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Keep Quiet ... But Tell!! 

Political Language and the 'Alert Citizen' 
in Second World War America 

0LAF STIEGLITZ 

In 1943 Professor Max]. Herzberg, editor of the scholarly journal 
Word Stuqy, asked a number of eminent philologists to discuss the 
probable effects of the present war in their realm of interest. 
Herzberg asked his colleagues how the study of foreign languages 
was possibly being influenced by the war. He was curious to know 
if the war was creating new words or phrases in the USA; and he 
also wanted to know whether the tremendous increase of interest 
in science and mathematics was drawing students away from the 
study of languages. But there was another point on the question-
naire that focused on what Herzberg called 'Increased Linguistic 
Alertness'. He asked: 'Have people become more sensitive to 
words in this war of words? Are they more critical in their 
attitude?' 1 

Reactions to this point of enquiry were mixed. Some professors 
were convinced that Americans paid more attention to words and 
strove to interpret them more accurately because, as Herzberg 
stated, 'we realize that so much depends on what we do after we 
have listened'.2 On the subject of propaganda and its range of 
implications for general language usage, Professor Lawrence H. 
Conrad concluded very optimistically: 'The total effect of the 
awakening has been good. It would be very difficult to fool the lit-
erate portions of the American public.'3 

This essay aims to elaborate this final aspect of Herzberg's 
enquiries und its consequences for US political language during 
the Second World War. The concept of propaganda has been 

1 MaxJ. Herzberg, 17ze War and Language: A Symposium on the FJ!ects Qf World War II upon 
the Er,gli.rh Language, the Study Qf Foreign Tongues, and the Use Qf Words (Springfield, Mass., 1943), 
2. This booklet contains a synopsis written by Herzberg of the original papers returned in 
reply to the Word Study questionnaire. 2 Ibid. 

3 Ibid. 4. Herzberg is here quoting from the questionnaire. 
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widely and usefully employed in historical research, most often 
within a critical frame of analysis, to demonstrate attempts by dif-
ferent governments to regulate and direct public opinion. 4 Yet, at 
least from the point of view articulated in recent post-structuralist 
theory, it has proved too inflexible for analysing the interrelated 
layers of transmission, perception, and reaction to announced 
threats and dangers. The notion of some 'official', government-
authorized propaganda that produces a coherent blueprint to 
which the addressed mass audience might react as intended or 
anticipated does not fit into a multi-dimensional, de-centred idea 
of power as suggested, for example, by Michel Foucault, one 
which is becoming increasingly prominent in historical research. 5 

Moreover, it still remains more or less unclear how propaganda 
actually influenced ordinary citizens, both in their daily speech 
and in their behaviour. Any analysis of the effects and outcomes 
of 'propaganda language' has to deal with a number of important 
aspects that structure discussions of politics and language: the role 
of the media and communication in general; the influences of 
symbolic and ritualized language; the relationship between a 
'passive' audience and one considered to be actively engaged in 
adding new meaning to official statements; the questions of social 
and cultural inclusion versus exclusion, and ofidentifying loyal in-
groups and enemy out-groups. These questions have arisen 
recently in studies dealing, for example, with the everyday history 
of National Socialist Germany, and they are even more important 
when dealing with Western-style democracies, in which those dic-
tatorial aspects usually associated with 'true propaganda', such as, 
for example, one-party rule or complete control of the media, are 

4 The history of the term propaganda is elaborated in Wolfgang Schieder and Christof 
Dipper, 'Propaganda', in Otto Brunner et al. {eds.), Geschichtliche Grundbegrijfe: Historisches 
uxikon zur polilisch-so<',ialen Sprache in Deutsch/and, 8 vols. (Stuttgart, 1984), v. 69-rr2. The lit-
erature on propaganda is abundant; see Robert Cole, Propaganda in Twenueth Century War 
and Politics: An Annotated Biblwgraphy (Lanham, Md., 1996). The following were useful for 
this essay: Kevin Roberts, Frank Webster, and Michael Pickering, 'Propaganda, 
Information and Social Control', in Jeremy Hawthorne (ed.), Propaganda, Persuaswn and 
Polemic (London, 1987), 1-18; Bertrand Taithe and Tim Thornton, 'Propaganda: A 
Misnomer of Rhetoric and Persuasion?', in eid. (eds.), Propaganda: Political Rhetoric and Identi!)! 
I300-2000 (Stroud, 1999), 1-24; and Andreas Elter, Die Kriegsverkii.efer: Geschichte der US-
Propaganda 1911 2005 (Frankfurt am Main, 2005). 

5 On Foucault's concept of power see esp. Colin Gordon (ed.), Power/ Knowledge: Selected 
Interviews and Other Writings 197:r1977 (New York, 1980). Foucault's influence on historiog-
raphy is mapped out inJiirgen Martschukat (ed.), Geschichte schreiben mit Foucault (Frankfurt 
am Main, 2002). 
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missing. Is propaganda a useful term for the analysis of political 
languages in democracies? How influential are crises, moral 
panics, or wars in stimulating propaganda languages in such soci-
eties? And how might such a language actually work in a hetero-
geneous, pluralistic political culture? 

The cited example from Professor Herzberg's Word Stud;y is 
interesting here because some philologists' opinions on the effect 
of propaganda differed significantly from the optimistic assump-
tions quoted before. Professor Arthur G. Kennedy stated that he 
was 'not at all sure that people have become more sensitive to 
words, but I do believe that they are becoming more worried 
about them'. According to this expert, more and more vague and 
loose words were in the air at that time. The amount of certainty 
and assured meaning was decreasing.6 At least in his opinion, it 
required some effort to interpret the patriotic language of the 
times. 

