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Abstxact 

During World War II, the governments of both the United 

States and Germany heavily regulated the production and 

distribution of popular films. One of the outcornes of this 

regulation was the production of animated cartoons as 

propaganda by both nations, due to the popularity of the 

medium during the war years, The thesis attempts to 

explain how this unique historical moment, during which 

cartoons were used as war propaganda by Nazi Germany and 

the United States, came about. The historical development 

of the relationship between state and film industry before 

and during the war is investigated, with particular 

attention paid to the place of animated cartoons within 

this relationship- Both Hollywood and the large 

production companies in Germany such as Ufa and Tobis- 

Klangfilm were-intent on maintaining the monopolistic 

practices they had become accustomed to, and cooperated 

with government agencies in return for being allowed to 

dominate the industry. Animated cartoons were hugely 

popular during the late 1930s and 1940s, and the work of 

Walt Disney was popular worldwide. Disney's studio was 

recruited by the American govemment to produce training 

films for the military, and funded by the Coordinator for 

Intra-American Affairs to produce propaganda films to turn 



South Arnericans against Nazi Gerrnany- In 1943, 94% of the 

Disney studio's output was for government contracts, In 

Germany, Joseph Goebbels es tablished a production company, 

Deutsche Zeichenf ilm GmbH, to produce German animated 

cartoons in the style of Walt Disney. The venture was a 

failure, with only one short produced in the companyrs 

three-year history, although other production companies in 

Germany produced several cartoons, Textual analysis of the 

American and German cartoons is used to show how both sides 

used propaganda cartoons partially as escapism for 

audiences and partially to enact wartime policy regarding 

attitudes towards the enerny, The thesis concludes that 

looking at the similarities between the U.S. and Germany 

regarding the production of wartime propaganda cartoons 

complicates the straightforward morality surrounding the 

history of the Second World War. 
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Introduction 

One o f  t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  uses of  a  Disney 
cha rac t e r  du r ing  World War II was the c r e a t i o n  of a 
Mickey Mouse gas  mask by t h e  Sun Rubber Company of 
Barberton, Ohio. This w a s  no t  a toy  b u t  a r e a l  
p r o t e c t i v e  mask made under t h e  auspices  of t h e  
Armyr s Chemical Warfare Divis ion and t h e  Disney 
S tud io  and designed by Bernard McDermott of  Sun 
Rubber . The i n t e n t i o n ,  s a i d  a  company spokesman, 
" w a s  an attempt t o  lessen  t h e  f e a r  of a gas  a t t a c k  
f o r  ch i ld r en  by tak ing  t h e  conventional,  gruesome 
looking gas mask and t u r n i n g  it i n t o  something 
fun. 



Introduction 

This thesis was triggered by a n  article in the Sunday Times 

of London; an article that turned out to be untrue- Under 

the headline "Nazis stole Disney tricks for anti-Jewish 

cartoonsw, Michael Woodhead reported that German film 

historians searching the archives of the former East German 

Republic had uncovered "more than 100" cartoons produced by 

the Nazis that "used techniques copied £rom the works of 

Walt Di~ney".~ 1 was unable to confirm this story with 

either the ombudsman of the Times or Woodhead himself 

(neither of whom would retum my email) , none of the 

scholars or archivists 1 spoke with over the course of 

researching this thesis had heard of this discovery, 1 was 

unable to contact any of the people mentioned in the 

article, and finally subsequent research established that 

such a volume of Nazi animation simply could not have been 

made. Tt was a bad start. 

However, Woodhead was right about a few things, even if 

most of his facts were questionable. First of all, the 

Nazis did make cartoons. And secondly, those cartoons were 

certainly influenced by the work of Walt Disney - as most 

animation of the time was. This kernel of accuracy in the 

article led me d o m  a path of research that revealed that 

anirnated cartoons were produced during World War II with the 

approval of the National Socialist party, and that those 



cartoons sought to further the political and cultural aims 

of the party. Furthermore, 1 knew £rom my own lifelong 

interest in animation that Arnerican animated cartoons £rom 

World War II were also used as propaganda for the Roosevelt 

administration's war aims- This unlikely similarity between 

the United States and Germany provided the foundation for a 

comparative analysis of the relationship between govexnment 

and film industry during World War II in Germany and the 

United States, and the cartoons produced in each country for 

the purposes of propaganda. 

AS mentioned, one of the reasons for undertaking this 

thesis is my own lifelong interest in and love of animated 

cartoons, but another consideration was the disturbing gap 

in film studies regarding animated films. Disturbing 

because of the importance of animation to film history: 

£rom a technological point of view, cartoons were the first 

films to achieve perfect £rame-by-frame sound 

synchronization (Steamboat W i l l i e ,  Walt Disney, 192 8 - the 

technique is still referred to as "mickey-mousing") and the 

first to use three-colour Technicolor ( F l o w e r s  and Trees, 

Walt Disney, 1932 and The T h r e e  Little P i g s ,  Walt Disney, 

1933) 3 .  Also, the use of digital technology in contemporary 

filmaking was pioneered by cornputer animators such as John 

Lasseter (Toy  S t o r y ,  1995). From a cultural point of view, 

cartoons were a staple feature of the film bill along with 



newsreels and coming attractions £rom the mid-thirties until 

the mid-sixties, and their immensely popular humour was 

based on the contemporary social reality of its audience, 

making them a valuable historical record. Finally, from an 

artistic point of view, Giannalberto Bendazzi has argued 

that the cinematic sensibilities of Tex Avery (A Wild Hare, 

1940; Red Hot R i d i n g  Hood, 194) are second only to those of 

Buster ~eaton~, and Sergei Eisenstein has written that the 

films of Walt Disney are "the greatest contribution by the 

American people to art", and compared them to the sermons 

given by St. Francis of Assisi .5 Despite these 

achievements, animation has been ghettoized by history as 

children's entertainment, and by film history as trivial. 

By writing about how two of the most economically powerful 

participants in World War 11 used cartoons as propaganda, 1 

hope to fil1 in some of the gaps in film history concerning 

animated cartoons. 

Methodology 

Ian Kershaw mites that the primary task of a historian is 

6 to explain the past. The past event 1 am attempting to 

explain here, an event 1 feel requires explanation, is the 

moment at which two governments decided that it was a good 

idea to use animated cartoons as propaganda on their people. 

This explanation/thesis is divided into two halves: the 

first half is an historical investigation into the 



relationship between the government and the film industry in 

both the U-S. and Germany in the years leading up to and 

including World War II, and what role animated cartoons 

played in that relationship- By looking at how audiences 

saw cartoons, how the industry saw audiences, and how the 

government sàw the industry during these years, 1 hope to 

provide an explanation of how such a decision came about. 

The second half of this explanation is a textual 

analysis of the cartoons themselves, and a cornparison 

between the psopaganda present in the cartoon narratives and 

the wartime policy of the government that allowed its 

popular distribution during wartime. This part of the 

thesis attempts to explain how these governments used 

animation as propaganda, and what goals they sought to 

accomplish through cartoons. The textual analysis within is 

based primarily on Steve Neale's 1977 Screen article 

"Propagandau, which outlines two main characteristics that 

make a film propagandistic rather than just persuasive. The 

first is a film's effort to create either sympathy or 

hostility in an audience for specific ideas presented in the 

film. The second is the attempt by the film to mark the 

events psesented in the film as having a consequence in the 

real world, thus provoking the audience to respond to the 

real equivalent of what they have just watched. This 

analysis attempts to explain how certain unique features of 



animated cartoons were used to address specific concerns of 

the governments that recruited them. 

Materials 

Linda Schulte-Sasse mites: 

Nazi cinema drives t o  an extreme the problem of how 
t o  distinguish propaganda f rom entertainment, 
because the German film industry was as once heavily 
regulated and heavily profit-oriented.' 

The problem of what constitutes the ciifference between 

entertainment and propaganda is partially resolved by using 

the distinctions provided by Neale above. As part of this 

explanation, however, 1 want to establish that it is exactly 

the blurriness of this line that was taken advantage O£ by 

the governments who recruited popular film as propaganda. 

The cartoons selected for analysis were chosen because they 

represented popular works of art using established icocs 

intended for viewing by large numbers of people. Bugs 

Bunny, Daffy Duck and Popeye the Sailor appear respectively 

in Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips, Daffy the Commmando, and You ' x e  

a Sap, M r ,  Jap, three of the films looked at in the chapter 

on American animated propaganda. Since the German £ilm 

industry lacked an established "cartoon star system", there 

are no farnous characters at the heart of their cartoon 

propaganda, but nevertheless the films are light, 

entertaining and funny, airned at mainstream German tastes. 

