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For ordinary citizens all over the world during the 1930s and 1940s, it was difficult to know 

what to make of what was going on. With memories of the Great War still relatively fresh in the public 

mind, the period of relative peace following the armistice in 1917 began to draw to a close, as Hitler 

gained more and more power in Germany and unrest and fighting began to break out in nations all over 

the world. By the late 1930s, thanks mainly to the actions of now Nazi Germany, the world was on the 

brink of a second world war, and both the governments and peoples of a great many nations both in 

Europe and around the world prepared themselves for what would turn out to be the costliest war in 

human history. Looking back, it almost boggles the mind to think about the losses that nations such as 

the United Kingdom, Germany and the United States sustained during the war, which begs the 

question: how did their respective governments manage to sustain morale, as well as keep their citizens 

organized and informed? (Whether or not the information given to them was strictly truthful.) The short 

answer: radio. In the United States, Germany and the UK, radio was the number one method of mass 

media during this time period (Horten, 1996). In the US, ninety percent of households owned a radio 

set, and regular radio shows could attract, on average, about 30 million listeners (Horten, 1996). Radio 

revolutionized the way that ordinary citizens could be informed (and persuaded) about current events, 

mainly because of the “live” aspect of this mass medium and the immediacy that it brought with it. It 

also created an entirely new type of culture, centered on the radio set. Nothing like this had ever been 

seen before; for the first time, entire countries could enjoy a kind of “collective conscience” as a vast 

number of its citizens could enjoy entertainment or share in life-changing news simultaneously (Karpf, 

2013).   

Radio flourished into the primary means of persuasion and information for citizens in 

participating countries leading up to and during WWII by these nation's governments, and the attitudes 

regarding the war cultivated by many citizens would have been completely different were it not for 

radio. In this paper, I hope to look deeper into the ways that radio affected and reflected the attitudes 

and actions of citizens in nations involved in and leading up to World War II. I plan to look at popular 



radio and the public thinking that it both reflected and cultivated, as well as the ways that wartime 

governments used radio to influence public opinion and convey news about the war. I want to look 

more into the "radio culture" of the day and perhaps shed some light on what it was like to have the 

radio as the primary source for entertainment and breaking news. Primarily I will look at the United 

States, but I hope to find some interesting material pertaining to the UK and Germany as well.  

As radio was emerging as the mass medium of choice in the 1920s, governments (and 

advertisers) began to realize radio’s potential as a propaganda tool. The truth is, radio was the perfect 

channel for propaganda during this time period, for a number of reasons. First and foremost, radio’s 

ubiquity made it the perfect tool to reach a large portion of the country simultaneously. As mentioned 

before, popular entertainment programs alone could reach about a quarter of the US population every 

single day. Secondly, radio was predictable and followed a very regular schedule, which made it easy to 

insert propaganda messages, say, between the two most popular entertainment programs (Horten, 

1996). 

In the years leading up to the war, no one used radio quite so effectively in the United States as 

President Franklin Roosevelt. According to Campbell, “Roosevelt was the first president to effectively 

use broadcasting to communicate with citizens.” For much of the 19
th

 century, American politics was 

dependent on direct, face-to-face communication between politicians and party regulars, due to the 

strong influence of bipartisanship (Ryfe, 1999). Ordinary folks often got their news about what was 

going on through word of mouth, thanks to family members, co-workers, and friends. By the beginning 

of the 20
th

 century, however, the party system lost some of its power, and politicians found themselves 

needing to speak more to the people as a whole rather than to a select few (Ryfe, 1999). Radio provided 

a solution to this problem. Between 1933 and 1944, Roosevelt would use a series of 29 broadcasts, 

known as his “fireside chats”, to inform the American people about what was going on in the world. 

Many historians argue that these broadcasts were less about propaganda, per se, as they were about 

genuinely keeping touch with the American people and informing them about the issues that they 



needed to know about (Ryfe, 1999). According to Karpf, “His measured pace and level tone, his 

paternal timbre, seemed to guarantee American safety, no matter how volcanic the events raging in the 

world.” Critics of Roosevelt have maintained that the fireside chats have been somewhat romanticized 

over the years, and that Roosevelt often valued style over substance (Lim, 2003). Whether or not this is 

true, one thing is undeniable: the fireside chats were very effective for the people at the time, and were, 

for the most part, a huge comfort for the American people.   

In the United States, radio officially became a fully-fledged propaganda tool in June of 1942, 

six months after Pearl Harbor, when the Office of War Information was created (Horten, 1996). The 

OWI collaborated with the War Advertising Council, an office that had been created just before the war 

started, to come up with a plan to feed the American people the messages that the government wanted 

them to hear about the war. The Network Allocation Plan, as it was known, was a simple one: The 

Radio Division of the OWI provided the Radio Advisory Committee of the WAC with a set schedule of 

what raw propaganda messages were to be sent out when (often about 4 weeks in advance), and the 

Radio Advisory Committee had the task of integrating the messages into their programming in 

whatever way they saw fit (Horten, 1996). In the words of Horten, “it was the advertisers and writers 

who packaged and sold the war to the American people.”  

When most of us hear the word propaganda, our minds are more than likely drawn to the image 

of charismatic and bombastic demagogues, such as Adolf Hitler, giving speeches to the masses about 

why they know best for the country (more on that later). The truth is, however, that American 

propaganda during World War II was often much more subtle. The War Advertising Council found 

many ways to integrate the messages into daily radio programming with the intention of not even 

letting the public know it was propaganda. At first, it was popular to put propaganda messages directly 

into advertisements; this was seen not only as a good business practice but also as very patriotic 

(Horten, 1996). After a while, though, polls and data began to show that the public was growing weary 

of the tireless plugging of the war effort by advertisers. After the collaboration of the OWI and the 



WAC, radio propaganda began to take a decidedly different turn: propaganda messages were being 

integrated directly into entertainment programs, often in ways that the public didn’t even catch on to. 