This essay will demonstrate that US home front propaganda 
language during the Second World War not only produced inter-
esting inconsistencies, but that it by and large rested on these 
conflicting options of interpretation. Despite this, I will argue that 
it was a highly effective language, for it successfully generated dif-
ferent kinds of subjects. By encouraging certain techniques of self-
government, the 'alert citizen' came into existence on the 
American home front as a desired, active protagonist and charac-
ter. But this subjection ultimately rested on another process which 
generated 'spies', 'saboteurs', 'traitors', and other deviants and 
enemies. Intentional language and techniques of self-governing 
and discipline served to stimulate and regulate desired behaviour 
on the home front; a behaviour that nevertheless rested more on 
discursive negotiation than on coherent, one-dimensional speech 
acts which might be described as propaganda. 

I will develop my argument in three steps. The first part pres-
ents an overview of US war information policy aimed at the 
American public during this period, stressing both its reluctant 
beginnings and its de-centredness. Secondly, I shall briefly address 
questions of theory and methodology, outlining the ways in which 
I employ the ideas of Foucault, and, in particular, his concept of 
governmentality, to grasp the problems in question. The third and 
main part of the essay contains a two-stage argument. Using as 

6 Herzberg, War and Language, 4. 
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primary sources both internal material from war information 
agencies, and pamphlets and posters designed by governmental 
organizations and private companies to influence the public, I will 
focus on how US propaganda attempted to act linguistically upon 
the dangers of espionage and sabotage, and show how ideas of 
watchfulness and alertness were activated in the political language. 
I will then suggest, or, to be more precise, hint at, the actual con-
sequences that this charged language might have produced in 
word and deed. 

I 

When America entered the Second World War after a long and 
heated debate between passionate isolationists and those who 
favoured intervention, the Roosevelt administration increased its 
efforts to generate popular support for the war.7 While propaganda 
was, historically, an important tool in the mobilization of war 
efforts, a large majority of Americans were wary of this controver-
sial technique. Many were suspicious of governmental pronounce-
ments after they had observed the propaganda methods of the 
European regimes during the 1930s. In addition, the Committee 
on Public Information, or Creel Committee, the agency responsi-
ble for US First World War propaganda, had left a legacy of 
heavy-handedness and deception.8 To counteract these negative 
associations, the government decided to de-emphasize propaganda 
in the strict sense of the word, and to adopt instead what they 
named a 'strategy of truth', that is, an attempt to disseminate infor-
mation to the public while refraining from persuading or manip-
ulating directly. Instead, as Archibald MacLeish, the Pulitzer 

7 See Richard Steele, 'Roosevelt, the Media, and the Coming of the War, 1940-1941', 
Journal ef American History, 71 (1984), 69-g2. A summary of these developments is presented 
in Astrid M. Eckert, Femdbilder im Wandel· Der Vergleich des Deutschland- und des Japanbildes in 
den USA 1945 und 1946 (Miinster, 1999), 32-41. 

8 On the debate on propaganda during the inter-war years see Erika G. King, 
'Exposing the "Age of Lies": The Propaganda Menace as Portrayed in American 
Magazines in the Aftermath of World War I', Journal ef American Culture, 12 (1989), 35-40. 
Basic information on US propaganda efforts during the Second World War is provided by 
John Morton Blum, V Was.for Victory: Politics and American Culture during World War II (New 
York, 1976); and Alan M. Winkler, The Politics ef Propaganda: 17ze Office ef War IT/formation, 
194~1945 (New Haven, 1978). See also Thomas Howell, 'The Writers' War Board: U.S. 
Domestic Propaganda in World War II', Historian, 59 (1997), 795-813. 
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Prize-winning author and driving force behind such plans, argued, 
the 'government of a democracy, by virtue of its existence as a 
democratic government, has a very different function in relation 
to the making of opinion. It is the government's function to see to 
it that the people have the facts before them-the facts on which 
opinions can be formed.'9 

For that purpose, on 13 June 1942 the President, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt, established the Office of War Information (OWi), 
headed by the well-known radio journalist Elmer Davis. Its main 
objective, as stated in the President's executive order, was to 'for-
mulate and carry out, through the use of press, radio, motion 
picture, and other facilities, information programs designed to 
facilitate the development of an informed and intelligent under-
standing, at home and abroad, of the status and progress of the 
war effort and of the war policies, activities, and aims of the gov-
ernment' .10 From its beginnings, OWi was confronted with an 
immense dilemma relating to the nature of wartime propaganda 
in a democratic society. While the agency wanted broadly to 
inform the public (which at that time, after Pearl Harbor, urgently 
demanded more and more detailed information on all aspects of 
the developing conflict), the military enforced severe restrictions 
on any matter concerning actual warfare. 11 Moreover, OWi 
was-for a number of reasons-set up as a rather weak organiza-
tion. Roosevelt had carefully avoided creating another Creel 
Committee. OWi was not a central propaganda agency; it did not 
assemble the masterminds of public persuasion; and it was not 
able to formulate any coherent policy concerning war objectives. 
Rather, it was chiefly an organizational instrument that coordi-
nated the information gathered and deployed by several other 
offices, both inside and outside the government. OWi had no 
authority if other agencies refused to cooperate, and the military, 
in particular, was extremely hesitant to share information with 
Davis's agency. Even the President himself, as historian Alan 
Winkler observed, was 'only mildly interested' in actually co-

9 As quoted in Winkler, Politics ef Propaganda, 12. On MacLeish and other intervention-
ists, see Peter Buitenhuis, 'Prelude to War: The Interventionist Propaganda of Archibald 
MacLeish, Robert E. Sherwood, andJohn Steinbeck', Canadian Review ef American StudiM, 
26 (1996), 1-30. 