These are the people that the Nazis and the Arnericans were 

trying to address with wartime propaganda: the people who 



went to movie theatres twice a week or more to get their 

information about the war in the absence of television. 

During the war years, these figures are astronomically high: 

90 million attending per week in the U-S-, 20 million per 

week in Germany. H011ywood enj oyed the most profitable 

four years in its existence, and theatres were open 24 hours 

a day to accommodate war-industry shift workers. 

Governments knew at least one thing fox certain during the 

war - where the people were. If they wanted information 

dissednated to the public, movie theatres were the surest 

method before the invasion of television, The films chosen 

here are typical examples of the films that would have been 

seen in theatres during the war, entertaining and 

propagandising at the same time - 

Hypothesis 

The goal of this thesis is to explain the past, but also to 

question the present. The 'high school history' version of 

World War 11 presents a black and white historical event in 

which evil men fought good men and the latter triumphed- 

"The century's greatest force of evil, the Nazi regime of 

Adolf Hitler", write Peter Jemings and Todd Brewster in 

their account of the 20th century, The ~ e n t u r y . ~  The book 

accords five pages of text, including a full page eyewitness 

account, to the horrors of the Final Solution, but only one 

line to the internent of Japanese-Americans in California, 



Oregon and Washington during the war. Canadian high school 

textbooks are no better- They continually identify the 

entire country during this period with Adolf Hitler and use 

hyperbole to distance Germany £rom Canada, despite our own 

internent of Japanese Canadians during the war". Phrases 

The worst example of deliberate inhumanity in the 
h i s to ry  of the human raceL1 

the greatest demagogue in history12 

a depth of hatred that would drive him to greater 
extremes than any other r a c i s t  i n  history13 

Himmler, a Nazi fanatic behind thick eyeglasses and 
bland features, was at once a racist and a supreme 
organizer, 14 

serve only to distance us from the past and make it seem 

alien, not like us. Such historical writing fails Kershaw's 

challenge; rather than explsining the past, it reduces 

history to something easily comprehended- 

One of the goals of this thesis is to complicate this 

account by pointing out some of the similarities between the 

U-S- and Germany during the war - some of which are 

disturbing. The danger in representing Nazi Germany as a 

country populated by evil footsoldiers is that the result of 

this conception of the Nazis works to keep the idea of 

Nazism at armrs length, as something that can be easily 

identified, understood, and disposed of. By not fully 

understanding the problem and its causes, the likelihood of 

its re-emergence increases. By very slightly reducing the 



cornfortable distance between 'us" and "the Nazis", we can 

more effectively guard against the tendencies in our own 

culture that also existed in G e r m a n y  in 1933. 
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The C u l t u r e  Industry Goes to War 



Introduction 

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer argued in 1947 that rnass 

culture in the United States was essentially the same as 

that in Gemany under the National Socialists.' The two 

theorists were in a unique historical position to make such 

a judgment. Having lived and practiced cultural criticism 

in Germany until 1934, they witnessed the introduction of 

new f orms of rnass media, the manipulation of these forms by 

the National Socialists, and the transfamation of the 

German people into an unprecedented political mass under 

fascism. Fleeing Nazism after Hitler's rise to power and 

eventually relocating to New York in -193 8, they stepped up 

their attack on the forces of müss culture that they 

perceived to be operating in equal force in the U.S. 2 

In their famous essay "The Culture Industry: 

Enlightenrnent as Mass Deceptiontr, their descriptions of the 

operation of American popular culture sound like attacks on 

a fascist social order: 

In the culture industry the individual is an 
illusion not merely because of the standaxdization 
of the means of production. He is tolerated only so 
long as his complete identification with the 
generality is ~nqyestioned.~ 

The disappearance of individuality is a consistent theme in 

their writing about popular films, radio and magazines, 



which they perceive as a monolithic entity that seeks to 

restrict the freedom of its audience: Adorno mites that 

'' the culture indus try intentionally integrates i t s  

consumers £rom &oven4 and in Dialectic of Enlightenment 

films, radio and magazines make up a system which is 
uniform as a whole and in every part.,[they] are one 
in their enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the 
iron systen~.~ 

To summarize, for Adorno and Horkheimer popular culture was 

nothing more or less than the indoctrination of the masses 

by those in control of the means of production: 

The cinema makes propaganda for the cultural combine 
as a whole ...[ radio] collects no fees frorn the public, 
and so has acquired the illusory form of 
disinterested, unbiased authority which suits 
Fascism admirably.= 

In this 

authors 

quote lies the essential association that the 

are operating £rom - that the increase in the 

rationalization of industrial production in the United 

States, whether it be of cars, clothes, or in this case 

entertainment, must lead towards a specific goal, a goal 

which Adorno and Horkheimer felt that they had already seen 

achieved in Nazi Gemany- J.M. Bernstein supports this 

interpretation of the Frankfurt Schoolrs critique of the 

rationalization of the entertainment industry: 

While Adorno nowhere identifies t h e  culture industry 
with the political triumph of fascism, he does imply 
that the culture industry' s effective integration of 
society marks an equivalent triumph of repressive 



unification in liberal democratic states to that 
which was achieved politically under f a~c i s rn -~  

Adomo and Horkheimer thus perceived the power that popular 

culture exerted over its consumers, and the relations of 

power that governed the production of that culture. 

This essay does not argue that the United States was a 

fascist society, nor does it argue that the United States 

under Roosevelt was comparable to Hitler's Germany. The 

point to be made with Adorno and Horkheimer's observations 

is their recognition of the fundamentally political 

relationship between those in power and the media with 

regard to the population being both govemed and 

entertained: the "liberal culture industry" is a myth. 

Contrary to the judgments made by Adomo, however, this 

relationship is neither solely fascist nor solely 

democratic in character, since it operated at equal levels 

of importance in both the U - S .  and Germany- 

This study concerns the actual practice of the 

political relationship between the state and the 

entertainment industry in both nations during the 

propaganda-rich Second World War- By looking at the 

political situation of the U.S. during the war, how that 

situation changed the relationship between the government 



and the entertainment industry, and the changes made to the 

content of wartime entertainment as a result of this 

relationship, the political nature of popular culture 

production becomes apparent. The regulation of filmmaking 

by the government and the changing of content to ref lect 

U - S -  wartime policy operated at every level in the £ilm 

industry, £rom feature films, to newsreels, al1 the way 

dom to cartoons. 

P o l i t i c s  Ts Okay, B u t  What We Really Want To Do 1s Direct 

The United States of£icially entered World War 11 on 

December 7, 1941, one hour after the American Pacific fleet 

was bombed at Pearl Harbour by the LJapanese8. Exactly one 

day after the o f f i c i a l  declaration of war, the U-S. 

government offered its first film industry contract to the 

Walt Disney studio to produce training films for the 

military. 9 

The groundwork for the cooperation between the 

government and the entertainment industry regarding the 

European war had been laid more than a year and a half 

before this contract was offered. On June 5, 1940, 

industry representatives including D.W. Griffith formed the 

Motion Picture Cornittee Cooperating for National Defence 

(MPCCND) with the support of Palmer Hoyt, later to become 



the chief of domestic operations for the Office of War 

Information- 'O The MPCCND would later become the War 

Activities Committee (WAC), the industry body through which 

government films would be commissioned. Although the early 

formation of this cornmittee seems incongruous with the mood 

of the times, consider that popular opinion conceming the 

war was in a state of flux in the U.S. in 1940, with 

isolationisrn slowly giving way to anti-Nazi sentiments and 

concrete material support for Britain after the fa11 of 

France." A debate was underway both  in Congress and in 

public concerning America's wartime position, and whether 

the country should enter the war or remain in what 

contemporaries called an 'aid-short-of-war" position, under 

which the U. S. would provide f inancial aid and equipment to 

Britainrs war effort- Looking at the historical details of 

this deliberation, it becomes apparent that the formation 

of the embryonic WAC a year and a half before the 

declaration of wzr is not as inconsistent as it seems. 

