such significant symbols are paraphernalia employed
in expressing the attitudes, and they are also capable of being employed
to reaffirm or redefine attitudes. Thus, significant symbols have both
an expressive and a propagandist function in public life.

Theidea of a‘“‘collective attitude” is not that of a super-organic, extra-
natural entity. Collective phenomena have too often been treated asif

81 am indebted to Professor H. R. Kemp, of the University of Toronto, who
has read this article in proof, for the suggestion that the possible range of its ap-
plication might be extended by the use of electric sorting machinery. Thus a punch
card might be prepared for each roll call or division of the house, the assigned number
of each member being punched in one of three columns, e.g., “Aye”, “No”, or “Not
Voting”. The combinations of agreement by pairs could then be determined me-
chanically by the tabulating machine. The technique of “inspection” could not pro-
fitably be dispensed with from this point onward, however. Moreover, the rapidity
with which the cards could be punched would depend upon the arrangement of the
“yes” and “‘no” votes in the legislative journal. Experiment would be necessary to
determine how much labor could be saved by the mechanical sorting and tabulating
process.
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628 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW

they were on a plane apart from individual action. Confusion has arisen
principally because students have been slow to invent a word able to
bear the connotation of uniformity without also implying a biological or
metaphysical unity. The anthropologists have introduced the notion of a
pattern to designate the standard uniformities of conduct at a given
time and place, and this is the sense of the word here intended. Thus the
collective attitude, as a pattern, is a distribution of individual acts and
not an indwelling spirit which has achieved transitory realization in the
rough, coarse facts of the world of sense.

Collective attitudes are amenable to many modes of alteration. They
may be shattered before an onslaught of violent intimidation or disinte-
grated by economic coercion. They may be reaffirmed in the muscular
regimentation of drill. But their arrangement and rearrangement occurs
principally under the impetus of significant symbols; and the technique
of using significant symbols for this purpose is propaganda.

Propaganda as a word is closely allied in popular and technical usage
with certain others. It must be distinguished from education. We need
a name for the processes by which techniques are inculcated—techniques
of spelling, letter-forming, adding, piano-playing, and lathe-handling.
If this be education, we are free to apply the term propaganda to the
creation of valuational dispositions or attitudes.

The deliberative attitude is capable of being separated from the
propagandist attitude. Deliberation implies the search for the solution
of a besetting problem with no desire to prejudice a particular solution in
advance. The propagandist is very much concerned about how a specific
solution is to be evoked and “‘put over.” And though the most subtle
propaganda closely resembles disinterested deliberation, there is no
difficulty in distinguishing the extremes.

What is the relation between propaganda and the changing of opinions
through psychiatric interviews? Such an interview is an intensive
approach to the individual by means of which the interviewer gains
access to the individual’s private stock of meanings and becomes capable
of exploiting them rather than the standard meanings of the groups. of
which the individual is a member. The intimate, continuing relationship
which is set up under quasi-clinical conditions is quite beyond the reach
of the propagandist, who must restrict himself to dealing with the
individual as a standard member of some groups or sub-groups which he
differentiates upon the basis of extrinsic evidence.?

9 Advertising is paid publicity and may or may not be employed in propaganda.
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NOTES ON POLITICAL DEFINITION AND METHOD 629

Propagandas may be classified upon the basis of many possible criteria.
Some are carried on by organizations like the Anti-Cigarette League
which have a definite and restricted objective; others are conducted by
organizations, like most civic associations, which have a rather general
and diffused purpose. This objective may be revolutionary or counter-
revolutionary, reformist or counter-reformist, depending upon whether or
not a sweeping institutional change is involved. Propaganda may be
carried on by organizations which rely almost exclusively upon it or
which use it as an auxiliary implement among several means of social
control. Some propagandas are essentially temporary, like the boosters’
club for a favorite son, or comparatively permanent. Some propagandas
are intra-group, in the sense that they exist to consolidate an existing
attitude and not, like the extra-group propagandas, to assume the addi-
tional burden of proselyting. There are propagandas which are manned
by those who hope to\reap{direct, tangible, and:substantial gains from
them; others are staffed by, those who are content with a remote, intan-
gible, and rather imprecise advantage to themselves. Some are run by
men who make it their life work, and others are handled by amateurs.
Some depend upon a central or skeleton staff and others rely upon wide-
spread and catholic associations. One propaganda group may flourish in
secret and another may invite publicity.

Besides all these conceivable and often valuable distinctions, prop-
agandas may be conveniently divided according to the object toward
which it is proposed to modify or crystallize an attitude. Some propagan-
das exist to organize an attitude toward a person, like Mr. Coolidge or
Mr. Smith; others to organize an attitude toward a group, like the
Japanese or the workers; others to organize an attitude toward a policy
or institution, like free trade or parliamentary government; and still
others to organize an attitude toward a mode of personal participation,
like buying war bonds or joining the marines. No propaganda fits
tightly into its category of major emphasis, and it must be remembered
that pigeon-holes are invented to serve convenience and not to satisfy
yearnings for the immortal and the immutable.

If we state the strategy of propaganda in cultural terms, we may say
that it involves the presentation of an object in a culture in such a
manner that certain cultural attitudes will be organized toward it. The
problem of the propagandist is to intensify the attitudes favorable to his
purpose, to reverse the attitudes hostile to it, and to attract the in-
different, or, at the worst, to prevent them from assuming a hostile bent.
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630 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW

Every cultural group has its vested values. These may include the
ownership of property or the possession of claims to ceremonial defer-
ence. An object toward which it is hoped to arouse hostility must be
presented as a menace to as many of these values as possible. There are
always ambitious hopes of increasing values, and the object must be
made to appear as the stumbling block to their realization. There are
patterns of right and wrong, and the object must be made to flout the
good. There are standards of propriety, and the object must appear
ridiculous and gauche. If the plan is to draw out positive attitudes
toward an object, it must be presented, not as a menace and an ob-
struction, nor as despicable or absurd, but as a protector of our values,
a champion of our dreams, and a model of virtue and propriety.