10 Executive Order 9182, Consolidating Certain War Information Functions into an 
Office of War Information, 13June 1942, Federal Register, 7h17 (1942), 4468-g. 

11 Eckert, Feindbilder im Wandel, 34-5. 
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operating with OWI. 12 Another reason for OWI's weakness was 
Congressional resistance. Outspoken leaders of the Republican 
Party regularly denounced the organization's information policy 
as promoting Roosevelt, the Democrats, and the New Deal. Thus 
despite its plans to become an agency of democratic war informa-
tion, Davis's organization was mainly used to push the sale of war 
bonds and to finance the war. 

While the government displayed reluctance in the matter of a 
coherent policy of war information, the fact that many privately 
funded organizations and business corporations also established 
units for promoting the war effort added to the de-centralized, 
and sometimes even contradictory, outlook of US propaganda. 13 

Hollywood movies may serve as a case in point. Highly popular 
with the public, motion pictures offered an obvious opportunity 
and means of informing the people about the war, for each week 
approximately eighty million American men and women attended 
films. But while OWI's own Bureau of Motion Pictures produced 
films promoting America's official war goals as formulated in 
Roosevelt's famous Four Freedoms Speech of January 1941 or in 
the Atlantic Charter, 14 Hollywood itself cared neither about any 
larger war aims, nor about accepting far-reaching influence from 
Washington. Instead, ordinary Hollywood war productions fea-
tured brave and powerful American boys fighting cruel, ruthless, 
unscrupulous enemies. And in the case of the Japanese enemy, 
the depiction was thoroughly racialist. 15 

American broadcasting and the music industry provide many 
other examples. OWI raised the morale of Americans by elaborat-
ing guidelines for hopeful tunes and patriotic lyrics for songs to 
be programmed nationwide, but it failed in the long run. From 

12 As quoted in Winkler, Politics ef Propaganda, 36. 
13 For a recent elaboration of this aspect, see Matthias Reiss, 'Kampf fur den 

"American Way of Life": Kriegsziele in den amerikanischen Werbeanzeigen des Zweiten 
Weltkrieges', in Arbeitskreis Historische Bildforschung (ed.), Der Krieg im BiuJ-Bilder vom 
.Krieg: Hamburger Beitriige ;:,ur Historischen Bild.forschung (Frankfurt am Main, 2003), 77-103. 

14 Of these, director Frank Capra's series 'Why We Fight' is probably the best known; 
see David Culbert, "'Why We Fight": Social Engineering for a Democratic Society at War', 
in K. R. M. Short (ed.), Film and Radio Propaganda in World War II (London, 1983), 173-g1. 

15 There is a large amount of literature on Hollywood's engagement in the war effort. 
See e.g. Jeanine Basinger, The World War II Combat Film: Anatomy ef a Genre (New York, 
1986), and Thomas Doherty, Prqjections ef War: Hollywood, American Culture, and World War II 
(New York, 1993). The aspect of racism is emphasized by Thomas 0. Kelly II, 'Race and 
Racism in the American World War II Film: The Negro, the Nazi, and the ':Jap" in Bataan 
and Sahara', Michigan Academician, 24 (1992), 571-83. 
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the creative minds of freelance songwriters originated such 
immensely popular and memorable lines as 'You're a Sap, Mr. 
Jap', or 'To Be Specific, It's Our Pacific', that ran counter to all 
attempts to disseminate the 'strategy of truth' over the air. 16 

Another important development which characterized the land-
scape of US political language during the Second World War was 
its emphasis on the 'American Way of Life' as perhaps not the 
official, but probably most valuable, goal of the war effort. 
Although at that time 'sacrifice' was one of the most widely circu-
lated words on the American home front, it merely meant, more 
or less, the ongoing postponement of any large-scale consump-
tion.17 For the majority of American citizens this war was fought 
'on imagination alone'; and as historian Matthias Reiss points out, 
this situation gave American business in general, and advertising 
companies in particular, a good chance to promote the war effort 
as essentially a fight for white, middle-class ideals of 'freedom' and 
'opportunity'. 18 This is important for two significant reasons. First, 
it stresses the role and very presence of non-governmental organ-
izations in what constituted the political language of the time; 
institutions, moreover, which were often outspoken critics of the 
policies of the Democratic Roosevelt administration in general, 
and the economically interventionist New Deal in particular. 
Secondly, this perspective on promoting the 'American Way of 
Life' as a quasi-official war objective highlights the inner-directed-
ness of this political language which, while it targeted foreign 
enemies, aimed to ( re-)stabilize the coherence of the body politic 
at home. 

Thus, all in all, any impression that US propaganda during the 
Second World War spoke with one voice and had an overall 
accepted idea about its role and objectives is misleading. From 
the viewpoint of the federal government, it was a programme 
started reluctantly, and it remained remarkably de-centred with 
the OWi in a coordinating role in which it had only modest 
success. Additionally, these governmental efforts were embedded 
in many and well-crafted private ones, which certainly shared 

16 Radio during the war is discussed in Gerd Horten, Radin Goes to War: The Cultural 
Politics of Propaganda during World War II (Berkeley, 2002); for the music industry see 
Kathleen E. R. Smith, God Bless America: Tm Pan Al~ Goes to War (Lexington, Ky., 2003). 

17 See Mark H. Leff, 'The Politics of Sacrifice on the American Home Front in World 
War Il',Journal of American History, 77 (1991), 1296---318. 