Even without direct government intervention, Hollywood 

studios were involving politics in their storytelling as 

early as 1939. Warner Bros. gambled that there was enough 

public antagonism towards the Nazis to fil1 movie theatres, 

and released Confessions of a Nazi Spy (Anatole Litvak) on 



April 28, 1939, more than two years before the U.S. 

declared war .12 No doubt this early anti-Nazi effort was 

also inspired by the high concentration of Jews in powerful 

Hollywood positions and in the Warner Bros . studio, which 

consistently led the way in anti-Nazi filmmaking. l3 The 

release of Sergeant  York (Howard Hawks) b y  the studio i n  

July of 1941, a sincere and compelling argument against 

isolationism at a crucial time of national indecision, is a 

clear indication of Warner Bros ' efforts and Hollywoodr s 

willingness to get involved wîth politics- 

The material results of this pro-involvement mood in 

America soon materialized. As mentioned, sympathy for the 

European victims O£ the Nazis rose sharply with the fa11 of 

France in May of 1940, and the subsequent passing of the 

Lend/Lease Act by Roosevelt in March of the following year, 

which provided for the British and the Russians to purchase 

military equipment £rom the U.S. on credit, was for al1 

intents and purposes a U-S. engagement with the Nazis on 

paper: the exact wording of the Act is that it is " A n  Act 

to Promote the Defense of the United States" - 

Consequently, b o t h  Hollywood and the Arnerican govemment 

were at some degree of engagement with the Axis powexs in 

June of 1940, making the formation of the MPCCND far more 



understandable, and laying the groundwork for further 

Hollywood/government cooperation. 

The MPCCND produced defense-related shorts and 

trailers for army recruitrnent , including Power for  De£ ense 

(commissioned by the Tennessee Valley Authority, Feb. 

1941). Anny in Overalls (Civiliari Conservation Corps, June 

1941) and Bomber (Office of Emergency Management, October 

1941) .14 With the actual production of films for the 

government already underway in 1941, the formalization of 

this relationship with Hollywood would be irnmediate with 

the begiming of direct American involvement in the war. 

Three Lines of Defense: W a r t i x n e  Censorshig of Hollywood 

The U - S -  government's interest in Hollywood revolved around 

one powerful statistic: during the war years, an estimated 

90 million Americans went to the movies every week- 15 

American politicians knew that information concerning the 

war distributed via movie theatres would reach a guaranteed 

audience. What they wanted was a guarantee that these 

audiences would get the right information, ie. information 

that corresponded to their war agenda. This guarantee took 

the form of three bodies that exercised influence over the 

content of Hollywood films during this period, one self- 



appointed by the indus try themselves and two government- 

based organizations. 

The first of these censoring bodies was the Production 

Code Ad-nistration, commonly known as the Hays Office, 

administered by Joseph 1, Breen. This was a voluntary 

system of self-regulation that the irzdustry had placed on 

itself after the notoriously decadent reputation Hollywood 

had garnered in the early 30s, culminating with the Fatty 

Arbuckle murder scandal.16 The official mandate of the Hays 

Office was concemed with the moral consequences of a film 

rather than the patriotic, however with the outbreak of war 

the Code became only one of several regulatory bodies 

affecting the content of motion pictures- Breen himself 

stated that the war would not affect t h e  decisions made by 

his office, pledging to continue the p r e - w a r  practice O£ 

requiring producers to supply £ive copies of each script to 

the Secretary of War or N a v y  together with a "specific 

description of military locations, equipment, personnel or 

operations for filming of which permission is ~ought."'~ In 

this way, the U ,  S - Defense Department had a system of 

control over war-related films even before their official 

entry into the war- 



Il days after Pearl Harbour, Roosevelt officially 

drafted Hollywood by appointing a man named Lowell Mellett 

to the position of Coordinator of Government Films. Six 

months later, Roosevelt created the Office of War 

Information (OWI) , charged with the gathering of "al1 

varied government press and information services under one 

leadership". l8 The man in charge of the OWI was Elmer 

Davis, and he renamed Mellett ' s office to the Bureau of 

Motion Pictures (BMP), effectively putting a civilian in 

the position of liaison between the government and 

Hollywood. This was the second regulatory body affecting 

Hollywood during the war, and the one responsible for the 

most actual change in the content of wartime films. Eariy 

on, the BMP would in fact produce information shorts and 

war bulletins itself, but in 1943 the Republican Congress, 

which felt that the Bureau was as pro-FDR as it was ariti- 

Axis, financially gutted it. Reduced to advisory status, 

Hollywood became responsible for al1 wartime film 

production and the BMPrs usual protoc01 involved requesting 

a preliminary review of al1 war-related films, which it 

would then recommend cuts for, and whose advice was almost 

always followed. In addition, the BMP distributed a fifty- 

page loose-leaf brochure called "Government Information 



Manual for the Motion Picture Industry", a portion of which 

had specific suggestions £rom the OWI for full length 

f eatures . 19 

The final body that had the power to regulate movie 

content during the war was the War Department's O f E i c e  of 

Censorship (OC), which was authorized by the American 1917 

Espionage Law, and which had a mandate of clearing incoming 

foreign films and approving outgoing domestic films for 

foreign export. The OC only ever asked one question with 

regards to the content of a film: 'Will this rnaterial be 

of value to the enemy?" If they felt it wasn't, then the 

film could be exported to any of the remaining European 

countries that were still allowed to show Hollywood films, 

and which still comprised a significant chunk of 

Hollywoodrs market. This relationship illustrates an 

explanation for Hollywoodr s willingness to cooperate with 

the governent regarding the content of their films: the 

sooner the European continent was freed of the scourge of 

Nazism, the sooner their markets would open up again and 

the higher their revenue wodd be. 

Thomas Doherty points out that these three bodies 

correspond to three centres of authority in wartime 

America: morality (the PCA), wartime policy (the BMP) and 



militas. security (the OC) . 2 0  Doherty characterizes the 

nature of government intervention in the industry as 

ambiguous and sometimes difficult to locate. His 

hypothesis regarding this ambiguity is that it may have 

been intentional, and that somewhat undefined centres of 

power suited the purposes of both the industry and the 

government. The entertainment industry reluctantly 

tolerated government interference in their business, but 

was able on occasion to negotiate these indeterminate 

authority centres and bend the rules. The government, on 

the other hand, needed Hollywood to disserninate information 

but had no technical or business grasp of the industry and 

its workings, and was probably more cornfortable making 

generalizations about content rather than specific 

requests. Despite these nebulous exertions of power on 

both sides of the relationship, the nation's films were 

regulated alrnost as tightly as Germany's , whether directly 

or indirectly, and without the benefit of legislated 

dictatorial government control. 

The Econodcs of Voluntary Censorshig 

The American film industry had very specific reasons £or 

CO-operating with the government during wartime- The 

prospect of losing a war to Fascists undoubtedly 



contributed to a patriotic zeal for victory, but in 

addition to this self -preservation instinct were economic 

factors. Three extenuating circumstances complicate the 

issue of industry CO-operation: the Selective Service Act, 

the Justice Department ' s anti-trust investigation, and the 

closure of European markets to Hollywood films with the 

progression of the war. 

David Cook points out that the Selective Service Act 

ruled in 1942 that the movies were an "essential industry" 

whose equipment and materials were subject to price 

controls and whose personnel could not be drafted, although 

this rnove was heavily criticized by the public. *' The more 

convincing Hollywoodrs on-screen war, the less likely that 

industry personnel would be to actually go to war. 

Secondly, the Justice Department had begun its antitrust 

suit against the studios before American involvement in the 

war, but voluntarily suspended this investigation while 

Hollywood continued to produce war films. It did not 

resume its case until August of 1944, when victory in 

Europe was clearly in sight. This might be viewed as 

tantamount to blackmailing the studios into cooperating - 
Finally, the most economically damaging side effect of the 

war for Hollywood was its loss of an estimated one-third to 



one-half of al1 its traditional revenues as markets closed 

one by one with the advance of Hitler's was machine through 

Europe- The sooner the war ended in favour of the U . S . ,  

the sooner Hollywood films could once again collect revenue 

in those markets. One of the government's strategies for 

helping the industry offset these losses was their 

encouragement of southward expansion to South America. 

Walt Disney played a fundamental role in this expansion, 

and the specifics of this program will be outlined below in 

the section dealing with the Disney studios. 

Unsurprisingly, it would appear that the link between 

government and film industry during wartime was about the 

profit motive as much as genuine patriotism. This was not 

a uniquely American condition, however - we shall see that 

the German film industry's cooperation is based on similar 

financial pretences. 

Training and Entertaining 

The material results of the affiliation between the White 

House and the studios appeared at every level of 

production, £rom features to 8 rnovies to newsreels to, of 

course, cartoons. The results had two manifestations , 

which can be categorized as either (a) entertainment or (b) 

non-entertainment. The first result was effected by the 



total incorporation of World War II into the "Hollywood 

universe" - the fictional world populated only by movie 

stars was suddenly at war, and al1 the stars felt the same: 

the Nazi menace had to go, and the American patriot was the 

man for the job, The second group of films was represented 

by the wholesale production of films for the government by 

Hollywood, whether they be documentaries, training films 

(exemplified by the Disney studio), recruiting films, or 

advertisernents for war bonds. The production of short 

animated films by the studios appeared in both of these 

groups, in the form of theatrical cartoons, and as training 

films, Their incorporation of the war into the universe of 

Donald Duck and Popeye was as complete as that of any other 

Hollywood star. 

