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Propaganda! The Formation of "Men’s” (People’s) 

Attitudes

• Ellul's Reactions to:

– Simplistic Definitions of Propaganda (WWI 

and WWII)

• Magic Bullet & Hypodermic Needle 

Theories of communication)

• Simplistic notion that all propaganda was 

“evil” and only used by authoritarian leaders 

of other nations/cultures

• Ellul's Focus: Adding Detail, Accuracy, and 

Complexity

– The SOCIOLOGY of media influence: HOW and 

WHY propaganda works  across ALL cultures 

and periods in history.

– MAJOR Caveat: 20th Century Media has 

Transformed Propaganda (MEDIA 

TECHNOLOGIES, Quantity, Orchestration, and 

Impact)



Ellul's Basic Definition of Propaganda:

• "Propaganda is a set of orchestrated 

methods employed by an organized group 

that wants to bring about the active or 

passive participation a mass of 

individuals who are psychologically 

unified .“

• Distinction: Persuasion vs. Propaganda

– Persuasion= Small size, Interpersonal, Relatively Benign

– Propaganda= Large scale, Uses Mass Media, 
Transforms how people think and act, Sender controlled, 
Collective mass thinking



Propaganda and the 

Sociology of Mass Society

• Propaganda is a sociological 
phenomenon devised to motivate
and distract mass populations. 

– Religion is the opiate of the masses – Karl Marx

– Media is now the opiate of the masses– J Ellul

• Propaganda is directly related to 
technological determinism. It 
makes people conform to the 
dictates of technology and 
technocratic life.

– Technological Determinism = The 
notion that progress is determined by 
technological development.  More simply 
that you are so reliant upon technology 
that you can’t (or won’t) escape it’s 
dictates, rules, obligations. 



TWO BROAD Types of PROPAGANDA

“POLITICAL PROPAGANDA
Tends to be…Action-oriented, Participatory, Transformative

To persuade people to change and/or adhere to certain political 

beliefs or the people who act on them (politicians)

SOCIOLOGICAL PROPAGADA
– More passive, socializing, value driven, modifying existing beliefs

– (MUCH more POWERFUL, effective, and pervasive)





7-Major CHARACTERISTICS of MODERN PROPAGANDA

1. MAINSTREAM/POP CULTURES:  Based on real people, real information (not lies), and real 
events/situations which are SIMPLIFIED for EMOTIONAL IMPACT. 

✓ delivered in a SLOGANEERING manner... REPEATEDLY across media platforms

2. Largely EMOTIONAL and ASSOCIATIONAL (NOT rational, logical, or even common sense) 

✓ For better or worse, people tend to "think" with their emotions. SIMPLE CAUSE AND EFFECT 
relationships

3. SELF-FULFILLING MEDIA CONSUMPTION/AFFIRMATION→INSULATION.

✓ People habitually consume media which tends to reflect values/ideals that they ALREADY HOLD.

4. Dependent upon BI-POLAR OPPOSITIONS & EITHER/or-THINKING (simplistic).

✓ Either/OR obscures DETAILS and NUANCE.  GRAY areas are easily overlooked.

5. EDUCATION and THE NEWS are central prerequisites for effective propaganda.

✓ The  more dogmatically "enculturated“ IN believing that you are TRUTHFULLY “INFORMED”, then the 

more likely it is that you will rely on propaganda in order to act "informed.“

6. Modern Propaganda is rooted in "scientific“ quantitative and qualitative methods 

✓ statistically based surveys, questionnaires, polls, ANALYTICS on “Generalities”

7. Often depends upon the “A CONFORMIST COLLECTIVE“ and QUICKLY RELATABLE 

STORY-TELLING STEREOTYPES

✓ Effective propaganda must be TOTAL (encircling).  MULTIPLE forms of media used. URGENCY 

assigned to a communicated message, and narrative STEREOTYPES



Cultural Stereotypes and Story-Telling

• Stereotypes are a central part of 
nearly ALL stories!

• STORY TOOLS:  Quick/Identifiable→
quickest “meaning-making” comes out of 
oppositional forces

• EMPHASIZE Dramatic Tensions

• Frequently represent the EXTREMES of our 
Cultural Biases.

• Frequently “normed” and therefore largely 
invisible to consumers AND producers of media

• Information Overload + 

• Quick Stories + 

• Lack of context

• Unidimensional + 

• Uninformed populace + 

• Humor (All comedy all the time)+

• Extreme Solutions+



Framing of NEWS STEREOTYPES

➔ Bias #1: Nationalistic/Patriotic Political 

Bias-- News Media almost always

reinforce the Government on foreign 

policy issues. News Patriotism.

➔ Bias #2: Corporate Consumer Culture 

Bias. Audiences→Advertisers:  70%-

30% split  (ads vs. news).

➔ Bias #3: News slants create/reinforce 

Mainstream Cultural Biases/Viewpoints



POLEMICS: Dramatic/Confrontational Divisional 

and Oppositional Polemics through IMAGES, 

HEADLINES, and EDITORIAL SLANTS

1. Gender:  He-She-They

2. Politics: Conservative vs. Liberal

3. Age: Children – Tweens – Adults – Elderly 

4. Religion:  Christians vs. Muslims; 
Believers vs. Non-believers

5. Race: Black vs. White

6. Economics/Income/Cla$$: Elites of 
Society vs. Common People

7. NATIONALISTIC: US vs. Them



NATIONAL NEWS: Time Magazine as an AGENDA 

SETTER for NEWS & American Foreign Policy
 Time/Life Media Empire:  Henry Luce—Founder  (1923)  -

 Time Magazine = News for the “common man”

 National & GLOBAL ADVERTISING (FULL COLOR)

 Mainstream News Digest– One sitting.

 The News/Ad SPLIT (30%/70%)

 PHOTO/IMAGE CENTRIC PUBLICATIONS

 America First (er)!! (Ardent Nationalism/Patriotism).

 Centrist Conservative Editorial Slant.

 “American Exceptionalism”: United States is the “Guiding 

light of Freedom and Democracy worldwide.”

 Life Magazine = American Family, Culture, Society, 

Fashion, Trends

 AGENDA SETTING!

– TIME-WARNER GLOBAL MEDIA—Now Charter/Spectrum 

Communications

– Newsweek, US News and World Report and nearly all American 

national news magazines

– USA Today, CNN-FOX-MSNBC

– NYTIMES-WASH POST-Boston Globe among many others…



Fortune Magazine (1930→)



SPORTS ILLUSTRATED Magazine (1954→)



People Magazine




