1a Reiss, 'Kampf fur den "American Way ofLife'". 
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basic assumptions about how to guide the American public 
through the war years, but still underscored different aspects. It 
thus comes as no surprise that data provided by public opinion 
polls of that era indicate that a majority of Americans were not 
sure about the country's war objectives. 19 

II 

How can this heterogeneous and pluralistic language of war infor-
mation be analysed? One of the conceptual assumptions of this 
essay is that political languages at times of crisis, moral panic, or 
war are not just statements formulated by ruling elites, but that 
these official statements and announcements are embedded in a 
complex web of utterances and practices which contribute, in 
Foucauldian terms, to a dispositive of security. Drawing on the 
basics of Foucault's power/knowledge complex, on ideas of 
panopticism, and of normalization, I argue that this dispositive 
serves two basic purposes: first, it homogenizes and symbolically 
reproduces the social body; and, secondly, it establishes some 
combined techniques of power and of the sel£ Foucault elaborates 
on this interdependence of language, the self, and society in his 
theory of governmentality. In this web of language, institutions, 
and practices, people never act spontaneously or voluntarily in 
the common meaning of these words; they are part of a multi-
layered, heterogeneous, and ever-changing field in which author-
ity and ordinary citizens necessarily interact with historically 
changing arsenals of terms, signs, metaphors, and symbols. Many 
of these revolve around notions of visibility and strategies to trans-
late images into words or meaning, and into practice. As I con-
sider this aspect of visibility to be a core element of American 
political language during the Second World War, I shall elaborate 
on it further. 

Governmentality studies emerged in the 1990s as a new 
approach in rethinking politics, the social, and power; making 
'explicit a different relationship between governance and the 
subject as a way of drawing together the micro and macro analyses 

19 On opinion polls, see Richard Steele, 'American Popular Opinion and the War 
against Germany: The Issue of Negotiated Peace, 1942',Joumal ef American Hist.ory, 65 (1978), 
704-23. 
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of power'. 20 Governmentality refers to the arts and rationalities of 
governing, where the conduct of conduct is the key activity. It is an 
attempt to reformulate the relationship between the governor and 
the governed. Seen from Foucault's angle, this relationship does 
not depend entirely upon administrative machines, juridical insti-
tutions, or other apparatuses that are usually grouped under the 
rubric of the state. Rather, the conduct of conduct takes place at 
innumerable sites, through an array of techniques and pro-
grammes that are generally defined as cultural.21 Governmentality 
as an analytic perspective defines the state's role as one of coordi-
nation. The importance of this coordinating function-its relative 
strength and effectiveness and its centripetal force-is historically 
variable. 

Sociologist Mitchell Dean argues that the main effect of gov-
ernmentality studies has been to substitute what he calls an ana-
lytics of government for a theory of the state. 22 What he suggests 
is that, first, questions concerning the analysis of culture are 
accorded a more significant role within an analytics of govern-
ment than they are within theories of the state. Secondly, the 
place occupied by culture within such an analytics is a radically 
different one. Culture is conceived of as central to the operations 
and procedures through which governmental forms of power 
work. For me as a cultural historian, this concept thus enables me 
to 'bring the state back in' in a manner that still stresses the fun-
damental role of culture. 

As Dean argues, and as anybody familiar with Foucault's 
oeuvre will recognize from some of his other texts, such an ana-
lytics of government pays particular regard to characteristic forms 
of visibility, and to ways of seeing and perceiving. 23 This under-
standing serves as my starting point for the analysis of patriotic 

20 Jack Z. Bratich,Jeremy Packer, and Cameron McCarthy, 'Governing the Present', 
in eid. (eds.), Foucault, Cultural Studies, and Govemmentafi/y (Albany, NY, 2003), 3--21. See also 
Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller (eds.), The Foucault Effect· Studies in 
Govemmentali/)1 (Chicago, 1991), which also includes English translations of Foucault's few 
brief texts on govemmentality. 

21 See Bratich, Packer, and McCarthy, 'Governing the Present', 4. 
22 See Mitchell Dean, Govemmentali/)1: Power and Rul.e in Modem Socie/)1 (London, 1999). 
23 On the importance of notions of visibility in the texts of Foucault, see Gilles Deleuze, 

Foucault (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), 69-gB. The increasing relevance of images both real 
and imagined in cultural history is underscored by Jens Jager, Plwwgraphi.e: Bilder tier NeuQit. 
Einfahnmg in di£ hirtorische Bil4forschung (Tiibingen, 2000), 79-87. See also Gerhard Paul (ed.), 
Visual Hirwry: Ein Studi.enbuch (Gottingen, 2006). 
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language during the Second World War. I will draw a line of 
argument that links certain images-actual pictures and images 
of the mind-with distinctive ways of thinking about them and 
verbalizing them. Images and language, I will argue, go hand in 
glove in anticipating a field of possible, intended practices which 
lead to characteristic ways of forming subjects, persons, and 
actors. This way of arguing is, in many ways, linked to studies 
which deal with particular enemy images and their creation and 
dissemination. 24 But it differs from these approaches, which 
mostly use theories of sociology or political science as their starting 
points, by emphasizing the importance of discourse (in the sense 
of the word used by Foucault) for processes of othering. It thus 
analyses the emergence and stability of enemy images not as 
intended by certain actors, institutions, or groups, but as discursive 
effects originating from multiple sources. 