Features 

The first category of wartime films, those intended for 

entertainment, were primarily represented by the feature 

film, the main product rolling off the line at the Dream 

Factory. This category has been the focus of most of the 

film scholarship surrounding Hollywood during wartime. The 

general consensus of the studies conducted on these films 

is that feature filmaking absolutely reflected American 

government policy during wartime as a result of the various 



censorship bodies pu t  i n t o  p l ace  by both t h e  government and 

t h e  i n d ~ s t r y . ~ ~  One such book, which i n  i t s  very t i t l e  

supports t h i s  argument, is Clayton R -  Koppes and Gregory D 

Black's Hollywood Goes t o  W a r :  How P o l i t i c s ,  P ro f i t s  and 

Propaganda Shaped World W a r  II Movies. T h e  authors argue 

t h a t  

During the w a r  the  government, convinced that movies 
had extraordina- power t o  mobilize public opinion 
f o r  war, c a r r i e d  out  an intens ive ,  unprecedented 
effort t o  mold the content  of Hollywood feature 
f i l m s ,  [and] was ab le  to  exerc ise  a considerable 
i n£  luence over the  content  of wartime Hollywood 
movies . 23 

From Oscar w i m e r s  t o  combat f i lms  t o  B-movies, every 

war-related f i l m  re leased  by the  big £ive o r  l i t t l e  t h r e e  

s tudios went through one of the censorship boards and came 

out the  o the r  s i d e  a fe rven t  argument fo r  American v i c to ry .  

No filmrnaker was too  busy t o  be assigned a w a r  f i lm that 

promoted t h e  Al l ied  cause, and the  more popular t h e i r  work, 

the  b e t t e r .  The l i s t  of d i r e c t o r s  r ec ru i t ed  included 

Howard Hawks (Sergeant York, 1 9 4 1 ;  A i r  Force, 1943) , 

Michael Curt iz  (Casablanca, 1 9 4 2  - B e s t  P ic ture ;  Yankee  

D o o d l e  Dandy, 1 9 4 2 )  , W i l l i a m  W y l e r  (Mrs. M i n i v e r ,  1942 - 

Best P ic tu re ;  The B e s t  Years  of Our L i v e s ,  1 9 4 6  - B e s t  

Picture)  and even Alfred Hitchcock ( L i f e b o a t ,  1 9 4 4 )  . T h e  

pa t r io t i sm extended beyond just the  f eature  and a£ f ec ted  



rnost aspects of film-going culture, for example the film 

bill now included a pitch for bonds after the newsreel, 

which could be purchased right in the lobby of the theatre, 

thus reaching 90 million potential bond customers every 

week - 
Documentaries 

The second category of government-influenced films, non- 

entertainment films, includes documentary films made about 

the American involvement- The primary example of 

documentary f ilmmaking undertaken by the government is the 

MThy We Figh t  (1941-45) series, seven documentaries 

commissioned by the War Department f rom Frank Capra, which 

sought to explain the motives for America's entry into the 

war. In his book An ~istorical and Descriptive Analysis of 

the WBy We F i g h t  Series, Thomas Bohn contends that the 

eight thernatic concerns of the films include 

the U.S. citizen as common man, as opposed to Nazi 
supermen 
religion as the precursor to the equality of al1 men, 
Nazi prohibition of religion 
children as 'what we're fighting for", atrocities by 
Nazis against same 
historical tradition of freedom-fighting in U.S. and 
world conquest in Germany 
U.S. atternpts to avoid the war; war was imposed on 
U.S.  
Personification of the enemy as their leaders, 
f ocusing aggression on dictators 
Dehumanization of the enemy as a "war machine" 



8 )  U. S - buying time for the world; Allies f ighting for 
' f reedom everywheren 24 

Originally, the films were only to be shown to the 

military, but were deemed to be so effective by the OWI 

that some were released into theatres. Clearly, the films 

were consciously planned as indoctrination: they were made 

to support the war effort and to raise morale regarding the 

necessity, and probability, of Arnerican victory. Other 

notable examples of wartime documentary include John Ford's 

The Battle of Midway (1942) and December 7'" (1943). L i k e  

his feature war efforts such as The Long Voyage Home (1940) 

and They W e r e  E w e n d a b l e  (1945) , the films emphasized the 

necessity of winning the war by showing the horror that it 

inflicted on the men who fought it. 

Cartoons 

The other group of entertainment films heavily influenced 

by the government-industry association is the subject of 

this essay: theatrical cartoons. There were over 500 

cartoons released theatrically in the U - S .  between January 

lSt, 1939 and September 3oth, 1945, and according to Michael 

Shull and Michael Wilt, over one quarter of these contained 

references to the war. 2s The volume should not be 

surprising: al1 of the big £ive studios (MGM, Paramount, 



Warner Bros., 2oth Century Fox and RKO) and two of the three 

minors (Universal and Columbia) had animation departments 

responsible for producing seven minute animated films to 

accornpany their features, ideally a new cartoon for every 

feature. These entertainment cartoons were no exception to 

the censorship process, and it is important to note that 

their intended audience was adults, not children. However, 

they were thought of less seriously than feature films, 

populated as they were by talking animals, and Doherty 

believes that this triviality granted them a certain 

license in representing the war. Wliereas the government 

required Hollywood features to "properly direct" their 

anger towards the military dictatorships that governed the 

Axis nations, cartoons could openly mock and ridicule 

Hitler and Hirohito. In Doherty's words, the cartoons were 

"allowed a level of narrative engagement that features were 

denied. "26 

Training Films 

Cartoons also played a part in the non-entertainment sphere 

of goverment-reg-ulated films. A large number of the films 

made for the government by ~ollywood were never intended to 

be viewed by the public, but rather were for information 

dissemination amongst troops. This group of films includes 



The Army-Navy Screen Magazine (TANSM) , a biweekly series 

which would update the troops on the progress of the war 

and entertain them with celebrity appearances, each 

instalment ending with a short cartoon, Here is one of the 

most significant uses of animation by the Arnerican 

government during World W a r  II, The "Private Snafu" series 

comprised 25 seven minute cartoons psoduced by the highest- 

echelon directors working at Warner Bros,, including Chuck 

Jones, Bob Clampett and Friz Freleng. Several episodes 

were written by Theodore Geisel (aka Dr- Seuss) , and 

feature rhyming narration easily mernorable to soldiers, 

The cartoons featured a bumbling private  by the name of 

Snafu who routinely carries out some part of his duties 

incorrectly, xesulting in a successful attack by the enemy. 

In the course of showing how not to perform certain duties, 

the films remind soldiers and sailors how to effectively do 

their job. Topics included the withholding of military 

secrets ( Sp i e s )  , proper protection f rom malaria-carrying 

rnosq[uitoes (Snafu vs - Malaria Mike) , and how not to spread 

rurnours around the base (Rumors)  . 

The tone of the cartoons is light, however, and humour 

is the basic tool used to convey the message. Eric Smoodin 

argues that the Snafu cartoons were ideally suited to be 



instructional films, considering the young age of many of 

the troops (42% of enlisted men were between 20-24 years of 

age in 1943, the yeax TANSM began) and the simplicity with 

which animation and humour can convey ideas. Furthemore, 

he points out that Snafu, through his cornplaining about his 

position, actually represents dissent, which the films then 

manage by creating a wartime national identity that Snafu 

(and the grunts) can then live up to. 27 

The series was originally going to be produced by 

Disney, who was underbid by Warners (who off ered to do them 

for 35% of what Disney was asking). In addition, Warner 

Bros- was contwacted by the government to produce a handful 

of short films encouraging audiences to buy bonds (Any 

Bonds Today?, 1941) and contribute scrap metal to the war 

effort ( Sc rap  Happy Daffy, 1943). The war-related content 

of the rest of Warner Bros.' output was instigated by the 

studio themselves. The Snafu cartoons and the handful of 

shorts mentioned represent the only government contracts 

for cartoons not issued to the Walt Disney studio, the 

single most pwolific and cooperative filmmaker in wartime 

Hollywood - 



The Magic Kingdom Goes to W a r  

The case of Walt Disney is unique in film history for m a n y  

reasons, one of which is his studio's unprecedented 

relationship with the Arnerican government during W o l r l d  War 

11. This relationship encompassed the transformation of 

the studio into a war plant, the operation of its ernployees 

under the Manning Table and Replacement Schedule (thus 

exempting them £rom the Draft) , the storage of milieary 

supplies on studio grounds, the incorporation of the studio 

with a nearby Lockheed Aircraft Plant, the production by 

Disney of animated films for the Navy, the Army Signal 

Corps, the Army Air Force and the Air Transport Cornand, 

and the financing by the government of animated propaganda 

Eilms for domestic and international distribution, 2 8 

The sequence of events that led the govemment to 

recruit Disney began with riveting and the government of 

Canada. Disney apparently was trying to break into the 

educational films market when he approached the Lockheed 

Aircraft Corporation located near his Burbank studios and 

persuaded them to allow him to make, at his own expense, an 

experimental employee training film called Four Methods of 

Flush Riveting. Richard Shale writes, "the subject was  an 

apt choice for demonstrating the capabilities of the 



medium, X-ray animation provided a look at riveting which 

no live action photography could ever hope to reveal. "29 On 

April 3, 1941, Disney held a con£ erence for several people 

including representatives £rom the aircraft industry at 

which he screened this film and proposed that animation 

could serve more than entertainment purposes. Among his 

guests were Leo Rosten, Chief of the Motion Picture Section 

of the Advisoq Committee to the Council of National 

Defense, and John Grierson, Co~ssioner of the National 

Film Board of Canada. 