Propaganda objects must be chosen with extreme care. The primary
objects are usually quite distinet. Thus war propaganda involves the
enemy, the ally, and the neutral. It involves leaders on both sides and
the support of certain policies and institutions. It implies the control
of attitudes toward various forms of participation—enlistment, bond
buying, and strenuous exertion. These, and similar objects, are con-
spicuously entangled in the context of the total situation, and the prop-
agandist can easily see that he must deal with them. But some are
contingently and not primarily implicated. They are important in the
sense that unless precautions are taken attention may be inconveniently
diverted to them. The accumulating unrest of a nation may be turned by
social revolutionaries into an outburst against the government which
distracts the hostility of the community from the enemy, and breakdown
ensues. War propaganda must therefore include the social revolutionist
as an object of hostility, and all propaganda must be conceived with
sufficient scope to embrace these contingent objects.

The strategy of propaganda, which has been phrased in cultural terms,
can readily be described in the language of stimulus-response. Translated
into this vocabulary, which is especially intelligible to some, the prop-
agandist may be said to be concerned with the multiplication of those
stimuli which are best calculated to evoke the desired responses, and
with the nullification of those stimuli which are likely to instigate the
undesired responses. Putting the same thing into terms of social sug-
gestion, the problem of the propagandist is to multiply all the suggestions
favorable to the attitudes which he wishes to produce.and strengthen,
and to restrict all suggestions which are unfavorable to them. In this
sense of the word, suggestion is not used as it is in individual psychology
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NOTES ON POLITICAL DEFINITION AND METHOD 631

to mean the acceptance of an idea without reflection; it refers to cultural
material with a recognizable meaning.

Whatever form of words helps to ignite the imagination of the prac-
tical manipulator of attitudes is the most valuable one. Terminological
difficulties disappear when we turn from the problem of choosing prop-
aganda matter to discuss the specific carriers of propaganda material.
The form in which the significant symbols are embodied to reach the
public may be spoken, written, pictorial, or musical, and the number
of stimulus carriers is infinite. If the propagandist identifies himself
imaginatively with the life of his subjects in a particular situation, he is
able to explore several channels of approach. Consider, for a moment,
the people who ride the street cars. They may be reached by placards
posted inside the car, by posters on the billboards along the track, by
newspapers which they read, by conversations which they overhear,
by leaflets which are openly or surreptitiously slipped into their hands,
by street demonstrations at halting places, and no doubt by other means.
Of these possible occasions there are no end. People walk along the
streets or ride in automobiles, trams, and subways, elevated trains,
boats, electrical or steam railways; they congregate in theatres, churches,
lecture halls, eating places, athletic parks, concert rooms, barber shops
and beauty parlors, coffee-houses and drug stores; people work in offices,
warehouses, mills, factories, and conveyances. An inspection of the life
patterns of any community reveals the web of mobility routes and con-
gregating centres through which interested fact and opinion may be
disseminated. '

Propaganda rose to transitory importance in the past whenever a social
system based upon the sanctions of antiquity was broken up by a
tyrant. The ever-present function of propaganda in modern life is in
large measure attributable to the social disorganization which has been
precipitated by the rapid advent of technological changes. Impersonality
has supplanted personal loyalty to leaders. Literacy and the physical
channels of communication have quickened the connection between
those who rule and the ruled. Conventions have arisen which favor
the ventilation of opinions and the taking of votes. Most of that which
formerly could be done by violence and intimidation must now be done
by argument and persuasion. Democracy has proclaimed the dictator-
ship of palaver, and the technique of dictating to the dictator is named
propaganda.

Harorp D. LASSWELLL.

University of Chicago.

This content downloaded from
86.49.225.207 on Mon, 25 Sep 2023 10:20:43 +00:00
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	image 1
	image 2
	image 3
	image 4
	image 5

	Issue Table of Contents
	The American Political Science Review, Vol. 21, No. 3, Aug., 1927
	Front Matter
	The Chief Whip in the British Parliament [pp.519-528]
	Permanent Officials in the National Administration of the United States [pp.529-536]
	European Dictatorships [pp.537-551]
	The Antiparliamentary Movement in France [pp.552-572]
	Public Law in the State Courts in 1926-1927 [pp.573-597]
	Legislative Notes and Reviews
	Reapportionment in Illinois [pp.598-602]
	The Voting Machine Extends its Territory [pp.603-610]

	Notes on Political Definition and Method
	The Psychological Nature of Political Structure [pp.611-618]
	The Identification of Blocs in Small Political Bodies [pp.619-627]
	The Theory of Political Propaganda [pp.627-631]

	News and Notes
	Personal and Miscellaneous [pp.632-644]

	Doctoral Dissertations in Political Science in Preparation at American Colleges and Universities [pp.645-651]
	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.652-653]
	untitled [pp.654-655]
	untitled [pp.655-657]
	untitled [pp.657-659]
	untitled [pp.659-661]
	untitled [pp.661-662]
	untitled [pp.663-664]
	untitled [pp.665-667]
	untitled [pp.667-669]
	untitled [pp.669-674]
	untitled [pp.674-676]
	untitled [pp.677-679]
	untitled [pp.679-681]
	untitled [pp.681-682]
	Briefer Notices [pp.682-701]

	Back Matter [pp.702-752]