In order to be more specific and approach the topic in question 
more closely, this essay will focus precisely on that hinge between 
language and acting which Professor Herzberg included in his 
questionnaire of 1943. I will demonstrate some contemporary 
notions of visibility during the Second World War, of seeing and 
recognizing the foreigner, the un-American, the spy, or the sabo-
teur. The act of seeing is followed by a process of interpretation 
which translates images into language, a language which is simul-
taneously descriptive and a call for action, a language that under-
scores talking as much as it enforces quietness in order to reinforce 
the social body: 'Keep quiet ... but tell!!' Taken together, words 
and images not only established characterizations of good and 
evil, but, in my view even more importantly, they also strength-
ened semantic patterns for structuring one's view of oneself and of 
others. Such verbal and pictorial patterns were part and parcel of 
panoptical strategies that produced enemy images in the first 
place. They were created not by some government, but by many 
different institutions, and by those employing languages of watch-
fulness in everyday practice. They served to create and confirm 
the 'alert citizen' in his or her subject status. 

24 Recent literature on enemy images is discussed in Eckert, Feindbilder im Wandel, 2~2; 
see also Ragnhild Fiebig-van Hase and Ursula Lehmkuhl (eds.), Enemy Images in American 
History (Providence, RI, 1997). 
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III 

In spring 1941 a patriotic young American named Steve Rogers, 
shocked by what he believed was 'a wave of sabotage and 
treason', but too sickly and weak to qualify for army enlistment, 
volunteered for a dangerous scientific experiment. Injected with a 
strange liquid, Rogers underwent a startling transformation. 
Growing in height and mass, his muscles expanded and tightened 
to what was then generally considered to be masculine perfection. 
A new superhero was born, ready to fight the Axis: Captain 
America.25 Six months before theJapanese navy attacked Pearl 
Harbor on 7 December 1941, and almost one year before Franklin 
Roosevelt established the OWi, American comic books had 
already gone to war--a war that was basically fought on the home 
front. Plate 8.1 is a panel from the first issue of the Captain 
America series, which was published by Marvel Comics from 
March 1941. The new fictional superhero's bold mission explicitly 
included his role as 'a powerful force in the battle against spies 
and saboteurs!' And, although, as a superhero, Captain America 
was beyond ordinary human capacity, his deeds served the edu-
cational function of a role model. Bucky, his young companion, 
displayed eager enthusiasm, and his wish to meet the 'Nation's 
No. 1 Spy Buster' was answered in a reassuring way: 'Maybe you 
can, Bucky ... Maybe you can!' Comic book stories of Superman, 
Captain America, or some other superhero sold at a rate of more 
than 10 million copies per month, mostly to male teenagers and 
adolescents, many of them soon to fill the ranks of the military 
and to serve in all theatres of the war. This may indicate that US 
home front propaganda began early, without any government 
interference, and spread deeply into large sections of American 
society. Propaganda reached different American audiences 
through different channels and with rather different objectives. 
What might be called propaganda included highbrow intellectual 
deliberations, such as those of Archibald MacLeish and other lob-

25 See Bradford W. Wright, Comic Book Nation: The Transformation qf routh Culture in 
America (Baltimore, 2001), go.Joe Simon andJack Kirby, who created Captain America, were 
young Jewish liberals who explained the role of their comics as deliberately political, 
because 'the opponents of the war were all quite well organized. We wanted to have our 
say too'; ibid. 36. See also Bruce Lenthall, 'Outside the Panel-Race in America's Popular 
Imagination: Comic Strips before and after World War 11', Journal qf American Studies, 32 
(1998), 39-61. 
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hying public figures. But it also had a place in popular culture, 
offering aids to the interpretation of world politics, its conse-
quences for everyday life in America, and, perhaps the most 
important aspect, how to respond to it in terms of actual behav-
iour. If you wanted to be like Captain America, watching out for 
spies was a good start! 

In fact, by the time the USA entered the Second World War, 
a 'Fifth Column scare had deeply penetrated the nation's psyche', 
as historian Francis MacDonnell argues. 26 Although the actual 
incidents of German,Japanese, and Italian intelligence activities 
never amounted to much, and were easily detected and neutral-
ized by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), from 1938 to 
1942 frightening stories of Axis Trojan Horse activities, of hidden 
enemies conducting espionage, planning sabotage, and preparing 
the way for a hostile invasion, extended into the public at large. 
The mass media played an important part in creating the impres-
sion of the existence of a huge network of subversive agents, and 
for a while, 'next to sex scandals few stories were easier to sell than 
the Fifth Column'.27 Indeed, the phrase 'Fifth Column', a new 
addition to the English language since the Spanish Civil War, 
served as an important catchphrase because it was able to gather 
together all the meanings associated with notions of war, siege, 
and invasion: foreign agents and domestic traitors, espionage and 
sabotage, deception and subversion. It was closely connected to 
totalitarianism in general, but was most strongly associated with 
National Socialist Germany. And the phrase worked particularly 
well in the social and historical context of the USA because it fell 
on fertile ground. Fitting perfectly into long-established concerns 
about the American republic being vulnerable to foreign conspir-
acies, it added to the established practice, in a country of immi-
grants, of linking the dangers of subversion to foreign faces. 28 

'Faces' is a well-chosen word from which to begin interpreting 
the relationship between images, language, and behaviour. 

26 Francis MacDonnell, Insidious Foes: 7he Axir Fifth Column and the American Home Front 
(New York, 1995), 3. 27 Ibid. 6. 

