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Boosting moraleDirty tricks anD Disinformation

John Leete shines a 
light on the dark world of 
propaganda and how it 
affected our WW2 families. 
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Boosting morale

The dark 
world of 
propaganda

Can you identify this lad? This photo, 
by American photographer Toni Frissell, 
captures the sad plight of one little 
British boy caught up in the war. It is 
possible that an image of this type 
would be aimed at the American market 
to garner support from the US audience. 
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have to contend with being under 
attack from enemy bombing raids. A 
population whose spirit is broken is 
a population that demands that its 
Government sues for peace. 

During the late-1930s many people 
believed that a second war was 
inevitable; Britain’s Government 
somewhat reluctantly prepared for 
another conflict. Information leaflets 
were being written and produced in 
1937 and by July 1939, every British 
household had received four Civil 
Defence pamphlets including ‘Some 
things you should know if War should 

Sending films out to troops was an 
essential element of keeping up morale. 
Here Desert Victory is on its way to 
Africa. 

Posters lining the streets and helping to spread the Government’s war effort message.

Propaganda is a form of 
communication the contents 
of which are created for the 
sole purpose of influencing 

the attitude of a population and 
steering it towards a specific cause 
or position. Propaganda is never and 
can never be impartial and it’s used 
primarily to influence a general or 
targeted audience and to further an 
agenda. It’s about presenting the facts 
selectively, in other words lying by 
omission, to encourage a particular 
synthesis. So-called ‘loaded’ messages 
produced emotional rather than 
rational responses to the information, 
however it is presented. Propaganda 
is also used as a form of ideological 
or commercial warfare. One 
commentator noted that, ‘there was a 
fine line between keeping the public 
in the dark by suppressing all news 
and in the grey area of fact versus 
and fiction as determined by the 
Government’.

During World War II, Britain’s dirty 
tricks propaganda agency was called 
the Political Warfare Executive (PWE), 
which was a unit of the British Foreign 
Office. This psychological warfare 
agency invented and distributed what 
was known as ‘black’ propaganda, 
or in other words disinformation to 
boost morale among Britons and 
Americans and to promote anti-
German feelings in neutral countries. 
Its work also included manufacturing 
and distributing bogus German 
documents. 

Preparing for war
Yes it was all rather devious, it was all 
very carefully planned but in time of 
war, it was all rather necessary. Yet the 
flip side of the coin was the direct and 
obvious benefits of keeping the British 
public ‘on-side’ through some of the 
darkest days of our nation’s history. 
It was about winning the hearts and 
minds of the people in contrast to 
or possibly in recognition of the 
predictions of pre-war think-tanks 
that if an enemy bombing campaign 
against the civilian population was 
successful, there would be mass 
hysteria, mass suicides and civil unrest 
on an unprecedented scale. 

In his broadcast of 3 September 
1939, King George VI acknowledged 
that, ‘There may be dark days ahead, 
and war can no longer be confined to 
the battlefield…’, and this was as clear 
an indication that the public had that 
the war was also going to be fought 
on the Home Front. It was paramount 
to control the morale of the people 
who would not only have to deal with 
the departure of their loved ones for 
service overseas, but who would also 
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come’. That generation was far more 
compliant and deferential than we 
are today and for the most part they 
did not question official instructions 
and information. Irrespective of 
that however, a war would bring new 
terrors and horrors, the like of which 
had not been experienced before. 
How would the British public react? 
How would the Government deal with 
the challenges?

Motivate, control, encourage
In parallel with an initiative to assess 
how many permanent and temporary 
mortuaries would be available to 
deal with predicted death tolls, the 
Government identified the best 
methods of motivating, controlling 
and encouraging citizens. Informing 
them by discretion and protecting 
them would contribute towards 
winning the war. 

The Ministry of Information (MOI) 
was created on 4 September 1939 
to be responsible for censorship, 
publicity and propaganda on the 
Home Front. By 1942 its annual 
budget had reached £4 million of 
which about £120,000 was spent on 
posters. Propaganda campaigns 
were rolled out across five ‘sectors’: 
Production and Salvage, The Fighting 
Forces, Allied Unity, Personalities and 

the Home Front. What was known 
as the Home Intelligence Division 
collected reactions of the public about 
morale, often linking their reactions 
to certain poster campaigns. Millions 
of booklets, leaflets and posters were 
issued addressing everything from the 
need for thrift to how to put on a gas 
mask, from evacuation of children to 
joining the forces. Underlining this 
was an optimistic tone, suggesting 
‘do as the information says and 
everything will be all right’. Every 
Mrs Smith and Mrs Jones across the 
land recycled on a grand scale, just as 
the posters demanded. Their efforts 
instilled a certain amount of pride 
in an otherwise mundane activity. 
Doreen Spinks says that her mother 
was a local organiser for the London 
Salvage Drive in September 1941. 
‘There were boxes for bones, for waste 
paper, for old metal and a dustbin 
for ash, broken glass and china and 
useless food scraps. It seemed like a 
full-time job, but mum said everything 
like this helped the war effort. They 
were spurred on by leaflets, posters 
and advertising at the cinema to do 
their patriotic duty and they followed 
obediently. Just as well they did.’