The xesult of this conference was the purchase by 

Grierson of the Canadian rights to Four Methods of Flush 

Riveting and the codssion by the NFB of four short 

subjects which would promote sales of war bonds. The four 

films were The Thrifty Pig, The Seven Wise Dwarfs, Donaf d's 

Decision and Al1 Together (al1 1941) , al1  of which used 

popular Disney characters to make specific appeals to the 

Canadian people to purchase bonds. The format of al1 four 

films is identical: a two and a half minute cartoon 

presenting a light hearted pitch to purchase war bonds, 

followed by one minute of more serious propaganda: symbols 

or written slogans which showed, graphically, how the 

Canadian government would use the revenue £rom these bond 



sales to finance the war effort- A fifth film was also 

commissioned that provided detailed instructions on the 

operation of the Boys Anti-Tank Rifle. It was on the basis 

of the success of these shorts in Canada that the American 

government sought out Disney's help with their war effort- 3 O 

The extent of Disney's war production is enormous: in 

1943 alone, 94% of the studior s output of over 200,000 feet 

of film was to fulf il1 governerit contracts . " This output, 

like that of the rest of Hollywood, £el1 into two 

categories: non-entertainment training films and 

entertainment films, The training films were just that: 

no humour, no characters, no situations, only diagrams and 

instructional narration- Examples of the over two hundred 

titles in this category include Protection Against  Chemical 

Warfare; S e r v i c e ,  I n s p e c t i o n  and Maintenance of the AT-1 I : 

Landing Gear; High Level Precision Bombing: Bombing 

Compu ters ; Gyroscopic Creep and Precession in  Torpedoes ; 

Fundamentals of Artillery Weapons and Ward Care of 

Psychotic Patients- 

The entertainment films, which Shale nurnbers at 28 

during the war years, include lighter propaganda in which 

popular Disney characters would suddenly be drafted or have 

jobs in the service as well as £ive films that can be 



characterized as "hard propaganda". Four of the films are 

Education for Death: The Making of a Nazi; Der Fuhrer's 

Face (which won the Oscar in 1943 for Best Short Subject 

(Cartoon) ) ; Chicken Little, and Reason and m o t i o n  (al1 

1943), al1  of which are short subjects and were distributed 

as such, These four films were partially financed by the 

Coordinator for Intra-American Affairs, a govenvnent agency 

seeking to promote Roosevelt's Good Neighbour Policy (see 

below). The fifth film is Victory Through Air Power, a 

feature film in which Major Alexander De Seversky narrates 

what is essentially a pitch to the government to increase 

its long-range bombing power as a strategy to win the war. 3 2 

RKO, Disney's regular distributor, refused to handle the 

picture and it was distributed as Disney's own expense, to 

lukewarm critical and public reception. 

Governent interest in the specificities O£ animation 

as propaganda is thus a historical fact. What Shale mites 

about the advantages of showing flush riveting with 

animation holds true for propaganda as well: 

assembly lines of war saving certificates dissolve 
to planes, ships, tanks; and incentive slogans 
written in the smoke of defense factories link the 
idea of investment with the production of war 
materiel. 33 

Cartoons had a different level of narrative engagement with 



the war and the Axis primarily because they were capable of 

a different level, and the results were popular with the 

public. Seeing the success that these films had 

domestically, government agencies now wanted to test 

cartoons' usefulness as a tool of colonization- 

The Coordinator for Intra-American Affairs, a 

government agency responsible for improving North and South 

American economic and cultural ties, showed a marked 

interest in using animation as a colonizing tool to win 

over South America as an ally before the Nazis reached it. 

During World War II, the agency was headed by Nelson A. 

Rockefeller, who was also one of the biggest shareholders 

in RKO pictures. Rockefeller may have used his influence 

at RKO and decided that the most effective w a y  to win over 

the continent to the south was through Hollywood, an 

organization with a proven track record of effective 

colonialist practice. RKO promptly arranged for 

Hollywood' s current golden boy, Orson Welles, to travel to 

Brazil and make a documentary about some of that country's 

heroes . 34 The trip was CO-sponsored by the State Department 

with the express intention of developing the Good Neighbour 

Policy, Roosevelt's plan to strengthen the economic and 

cultural ties between North and South Arnerica in an effort 



to keep the continent resistant to Nazi influence. 35 The 

strategy of the Welles project seems to have been the 

winning over of a nation's audiences by glorifying their 

culture in a Hollywood movie- Unfortunately, Welles' 

continua1 financial disasters in Hollywood and possibly his 

integrity caused this first atternpt at an intra-American 

affair to fizzle, and he returned to America with ari 

un£ inished documentary, It's Al1 True, not to be completed 

until after his death. 

Still intent on forging a cultural partnership, the 

CIAA then financed a tour for MO'S second-biggest (and 

most prominently anti-Nazi, cf. Der Fuhrer's Face) star in 

1943: Donald Duck. Walt Disney and fifteen of his 

animators and other staff took a two month long visit to 

South Amesica, visited several major cities, and took notes 

and sketches for a future feature The project 

eventually resulted in two features, Saludos  Amigos (1943) 

and The T h r e e  Caballeros (1945), both of which were 

marketed heavily throughout South America. The two films 

feature popular Disney characters interacting with South 

American locals and experiencing the sights, as well as 

South mesican animated characters and live actors 

performing songs. Clearly the films were meant to be 



watched in both markets, and were recognized as an attempt 

to promote cultural ties by critics at the time, one of 

whom called Saludos 'at once a potent piece of propaganda 

and a brilliant job of picture-making". " Here is a clear- 

cut example of the real nature of the CO-operation between 

governments and studios during World War 11: the 

governments sought the influence over audiences that the 

movies had, and the film industry sought the influerice over 

foreign and domestic government agencies that Washington 

had, in order to open up new markets and maintain their 

monopoly in Hollywood, 

In addition to the South American trip, the CIAA 

partially financed Disney's four hardest examples of anti- 

Nazi propaganda: the above mentioned Reason and Emotion, 

Education for  Death: The Making of a Nazi, Der Fuhrer's 

Face, and Chicken L i t t l e ,  providing Disney with 14,000 

dollars per film in exchange for the exclusive rights to 

non-theatrical 16 mm distribution throughout South America- 

The non-theatrical nature of the bargain indicates the 

CIAArs interest in showing the films in non-entertainrnent 

venues, furthering the thesis that the films were intended 

to be used as indoctrination. 



Disney and the government were in such tight 

synchronization during the war that the IRS even 

commissioned a film showing Donald Duck returning his taxes 

early, which anecdotal evidence suggests was a spectacular 

success3*. As Richard Shale States in his book Donald Duck 

Joins Up: The Wal t Disney S t u d i o  During World War II, 

"America's entry into World War II had occasioned a liaison 

between the Disney Studio and the U-S. government which was 

unprecedented in the history of the film ind~stry."~~ 

Other Studios 

Cartoon propaganda did not stop at the walls of the Walt 

Disney and Warner Bros. studios, only direct government 

contracts for cartoon propaganda. The non-contractual 

output of Warner Bros. and the five other animation- 

producing studios also reflects a propagandistic effort to 

manifest the government's wartime policy. 

Shull and Wilt estimate that 83 of the 234 cartoons 

released by Warner Bros. between January 1939 and September 

1945 contained references to the war (35%'  the highest of 

any studio's commercial output, including ~isne~)*O, ail of 

which of course corresponded to the War Department's agenda 

since they had been passed by censorship boards. Examples 

include The Ducktators (1942) , which depicts the three Axis 



leaders as barnyard fowl who take over a farm and are 

defeated by "the dove of peace"; Daffy the Commando (1943), 

which pits Daffy against a pair of incompetent Nazi birds 

and ends with the duck bashing Hitler on the head with a 

mallet; and Bugs B m y  Nips  the N i p s  ( 1984) , a typically 

racist scenario in which Warner Bros.' biggest cartoon star 

thwarts babbling, bucktoothed Japanese soldiers. 