28 The literature on this link between foreigner and subversion is large; standard refer-
ences include John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns ef American Nativism, 1860-1925 
(New York, 1975; original publication 1963); David H. Bennett, Part;y ef Fear: From Nativist 
Movements to the New Right in American History (Chapel Hill, NC, 1988); and the stimulating 
recent anthology edited by Nancy Lusigan Schultz, Fear Itself: Enemies Real and Imagined in 
American Culture (West Lafayette, Ind., 1999). 
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Stereotyped representations of enemy leaders' faces, especially 
those of Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Hideki Tojo, the 
Japanese prime minister during the Second World War, figured 
prominently in the arsenal of the visual language of US home 
front propaganda. Walt Disney's Academy Award-winning short 
film classic Der Fuehrer's Face (1943) might serve as an example, 
where Donald Duck living in Nazi Germany is forced to salute 
stereotyped picture portraits-a vivid image articulating simulta-
neously the amount of Nazi control and the possibility of making 
fun of it. 29 Much the same can be said of posters designed by 
private companies to be displayed on factory floors to stimulate a 
patriotic work ethic, also representing this popular form of ridi-
culing the enemy (see Plate 8.2). The stereotyped faces not only 
identified foreign political and military leaders, they also served 
as icons to characterize whole enemy nations. Although Germany 
might have been the more dangerous, Japan was certainly the 
more despised enemy. As opinion polls from the war years clearly 
show, President Roosevelt's Germany First Strategy did not stim-
ulate any enthusiasm among the American public, whereas the 
reasons for fighting the Japanese seemed obvious.30 In the months 
preceding the attack on Pearl Harbor, 'Americans [already] ... 
had little trouble hating their [Asian] enemies.'31 Racism against 
Asians had a long tradition, especially on the West Coast, but 
fears of a 'yellow peril' had usually been centred on the Chinese. 32 

This changed remarkably during the 1930s and as a result of 
Japan's war in China. After Pearl Harbor, the image of that 
enemy was constructed with the intention of both ridiculing and 
dehumanizing: ridiculing by using the stereotyped 'all teeth and 
spectacles' face shown in an anti-loafing poster dating from 1942 
(Plate 8.2), and dehumanizing by employing metaphors of pest 
control and annihilation. Like that in Plate 8.3, showing a pest 
called 'Louseous Japanicas' and published in a Marine Corps 

29 Der Fuehrer's Face, released by RKO Pictures in January 1943 and directed by Jack 
Kinney. 

30 An American citizen quoted in Ana[ysis of American Opinion on the War, dated 10 Sept. 
1942, stated: 'I can see why we are fighting the Japanese but I can't see why we are fighting 
the Germans.' Quoted in Steele, 'American Popular Opinion', 708. 

31 Blum, V Was.for Victory, 45; see also Eckert, Feindbilder im Wandel, 54-66. 
32 See Ute Mehnert, Deutsch/and, Amerika und die 'Gelbe Gefahr': Z,ur Karriere eines Schlagworts 

in der Grojlen Politik, 190~1917 (Stuttgart, 1995). Additionally, see Robert MacDougall, 'Red, 
Brown and Yellow Perils: Images of the American Enemy in the 1940s and 195os',Joumal 
of Popular Culture, 32 (1999), 59,5. 
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magazine entitled Leatherneck, they were certainly meant to be 
humorous, but nevertheless culturally framed the events in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In this last example, as in others that 
follow, it is the close link between the image of the all-teeth and 
hairy pest and the explaining, de-coding text in which it is embed-
ded that opens the possible step-by-step relationship between 
seeing, interpreting, and acting on the enemy. 

It should be noted that all the pictures mentioned which show 
Japanese were distributed not by OWI, but by private corpora-
tions or the US Marine Corps. And the same is true of another 
source which will bring me back to the home front and Trojan 
Horse dangers. To speak about the perceived Fifth Column threat 
andJapan is problematic from the start. The Japanese immigrant 
population in the USA was small (about 127,000 people, almost 
all of them on the West Coast) and oflittle or no political and eco-
nomic importance. At most, it was of regional significance. These 
factors distinguished it significantly from both German and Italian 
immigrants, and certainly made it easier to implement the noto-
rious internment policy. This involved taking almost the entire 
group of people of Japanese birth or ancestry from their homes 
in California, Oregon, or Washington and incarcerating them in 
so-called 'relocation centres'.33 Moreover, and more importantly 
for my argument, they were not white. The construction of a 
racialized 'other' puts an interesting spin on perceived Fifth 
Column threats. Time Magazine, for example, worried about 'How 
to Tell Your Friends from theJaps', the title of an article pub-
lished right after Pearl Harbor. It stated that theJapanese were 
hairier than the Chinese; 'the Chinese expression is likely to be 
more placid, kindly, open; the Japanese more ... dogmatic, 
arrogant .... TheJapanese are hesitant, nervous in conversation; 
laugh loudly at the wrong time. Japanese walk stiffly erect ... 
Chinese more relaxed. '34 Countering Fifth Column activities relied 
heavily on the correct identification of potential perpetrators, 
and articles like this provided guidelines for perception, interpre-

33 OnJapanese internment see Roger Daniels, Prisoners without TriaL·JapaneseAmericans 
in World War II (New York, 1993). Franklin Roosevelt's personal role in the policy ofintem-
ment is discussed in Greg Robinson, By Order ef the President· FDR and the Internment </[Japanese 
Americans (Cambridge, Mass., 2001). 

34 Time Magazine, 22 Dec. 1941, here quoted from Blum, V Was.for Victory, 46. Please 
note the description here of the Japanese as hairier than the Chinese, which later allowed 
associations of hairy pests to be annihilated. 
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tation, and identification, and at least indirectly called for 
intervention. 