This method was a big success, mainly because it did something that a government demagogue could 

not: the programs informed while also entertaining, and often listeners had no idea they were being 

molded by these programs (Horten, 1996). Over time, the producers of the most popular entertainment 

programs of the day honed their craft of integrating propaganda into their work as painlessly as 

possible. 

 A classic example of propaganda messages pervading an entertainment program was in the 

wildly popular radio sitcom Fibber McGee and Molly. In a December 1942 show, heard by about 30 

million Americans, the main character, Fibber, loudly voiced his opinions (which, not coincidentally, 

were very similar to those of the American people) about the new gas-rationing measure, which had 

just gone into effect. He complained to his wife, Molly, about it, saying he needed the gas to get places. 

Molly gently chided her husband and told him that the main reason the government was rationing gas 

was to save rubber in the car’s tires (Horten, 1996). To understand why this message proved so 

effective, we as modern-day historians must try to understand how audiences of the day viewed these 

characters. Fibber was a self-righteous but likeable oaf who often voiced the opinions of the people 

(such as their displeasure about having to use less gas), but spun them in such a way that they seemed 

self-serving and irresponsible (Horten, 1996). Molly was always the voice of reason, who patiently 

offered dissenting opinions to Fibber, and consequently to the American people. The genius of using 

entertainment programs to influence the public in this way resided in the fact that radio listeners were 

far more likely to trust what they heard on entertainment programs than what they heard from some 

kind of political transmission. In my opinion, I believe that this was a very clever way of getting 

messages out to citizens, and personally I feel that I would probably be more likely to respond to a 

message that is integrated into an entertainment program than one that comes straight from a political 

source. I believe that even today many people would agree with me; after all, look at the popularity of 



such shows as The Colbert report and The Daily Show, which report on actual political and social 

issues but do so in an entertaining manner. 

The use of radio for propaganda messages in Germany during this time period was decidedly 

different. In contrast to the innocuous and subtle methods put to use by the United States, German 

Minister of Propaganda Josef Goebbels insisted on a plan of “bombardment”, or constant, direct 

propaganda messages being sent out constantly to every German household (Kittler, 2012). Hitler 

himself often disagreed with this plan, mainly because he feared that these constant messages would 

betray secrets to the allies if they were able to pick up their radio signals.
1
 Nevertheless, German 

citizens were fed a near-constant stream of propaganda messages, most of them straight from Hitler 

himself (Kittler, 2012). History tells us that many German citizens during this time, rather than feeling 

comforted and contained by the voice of their leader (like Roosevelt), they felt penetrated and attacked 

by it. Hitler’s rhetoric was so aggressive, so venomous, and so angry, that it often did nothing more 

than frighten his people into submission (Karpf, 2013). According to Karpf, “if they were not to 

become the object of his attack, they had to identify with the aggressor.” Numerous historians have 

written about their reactions to Hitler’s voice on the radio, including Virginia Woolf, who called it 

“frightening” (Karpf, 2013). It is difficult to deny that the Nazi use of radio had a profound effect on 

the citizens of Germany and their opinions, whether or not they were genuine or merely perceived.  

Radio culture also had a great effect on the citizens of Great Britain during this time period. 

Great Britain possessed a great radio speaker as a leader during the war in Prime Minister Winston 

Churchill, whose many broadcasts helped to bolster British support for the war and boost morale, even 

in the most bleak of situations. Most people are familiar, for example, with his famous address from 

June 4, 1940 in which he promises that “we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost may be; we shall 

                                                 
1
 In 1942 he criticized Goebbels heavily for not considering putting in a cable network, which he considered to be easier to 

regulate and carried less of a risk of interception by his enemies. Moreover, Hitler feared that the German people might be 

tempted to tune into foreign broadcasts with their radio sets, and perhaps begin to sympathize with the enemy. Germany 

would eventually get a cable system, but not until the Cold War (Kittler, 2013).  



fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the 

streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender” (Churchill, 1940). Many British citizens 

found comfort in the fact that they could rely on their radio sets to inform them about what was going 

on. One if the most fascinating aspects of radio culture that emerged was the power of radio 

catchphrases, and their ability to bind the citizens of the country together (Karpf, 2013). Popular radio 

programs at the time featured such phrases as “Don’t mind if I do,” which became a national saying 

that’s used even today, and the phrase “I’m going down now, sir,” which became popular for fighter 

pilots to yell as they were going in for an attack (Karpf, 2013). Ultimately, the radio became the 

medium of choice for binding the country together as one.  

In conclusion, it is difficult to imagine today what it was like to be a citizen of Great Britain, 

Germany, or the United States back in the days when radio was the primary source of both 

entertainment and information. U.S. and British citizens were able to find comfort in their eloquent 

leaders’ honest and informative rhetoric. For the Germans, the radio was anything but a comfort; it was 

a channel for Hitler to inject his venom into his people, and thus control them through fear. Propaganda 

messages eventually began to pervade almost everything that citizens heard on the radio in the U.S., 

including advertisements and even the popular entertainment programs. All in all, it is clear to see from 

history that the motivations and attitudes of the citizens living in these wartime countries would have 

been quite vastly different were it not for the incredibly important effects of radio.  
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