The other three studios in the 'Big Five", MGM, 

Paramount and 2oth Century Fox, each had their own animation 

units which produced scores of cartoons a year that made 

reference to the war in ways that could only be described 

as propagandistic, although they were never directly 

encouraged or compensated by the governrnent to contain 

specific content. MGMts perpetually popular cartoons (six 

Oscar victories in the 40ts, compared to Disney's two) 

featuring Tom and Jerry and the unique work of Tex Avery 

were, according to Shull and Wilt, "the least war-oriented 

of a11" .41 Still, the studio pxoduced such titles as Blitz 

Wolf (1942), in which the Three Little Pigs fend off a 

caricature of Adolf Hitler as the Big Bad Wolf, and The 

Stork's Holiday (1943 ) , which explains how the birth rate 

has dropped because Doc Stork keeps running into anti- 

aircraft fire, searchlights and enemy fighters. Upon 



appeal £rom his patriotic ancestors, however, he resumes 

his duties, making a 'V" for Victory with his cigar smoke. 

Paramount's animation division was headed by Max and 

Dave Fleischer, animation pioneers who were Disney's chief 

competition in the feature film market, having produced two 

full-length animated features before being driven under by 

Disney's popularity- Their legacy includes the Superman 

series, Betty Boop and Popeye, al1 of which were used to 

boost morale with references to the war and some 

particularly savage characterizations of the Japanese. 

Examples include Japoteurs (1942 ) , a Superman instalment 

that features Japanese saboteurs in America trying to steal 

American war technology (a new bombing aircraft). Superman 

defeats thern. Also, cartoons like Scrap the Japs and 

You're a Sap, Mir.  Jap feature Popeye, one O£ the most 

popular cartoon characters of the 1940s, having joined the 

navy and pumrnelling grotesque, buck-toothed caricatures of 

Japanese sailors, with dialogue such as Popeye' s 

declaration, '1 never seen a Jap that wasn't yeller. " The 

discrepancy between representations of the Germans and 

J Z ~ . . ~ P S P  ic American propaganda will be covered in chapter 

three . 



The other studios, Universal, Columbia and 20'" Century 

Fox, ctlso put out their fair share of propagandistic 

cartoons- Shull and Wilt's book, Doing Their Bit: Wartime 

Animated Short Films, 1939-1945, gives an exhaustive 

account of these cartoons, so 1'11 just give one 

representative example f rom each studio. Consider 

Universal ' s Andy Panda 's Victozy Garden (1942 ) , f eaturing 

one of the studio's most popular characters working in his 

titular victory garden, trying to remind audiences to do 

the same through his follies. Columbia's Song of V i c t o r y  

(1942) features three dictatorial animals - a vulture, a 

hyena and a gorilla with familiar faces - that bring 

tyranny to the jungle only to be driven out in the end. 

The most interesting point about this cartoon is the OWI 

report on it, which states that 'it is important to note 

that the invaded ... oppose .. .not with more force, but with 

symbolism - and triumph [by destroying the invaders 

morale] w 4 2 ,  a scenario in which propaganda becomes the key 

to victory. Finally, 20'" Century Fox's Cat Meets Mouse 

plays out an allegorical story of a cat herding mice into a 

concentration camp, only to be defeated in the end. The 

convolution of symbolisrn here might have struck some 

viewers as hypocritical, since although the cartoon is 



ostensibly about German i n t e d n t  of Jews, Japanese 

internent camps in the U.S. were simultaneously promoted 

as a necessary evil. Audience members may have been 

confused about whether they should be rooting for the mice 

or the cat. 

Plotlines such as the above cannot be fully explained 

by audience demand for stories about the war - In fact, 

Doherty cites requests £rom exhibitors for more escapist 

f are £rom the studios : 

By eaxly 1943, however, motion picture exhibitors, 
the branch of the industry closest to the public, 
were sending back word that war-themed films were 
commercially languid and that escapist fare was the 
big money maker.- [Exhibi tors reported that 1 "The 
preponderant demand is for entertainment and 
entertainment of the sort that puts aside the cares 
of these war worn days, when every day fills the 
lives of the millions with intense emotional 
concem. " 4 3  

While studio head patriotism can partially account for the 

decision ignore reports, 

matter these cartoons mus t 

the propagandis tic 

part f rom the 

voluntary cooperation of the studios with the Bureau of 

Motion Picture's guidelines f o r  wartime content. 

Conclusion 

Doherty writes thzt : 

The liaison between Hollywood and Washington was a 
distinctly American and democratic arrangement, a 
mesh of public policy and private initiative, 
state need and business enterpri~e.'~ 



If Horkheimer and Adorno can be accused of overstating 

their case, 1 think Doherty cari be charged with 

understating his. First of all, the three-tiered system of 

censorship controlling Hollywood content was, as we shall 

see, not distinctly American: the Third Reich's systern of 

Cilm censorship is remarkably similar to it, While it may 

be true that the cooperation was a mixture O£ "public 

policy and private initiative", the private initiative 

presumably being the studio heads' patriotic enthusiasm for 

victory, it is the "state need and business enterprise" 

which dominates the relationship. The Arnerican government 

needed to mobilize the entire population of the country to 

a state of war-readiness, and Hollywood had several 

financial interests in the pact, including the State's 

anti-trust investigation, the closure of European markets 

and the opening of South American markets to their product, 

al1 of which benefited £rom CO-operation with the 

government . 

Cartoons are an illustrative example of the degree of 

complicity between state and industry during the war, doing 

double duty as entertainment and training films- As 

propaganda, they were especially effective, as they were 



able to engage with the enemy in ways that features or 

newsreels could not: cartoons allowed audiences to release 

some of their anxiety by mocking the enemy, making light of 

wartime restrictions of food, material and behaviour, and 

generating enthusiasm for victory with symbols, music a d  

songs. Furthemore, cartoons were used to sel1 bonds, 

encourage responsible wartime behaviour , and, as we shall 

see, construct an ideological position towards the enemy. 

The intersection of profit-oriented entertainment and 

wartime government ideology in this medium thus 

demonstrates how the United States government politicized 

entertainment during World War II 

Footnotes 
Cf. "The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception" in 

Dialectic of Enlightenment, pp- 120-167; The Culture Industry: 
Selected Essays on Mass Culture, esp. pp- 2-3 
' http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/hegel/help/£rmk-htm 
Horkheimer & Adorno, pp . 154 
Adorno, pp, 85 
Horkheimer & Adorno, pp . 120 
Ibid, pp- 154, 159 

' Adorno, pp. 3 (Introduction by J.M- Bernstein) 
Parker, p. 83 
Shale, p .  22 

l0 'In Announcing Griffithsr OWI Post, Hoyt Plugs Film Biz's Co-op with 
U . S . "  V a r i e t y .  August 29, 1943. p- 22 

Keylor, p -  193 
l2 This film was followed by a Warner Bros, cartoon parody during the 
war entitled Confusions of a N u t z i  S p y  (Norman McCabe, 1942) . 
l3 For more on the influence of Jews on American culture through their 
position as Hollywood executives, see Hollywoodism: Jews, Movies and 
the American D r e a m  (Simcha Jacobvici, 1998). 
la Doherty, p. 39 
l5 Cook, p. 443 
l6 Cook, p.  214-15 