But they were far from sufficient, because the idea of a Fifth 
Column additionally rests on collaboration, for whatever reasons, 
from within one's 'own' community. The need for correct identifi-
cation was, therefore, not restricted to enemy aliens, but also 
applied to ordinary Americans. Plate 8.4 shows the back cover of 
an anonymous pamphlet presenting, in its upper right comer, the 
image of a white male, but this time without the identifiable fea-
tures of a face. Instead, a large question mark, directly connected 
with the other two of the title 'Who is this man??', replaces the 
empty facial characteristics. Here, the text not only interprets the 
meaning of the image, but explains the danger originating in all-
American-looking people and answers the question posed: 'Who 
is this man?? He is a Fifth Columnist!! Don't trust him!!'35 

Although this is a pre-war, anonymous print, it can easily be com-
plemented by later examples. 'The least suspected persons are 
usually the most effective', reads a 1943 pamphlet by the US 
Office of Civilian Defense, and it also states that 'unscrupulous 
persons operating for pay, or those with grievances, or unthinking 
people, or normally good citizens misled by propaganda, blinded 
by greed, fear, or hope for reward, or occasionally even those 
whose positions shield them, are frequently the unsuspected per-
petrators of sabotage'. 36 

Thus the act of identifying potential spies and saboteurs, guided 
simultaneously by established cultural stereotypes and recently 
constructed enemy images, was a highly complicated process. 
Other characteristic features of Fifth Columnists, such as their 
inside knowledge and expertise in disguise, made it even more 
complicated. J. Edgar Hoover, head of the FBI and in the early 
1940s already the authoritative voice with regard to domestic 
dangers threatening the United States, was explicit on that point 
in a publication, published before Pearl Harbor by the National 
Foremen's Institute, addressing the alertness of the American 
worker: 'The skilled saboteur carries out his work with cleverness 

35 [Anonymous], Hitler Doomed to Madness (Greenwich, Conn., 1940). It is interesting to 
note that this image appeared in a liberal, pro-labour publication, thus demonstrating that 
it was not only the FBI or other more conservative organizations which disseminated the 
Fifth Column scare. 

36 US Office of Civilian Defense, Sabotage and Preventive Measures (Washington, 1943), 2. 
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and cunning.'37 Traitors, spies, and saboteurs, his argument went 
on, not only worked perfectly disguised in the dark, but were, fur-
thermore, well-trained graduates of special schools, making them 
experts in their fields of camouflage and deception. Hoover and 
others drew two conclusions from this reasoning: first, the need 
to maintain vigilance should not decrease, but increase with every 
month that passed without an actual sabotage plot; and secondly, 
that expert threats call for expert responses. It was at this point, of 
course, that informing the FBI became essential. A poster distrib-
uted by OWi in cooperation with the FBI announced: 'The war 
against spies and saboteurs demands the aid of every American. 
When you see evidence of sabotage, notify the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation at once. When you suspect the presence of enemy 
agents, tell it to the FBI. Beware of those who spread enemy 
propaganda! Don't repeat vicious rumors or vicious whispers! Tell it to 
the FBl!'38 

The text of this poster (which was also printed on matchbox 
covers) contains all the important elements necessary for the 
crucial process I am describing in general. It links images with 
language and desired behaviour. 'Seeing evidence', 'suspecting 
the presence' of the other, and 'telling it' to the authorities in 
charge constituted the important, patriotic tasks of the alert 
citizen. It created or reconfirmed 'every American' in his or her 
position as a subject. But this text accomplished even more. It 
addressed the complex web of language and utterances in which 
these processes of perception, interpretation, and action were 
embedded. Telling 'it' to the FBI was only one possible speech 
act following the 'detection' and identification of the 'other'; it was 
the intended, the 'successful' one. But it was accompanied by 
rumours and whispers which endangered not only the intended 
communication, but also the correctness of identification as such, 
and, at a higher level, the reproduction of the social body. 
Responsible, alert citizens were confronted with a serious and 
difficult decision, one which nevertheless formed the core of their 
civic duties, that is, the core of their being as a citizen: what to 
tell and what to keep quiet about. The semantic field of espionage 

37 Hoover quoted in Harry Desmond Farren, Sabotage: How fQ Guard agai.nst it (New York, 
1940), 22. 

38 Office of War Information, in collaboration with the Federal Bureau oflnvestigation, 
the Office of Civilian Defense, and the Petroleum Administration for War, lriformation 
Program.for the Prevention ef Sabotage (1943), 3; emphasis in original. 



Plate 8.1 'Captain America Captures Spy Ring!' From the first issue 
of the Captain America series, Marvel Comics, March 1941. 

Reproduced by permission of Marvel Entertainment. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Plate 8.2 'Hang Around Girls, We Like It!' Poster designed for 
Walter Kidde & Co. in 1942. 

From the collections or the Division or Political History, National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Flame throwers. mortars, grenade., and bayonets have proven to be an effective rem
edy But lxfore a complete cure may be e'ffectcd the origin of the plague, the breeding 
Krt,unds around th<' Tokyo area, must be completely annihlloted. 

Plate 8.3 'Bugs Every Marine Should Know', by Sgt. Fred Lasswell, 
published in Leatherneck Magazine, March 1945. 

Courtesy of Leatherneck Nfngazine. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Plate 8.4 'Who is This Man??', back cover of an anonymous 

pamphlet, Hitler Doomed to Madness (Greenwich, Conn., 1940).

Image courtesy of the Holocaust Center of Northern California, 

San Francisco, California. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Plate 8.5 'Wanted! For Murder' by Victor Keppler, 1944. 

US National Archives and Record Adrninistration, Still Picture Branch 
(i\WDNS-208-1'�11'-91 ). 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Plate 8.6 ' ... Because Somebody Talked!' by Wesley, 1943. Printed 
by the Government Printing Office for the US Office of 

War Information. 
US National Archives and Record Administration, Still Picture Branch 

(:-S\VD:-SS-44-l'/\-227/\). 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.



Plate 8.7 'The Sound that Kills', US Office of 
vVar Information, 1942. 

From the collections of the Division of Political History, National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution. 