Radio was harnessed to play its 
part through carefully controlled 
programming that relied heavily 

on music, song and more music. 
Music was an integral part of the 
live concerts broadcast from factory 
canteens. These programmes 
contributed significantly, helping to 
increase output of vital equipment for 
the Front line and bringing people 
together as one cohesive, determined 
unit, fighting for the common cause.

Art, photography & film
In 1939 the Government created the 
Council for the Encouragement of 
Music and Art (CEMA); in the same 
year, it also set up the War Artists 
Advisory Committee (WAAC) to 
recognise the need for art in people’s 
life in time of war. It was a great 
morale booster. Through artistic 
interpretations of life on the Home 
Front, with themes of patriotism 
and heroism central to the work, the 
public was inspired, emotional, and 
even more determined to protect their 
way of life.

Cinemas were, like radio, key 
to the success of the propaganda 
campaign. A whole genre of wartime 
films (American and British) were 
scripted and filmed to boost morale 
and lift the spirits. Went the Day Well? 
(1942), Millions Like Us (1943) and A 
Canterbury Tale (1944) are among the 
greatest flag-waving films ever made, 
building on cinema’s established role 
of spreading propaganda. 

This was propaganda at work, albeit 
the soft underbelly of propaganda, 
the aspect that hovers closer to 
obvious than to subliminal. ‘We were 
only telling them what they needed 
to know and what they wanted to 
hear’ remarked one former Ministry 
of Information officer in a post-
war interview. ‘It worked because 
people needed to have guidance and 
leadership, that supported them when 
all around was in turmoil. Once we 
started to use real people, ordinary 
people, in our output it made all the 
difference in a good way. The person 
in the street could identify with Mrs 
Brown who had been bombed out 
and was interviewed on camera saying 
how she won’t let Jerry beat her. That 
would be shown in the cinema and 
had a tremendous effect.’ 

Photographs were used to great 
effect and it’s estimated that around 
40 per cent of the photographs 
published during the war were staged.  
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No matter how tough the work, people 
still smiled for the camera. A group of 
‘lumber jills’ taking a tea break. 
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Although many were censored, 
an image of a child sitting up in a 
hospital bed after being injured 
in a raid would capture the hearts 
and minds of all who saw it. It had 
a galvanising effect and spurred 
people on to win the battle on the 
Home Front. The Women’s Voluntary 
Service (WVS) was one of several 
organisations to harness the power 
of the image to promote its work and 
to show as a united ‘force’ that the 
country would win the war. Eighteen-
year-old London society girl Patience 
Brand, known to her friends as ‘Boo’, 
was photographed carrying out her 
duties with emphasis on making and 
serving tea to those sheltering across 
London and to members of the armed 
and civilian services. The classes work 

together, we are all the same, 
everyone ‘mucks in’. That was 
the message. 

Powerful images emerged 
of the victims of bombing, 
such as three-year-old Eileen 
Dunne photographed by Cecil 
Beaton. These images, along 
with newsreel footage, were 
directed towards the American 
domestic audience in an effort 
to secure financial and practical 
support. American broadcaster 
Ed Murrow, who was stationed 

in London, recorded ‘This is London’, 
a number of emotive and powerful 
broadcasts, which helped underpin the 
external propaganda campaign and 
win over American hearts and minds.

In 1944, photographs and newsreels 
of the build-up of troops and 
vehicles across southern England in 
preparation for D-Day included footage 
of a young girl, ‘Janet’, who, with her 
mother, was seen meeting tank crews 
in Bedhampton near Portsmouth. The 
date was 2 June. The footage has been 
shown thousands of times since 1944 
and yet it was only this year, thanks 
to BBC South Today, that Janet was 
traced. It was an emotional experience 
for her seeing her mother as a young 
woman and realising that they were 
both part of a remarkable moment in 
world history. 

Where are they now?
For every person, like Janet, whose 
story has been told as a result of 
appeals for information, there are tens 
of thousands of people who appeared 
in front of the cameras about whom we 
might ask, ‘Where are they now?’ The 
December 1939 photograph of the little 
girl holding the medal awarded to her 
father who was killed in the Battle of 
the River Plate, the little boy on parade 
with members of the fire service or any 
of the evacuees whose photographs 
made the front pages, these are our 
wartime publicity ancestors. Our 
wartime publicity ancestors were the 
unwitting, but vital components of a 
campaign to keep the nation united as 
it strove towards victory and peace.
l If you recognise any of the people 
featured in these photographs, please 
get in touch (see page 5). We would 
love to hear from you if your family 
members appeared in a wartime 
newsreel or publicity photograph 
or featured on a poster for general 
release. Thank you.

John Leete’s fascination with 
wartime Britain started when he 
was eight and an uncle handed 
him an old ARP helmet. On holiday 
years later a chance meeting 
resulted in his first published book 
about life on the Home Front, and 
he is now writing his sixth book. 
John has been a re-enactor for 
about 20 years, and enjoys portraying a 
police officer, among other roles, and gives 
talks on the Home Front. 

About the author

Tackling the damage 
in the Plymouth Blitz, 
on the corner of Arlington Road 
and Ashford Hill. Who might that little 
boy be? Do you know him?

The Ministry of Information staged 
exhibitions in different cities, 
reminding people how they should 
behave. 
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