-- - 

" Doherty, p- 37 
la Doherty, p- 43 
l9 D~herty, p. 45-46 
20 Doherty, p -  43 
21 Cook, p. 439n- 
" The best-known examples of these studies include Janine ~asinger's 
The World War 11 Combat Film (Columbia University Press, New York, 
19861, Bernard F. Dick's The Star-Spangled Screerr: The American World 
War 11 Film (The University Press of Kentucky, Lexington, 1985 1 and 
Thomas Doherty's Projections of War: Hollywood, American Culture, and 
World War II (Columbia University Press, New York, 1993), al1 of which 
support the thesis that feature fihs reflected the Roosevelt 
administration's policy. 
23 Koppes & Black, pp. vii-viii 
24 Bohn, p- 1 3 1  
25 Shull and Wilt, p. i 
26 Doherty, p. 125 
27 Smoodin, p. 94-95 
28 Shale, p- 24 
29 Shale, p. 16 
3 O Shale, p. 22 
3 1 Shale, p. 89 
l2 This film is an anomaly, since it is not technically government 
propaganda, contradicting as it does officia1 policy. Apparently the 
film was rebuked in Washington with the attitude 'we don't tell them 
how to make movies, they can't tell us how to win the war", a revealing 
statement in itself- cf. Doherty, p - 119 
33~hale, p. 90 
34 Cook, p. 412: "Behind the venture was Nelson Rockefeller, then 
Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs and a major RKO stockholder; in 
neither role did he lack self -interest - " 
3S Keylor, p. 220: "While the Good Neighbour Policy terminated the 
practices of military intervention and f inancial supervision, i t 
replaced this discredited diplomacy of the gunboat and the dollar with 
a more indirect form of American control. In essence this consisted of 
the utilization of noncoercive means of enlisting the assistance of 
indigenous political, military, and business elites in preselrving the 
United States' grip on the economic resources of the region." Also, p. 
222: 'In order to counter this new menace posed by the informa1 
"unholy alliance" of Nazi Gerrnany, Fascist Italy, and Imperia1 Japan, 
the United States sought to strengthen the peacekeeping machinery of 
the Pax Americana." 
36 Shale, p, 41-42 
37 Howard Barnes, quoted in Maltin, Leonard. The Disney Films- Crown- 
New York- 1973. 
38 Shale quotes a Treasury Department report that more than 32 million 
taxpayers saw the film, and that 37 percent of those felt it had 
affected their willingness to pay their taxes, Shale, p. 32 
l9 Shale, p. 112 
Shu11 and Wilt, p. 161 

41 Shull and Wilt, p. 123 
42 Shull and Wilt, p. 105 



'" Doherty, p. 18 1 
44 Doherty, p .  61 



T h e  Special Value of Entertainment" 



Introduction 

Conventional histories of the National Socialist regimefs 

relationship with the G e r m a n  film industry portray it as a 

matter of the Nazis bending reluctant artists to their 

will. The first chapter of David Hull's book Film in the 

Third Reich (1969), for example, is titled "1933: The 

Subversion of the Film IndustryWf and he writes that 

"Throughout the whole period the Filmelt [German film 

industn-3 was a hotbed - however passive - of lirnited 

resistance to the government"l. However, recent 

historiography by such authors as Julian Petley and Jurgen 

Spiker complicates this portrayal through an economic 

analysis of the film industryfs cooperation with the 

National Socialist government- While the historical 

situation of the United States was £undamentally different, 

such historiography points out that there were several 

similarities between Germany and the United States 

regarding the intersection of politics and entertainment 

during the war- Comparing the way both nations used 

cartoons as a propaganda tool highlights these similasities 

and complicates the traditional division of these countries 

into 'good" and 'bad" in World War 11 history. 



Pre-War Coogeration 

As in the United States, cooperation between government and 

film industry predates the outbreak of World War II, and 

long before Hitler's rise to power the German film industry 

was in the hands of conservative industrialists - The two 

bigges t production companies in Germany were Uf a, the 

largest single studio in Europe before World War II, and 

Tobis-Klangfilm, which had risen to power on the strength 

of their rnonopoly of sound-on-film techn~logy.~ Ufa had 

been founded in 1918 by government decree, with the 

financial assistance of the Wilhelmian administration, who 

contributed one-third of its start-up capital with the 

express intent of encouraging production of high-quality 

nationalistic films.3 With the end of World War 1, however, 

the company was privatized and the government sold its 

shares to the Deutsche Bank and to large corporations such 

as Krupp and I.G. Farben. Between the two World Wars, 

Germany experienced twenty years of f inancial crises of 

varying degrees, and at the same time wealthy 

industrialists were running both Ufa and Tobis-Klangfilm. 4 

The p r i m a r y  concern of these industrialists was to rnake 

their companies profitable again through governent 



assistance, and in an attempt to achieve this goal they 

patronized the National Socialist G e r m a r i  Workers Party- 5 

The connection between Ufa and the Nazis is not hard 

to trace, The president of Ufa in 1932, the year before 

the Nazi dictatorship began, was a man named Ludwig 

Klitzsch, the general director of the Germari publishing 

house Scherl-Verlag. Scherl-Verlag was itself part of a 

media empire owned by Alfred Hugenberg, a key political 

figure in Germany who had been the head of the extremely 

right-wing G e r m a n  Nationalist Party ( D N V P ,  whom the Nazis 

formed a political coalition with during their first years 

in power) .6 Hugenberg later went on to become the president 

of Ufa, as well as serving as the Minister of Economic 

Affairs for the Nazis during their first year in power. 

Klitzsch, who worked for Hugenberg and who can thus be 

traced directly to the National Socialists, came to be 

regarded as the major representative of the Geman film 

industry duxing the early 1930s. 

As Jurgen Spiker argues in Film und Kapital, 

The film industry swam along in the wake of the most 
reactionary elernents in the capitalis t system which 
were working directly towards an alliance with the 
NSDAP, w i t h  Hitler as head of the new regime.7 



The "reactionary elements" he refers to are political and 

business leaders such as Hugenberg, Klitzsch, and the 

consortium of Dutch bankers who had taken control of Tobis- 

Klangfilrn in the early 1930s. The alliance between 

entertainment and politics began to manifest itself as 

early as 1932,  with the emphasis on nationalism during a 

radio address delivered by Klitzsch in which he stated that 

the industry was 

not neglecting O u r  orher task, which consists in 
reflecting our contemporary spiritual and national 
plight, holding up the joys of the G e r m a n  past and 
calling f o r t h  through film our people's sense of 
construction and confidence.' 

Nationalistic feature films, so vital to the Nazi's concept 

of German culture, were being promised to them even before 

they gained power. 

The partnership between the film industry and the 

National Socialists was consolidated through the industryrs 

main prof essional representative body, known as S P I O .  The 

head of SPIO in 1932 was Ludwig Klitzsch, and the 

explicitly stated intent of the organization was to work 

towards the establishment of a nationalist consemative 

g~vernment.~ Foreshadowing later developments, in that year 

S P I O  called for the establishment of a film ministry within 

the government to re-organize the industry. The unstated 



intention of this cal1 was to further concentrate 

production into the hands of large production cornpanieç 

such as U f a  and Tobis-Klangfilrn. Co-operation between the 

film industry and the burgeoning National Socialist 

government thus pre-dated their dictatorship, some six 

years before the outbreak of war, and reveals an 

intersection O£ entertainment and politics based on 

economic need as much as political objectives, a situation 

that echoes the cooperation of Hollywood with the Roosevelt 

administration. 

The Economics of Compulsory Censorship 

As we have seen, the defining characteristic of the 

cooperation between those in the Geman film industry who 

dealt with the Nazis was their interest in receiving 

financial aid in the form of subsidies and the 

concentration of production into the hands of large 

production compariies. The final years of the Weimar 

Republic, the fifteen-year democratic era that bridged the 

end of World War One and the coming to power of Hitler, 

were a series of ever-deepening financial crises and 

rampant in£ lation for German indus try, the f llm indus try 

being no exception. Petley cites rising costs, fierce 

cornpetition (primarily £rom Hollywood), the introduction of 



sound and falling audiences who could not afford even the 

price of a movie ticket as reasons for this f inancial 

crisis in the film industry. The key to understanding the 

actions of SPI0 in light of this crisis is to realize that 

the industry ' s primary motivation was not nationalism, nor 

totalitawianism, nor the Nazis: it was to make the 

industry profitable again. Whatever else they might have 

seen Hitler as, Hugenberg, Klitzsch and the other studio 

heads (not to mention nearly half of Germany's industrial 

labour force that was unemployed in 1932") must have seen 

him predominantly as a way out of a severe economic 

depression. Goebbelsr first address to the film industry 

following Hitler's appointment as Chancellor in January 

occurred on March 28th, 1933 and reflects how successful the 

industry had been in communicating these goals to the 

party : 

We have no intention of obstructing 
production.aeither do we wish to hamper private 
enterprise: on the contra-, this will receive a 
great deal of impetus through the national 
movement . l2 

It was by providing the studios with a promise of f inancial 

stability that the Nazi party was able to gain the willing 

assent of the industry to an unprecedented level of 

censorship on its products. 13 



The new government moved swiftly-to secure the 

resources of the culture industries in Germany. One rnonth 

before Goebbels' address, on February 28=", 1 9 3 3 .  an alleged 

"communist saboteur" set the Reichstag (Geman Parliament) 

on fire, giving Hitler the pretext to suspend civil 

liberties in the face of this so-called "national 

emergency"; an emergency deriving £rom an act that many 

historians have surmised was cornmitted by the Nazis 

thernsel~es~~- A week later, Germans went to the polls and, 

convinced that a communist uprising was imminent, put 

Hitler and the Nazis into power by a slim rnaj~rit~'~. The 

new regimers first  edict was to pass the Enabling Act, 

dissolving the Weimar constitution and legislating Hitler's 

dictatorship. One of the earliest initiatives taken by the 

new government was the establishment of the 

Reichsministerium £ur Volksaukarung und Propaganda (Reich 

Ministry for the People's Enlightenment and Propaganda; 

RMVP) on March 13, 1933, the first governmental body of its 

kind in any western government and the most important 

regulatory body over the German film industry16. 