This image cannot be displayed for copyright reasons. 
Please note the source of the image in the caption below.
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and sabotage is structured by this dilemma which, following this 
logic, directly corresponded to the success of the war effort. This 
is demonstrated in other examples of posters and cartoons from 
OWI and other distributors. 

Plate 8.5 takes up the 'wanted poster' motif also used in 
Plate 8.4. But the anonymous, unidentifiable white man is now, 
in this 1944 war poster, replaced by a woman, someone who could 
resemble the viewer's neighbour, sister, wife, or daughter. To 
present wrong behaviour on the home front, in this case, wrong 
speech, as murderous was the flip side of the same coin that 
demanded talk. It was the difficult and precarious task of the alert 
citizen to distinguish between these two closely related speech acts 
of talking and keeping silent. Failure resulted not only in loss of 
status as a citizen and transformation into a traitor; it meant 
becoming a murderer and a 'most wanted' person. Many posters 
distributed by OWi or other agencies during the war years 
created this link between leaking unnecessary information at 
home and large numbers of deaths overseas. Plate 8.6, distributed 
by OWI in 1944, is perhaps the best known, depicting a spaniel 
and a gold star symbolizing the loss of a loved one ' ... because 
somebody talked'. Plate 8.7 actually takes the trouble to explain 
the relevance of correct speech acts and the whole network of 
communication to the public. The 'Sound that Kills' travels 
through the air from the well-meaning but careless all-American 
citizen to the unscrupulous Nazi spy, and, further, to the German 
submarine captain, who does not hesitate to kill the innocents on 
board the Exeter. 

It is far more difficult to state in any detail how this language 
of seeing themselves and others, and of talking or not talking 
about others, stimulated accusatory practices or other forms of 
behaviour. But there are hints that indicate reactions which might 
be considered linked. Oral history sources compiled among 
groups of Italian and Japanese immigrants clearly indicate that 
suspicion increased and resulted in denunciations. 39 According to 
FBI sources, the public began to 'flood the government with 
reports of suspected cases of espionage' in the late 193os.40 The 

39 See e.g. Stephen Fox, 17ze Unknown Internment- An Oral History of the Relocation of Italian 
Americans during World War II (Boston, 1990), 88-g9. Cf. also Arthur A. Hanson (ed.), 
Japanese American World War II &acuation Oral History Prqject, 5 vols. (Westport, Conn., 1991). 

40 MacDonnell, lnsidwus Foes, 8. 
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number of complaints received increased strikingly after the 
United States entered the war, but seems to have decreased after 
1942. Hoover's urge to maintain vigilance was obviously not con-
vincing in a military situation which made invasion rather 
unlikely. Moreover, many commentators now stressed different, 
unwanted results of citizens reporting to the authorities. As OWI 
warned in 1943: 'Cautions: It is highly important to remember that 
we do not want to stir up a wave of spy f!ysteria. . .. We do not want 
people to get the erroneous idea that the country is filled with 
saboteurs and one is probably lurking around each corner. To 
create such an impression would bring to light thousands of 
amateur detectives who would hinder the excellent work now 
being accomplished by the government agents.'41 

IV 

As language expert Professor Kennedy remarked in Word Stuqy, 
US patriotic language deployed vague and loose words, with a 
questionable degree of certainty and assured meaning. The reason 
for this, as I have tried to show, was threefold First, as a result of 
historical experiences, conflicting interests, and political reasoning, 
the government itself split its propaganda efforts between several 
agencies. Secondly, semi-official and private bodies, institutions, 
and businesses added other elements to that language which 
stressed at least partially different contents and which, because of 
its sheer quantity, almost dominated the propaganda arena. And 
third, the language rested on images and metaphors which not 
only allowed a range of meanings, but, in fact, deliberately played 
with this ambiguity. Despite this, the patriotic language of the 
Second World War years was highly effective because it was pro-
ductive in the sense indicated by Foucault. It was a language 
which created both the 'other' (the enemy and the un-Arnerican) 
and the patriotic watchman (the 'alert citizen'). It was performa-
tive in the sense that it constituted citizenship not as a status of 
having, but as a category of doing, thus corresponding to tradi-
tional elements of liberal political philosophy. 

Foucault's concept of governmentality, on the one hand, served 
as a valuable tool to understand a field of power relations and 

41 Information Program for the Prevention of Sabotage, 2; emphasis in original. 
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meanings difficult to survey, in which the state did not hold 
centre-stage but assumed a role as coordinator. On the other 
hand, however, it allowed a focus on culturally and linguistically 
produced meaning without ignoring or downplaying government 
policy, which tried to engineer predictable behaviour. 

My method and findings raise questions regarding their place 
in a comparative framework for the analysis of politics and lan-
guage. First, one is reminded that transfer and mutual learning 
are elements of comparative history: the way in which US officials 
and the wider public perceived European propaganda during the 
1930s obviously influenced policies and reactions in America. 
Secondly, the concept of governmentality certainly rests on liberal 
forms of government and on a frame of 'modernity'. It raises 
questions about the degrees of consent and acceptance adminis-
trations need to be able to rely on 'governing at a distance'. And 
finally, this essay might be read in order to compare periods of 
war with periods of moral panic, for they might rest upon, or 
mobilize, similar sign systems. The construction of ridiculing 
and/ or dehumanizing enemy images; semantic strategies of inclu-
sion and exclusion; a linguistic mobilization of 'alert citizens': at 
that level, the Second World War pre-structured the use of the 
Cold War metaphor during the late 1940s and 1950s. Or, in the 
words of Francis MacDonnell, the 'Fifth Columnist of the early 
forties reemerged in popular cultural forms as the Communist spy 
of the fifties'. 42 

42 MacDonnell, Insuiious Foes, 8. 