Space doeç not allow for a full history of the 

involvement of Germany in World War II, but sorne economic 

history is required to understand how successful the Nazis 



were in restoring the film ihdustry to profitability and 

merging entertainment with the political sphere . The 

G e r m a r i  film industry and the rest'of Germany was indeed 

pulled £rom its financial crisis and deemed to be in good 

health as of 1943, with the average G e r m a n  going to the 

cinema an unprecedented 14.4 times a year and the film 

industry the fourth largeçt industry in the country'7. For 

this to happen, a complete restructuring of the industry 

was required, a process that was facilitated by the 

complete nationalization of the film industry by the Nazis 

in 1941. Using a trust company called Cautio, the state 

amalgamated al1 large and middle-sized production companies 

into a giant holding company called Ufa-Film GmbH on 

January 10, 1942". This nationalization represents the 

most signif icant di£ f erence between the American and Geman 

film industries during World War II. Although Julian 

Petley makes the point that the practical result of 

nationalization was to make the industry less under direct 

government f inancial control, the Nazis still had overall 

control of al1 artistic and political film content? 

Several different censorship boards regulated this control, 

just as in the United States. 



The central concept behind the di£ ferent levels of 

film censorship in Nazi Germany is the National Socialist 

concept of Gleichschal tung,  de£ ined as 'the obligatory 

assimilation within the state of al1 political, economic 

and cultural activities", structured in a top-dom 

f ashion - 20 Notoriouç for their overcornplicated bureaucracy, 

the Nazis' agencies of censorship differed £rom the 

American system in that they were unambiguously organized, 

had a specific purpose and were answerable to each other in 

a r i g i d  hierarchical fashion. Intervention by these 

agencies took the form of instigating production on 

explicitly political films (which accounted for 

approximately 10% of feature production per year) , the 

introduction of complex pre- and post-production 

censorship, and even regulating marketing and distribution- 

The three agencies of content control were the Ministry of 

Propaganda, the Reich Chamber of Culture and the Central 

Film Office. 

The Ministry of Truth 

The Reich Ministry for the People's Enlightenment and 

Propaganda was an unprecedented political organization when 

the Nazis established it in 1933 - Never before had a 

government accorded such a level of importance to the 



functioning of culture. The ministry was headed by Dr. 

Paul Joseph Goebbels, a failed novelist holding a powerful 

position in the party hierarchy and credited by historians 

as having an unprecedented grasp of the operation of 

propaganda and mass psychology. Within the RMVP was a film 

department which had the task of "representing the 

interests of the '~ilrnpolitik' "21; 'Filmpolitik' implying 

that there was a concretely articulated set of requirements 

that made a film National Socialist in spirit- In reality, 

no such 'politikr existed, probably due to the many 

cornpeting factions within the Nazi party, each of whom had 

ideas pertaining to the use of film as propaganda- 

Subordinate to the Film Department were regional Reich 

Propaganda Offices which had various responsibilities 

including the examination of film projects, financial 

support of the industry, clearance of completed films, 

weekly newsreels, distribution and export. 

Also under the RMVP was the Reich Film intendant, 

whose responsibility was \'safeguarding the interests of the 

art of the film". This was a post created late in the war 

(July 1944) by Goebbels as a way of revitalizing German 

films during a time of crisis and accusations of stagnant 

product by more radical elements in the party. This is an 



example of Goebbels' stated intention of keeping 'art' and 

'commercer as clearly separated spheres, each ruri by fully 

qualified prof essional experts. 

The final body under the RMVP, which had no direct 

control over film content but was still part of the 

hierarchy, was the Reich Delegate to the German Film 

Industry, with a mandate of "representing the interests of 

the film industry", supposedly to the government, which was 

a paradox after 1942 since the industry had been 

nationalized - 

The Reich Chamber of Culture 

Separate from the RMVP, but still under the control of 

Goebbels, was the Reichskulturkammer (Reich C h a m b e r  of 

Culture; RKK) , whose unstated intention was the purging of 

Jews and leftists £ r o m  the culture industries - On paper, 

it administered the various cultural activities 

incorporated into the state as a result of Gleichschaltung 

and had seven departments, each corresponding to a 

different f o m  of public expression: press, radio, art, 

music, literature, theatre and film. The RKK's most 

significant act was the of ficial abolition of arts 

criticism on November 27, 1936, after which no German film 

critic could judge films; they could only describe their 



content. Judgement was reserved for the state- In ef f ect, 

critics were reduced to plot synopsis, a "re-hash of film 

Company publicity material", *' which more of ten than not waç 

written by sorneone from the Chamber of Culture- In this 

way, the government could influence not only the content of 

a film but also its preferred reading- 

The most important section of the RKK for the purposes 

of this study was the Reichsfilmkammer (Reich Chamber of 

Film; R F K ) ,  officially established on September 22, 1933. 

Note the speed with which the Nazis attended to their 

culture industries: not even in power for half a year and 

already three agencies in place to help regulate the film 

industry. Rather than being horrified by this new 

hierarchy of governmental film control, the industry was in 

fact somewhat relieved, as it finally had a government 

willing to take an interest in its affairs. In fact, the 

RFK had been fomed largely out of S P I O ,  the aforementioned 

'industry representative' group that was in fact comprised 

only of board members £rom the largest of Gemanyls 

production companies and headed by the president of Ufa, 

Ludwig Klitzsch. This can be taken as the Nazi's direct 

xesponse to SPIO's cal1 for the appointment of a 

governmental body to restructure the film industiry and make 



it profitable again- Petley argues that this response 

confirms the Nazi's cornmitment to laissez-faire capitalism 

and to the established production companies: 

The RFK's origins in SPI0 clearly demonstrated that 
the new regime intended the hitherto dominant 
elements of the industry to remain dominant and was 
committed to retaining the system of private 
ownership and upholding the principle of 'free' - 
cornpetition on the 'open' market.23 

Goebbels allowed the studio owners to maintain their 

monopoly of the industry in exchange £or the production of 

films that conformed to his plans for Nazi culture. The 

same principles motivating cooperation between the American 

industry and the Roosevelt administration can be found at 

work in the German case, where. politics and entertainment 

intersect at the deutschmark instead of the dollar. 

The RFKfs responsibilities included drawing up 

cultural policy and the 'artistic supervision of film 

productionf, including the issuing of a certificate that 

al1 films required in owder to be shown in Germany or its 

territories. This is where the final vote was cast about 

whether a film represented the interests of the National 

Socialists, and if it di.&'t, then it would simply not be 

shown, regardless of how much money had been spent on its 

production. The RFK were not shy about exercising this 



power, and banned dozens of features and shorts between 

1933 and 1 9 4 5 ~ ~ .  

The Central Film Office 

The final governmental body with influence over the content 

of films in Nazi Germany was the Reich Propaganda Central 

Office of the National Socialist Party itself, more 

specifically a subsection of the Office known as the 

Central Film Office. The responsibility of this body was 

'for Party leadership and educational tasks" , and it would 

ovewsee films for schools, films for Hitler youth, and 

Kulturfilme, a series of shorts expounding the merits of 

German culture and shown in theatres between newsreel and 

f eature . 25 

The "Special Valuefr of Entertaiment 

The intersection of politics and entertainment had benefits 

for both the industry and the government in the United 

States. In the German example, it has been established 

that certain captains of the film industry collaborated 

with the Nazis in the hope they would be bailed out of a 

crisis-ridden period while being permitted to maintain 

their monopoly ownership. The reasons for the party's 

interest in film are not as immediately clear, but 

ultimately revolve aromd the idea of controlling the 



content and regulating the degree of politics in the 

public' s entertainment, much as the Roosevelt 

administration wished to do to Hollywood films. However, 

whereas the American government wanted the political 

content of films to be more prominent, the Nazis were 

interested only in decreasing the number of political films 

and concentrating propaganda into in£ requent , ' special ' 

Eilms. 

Goebbels is frequently lauded in histories of the 

Third Reich as having an unprecedented, near-superhuman 

grasp of the powers of propaganda. Typical of this are the 

cornments of David Hull that Goebbels "probably understood 

films as well as any industry executive, and probably 

better."26. Regardlsss of the accuracy of these clairns, 

Goebbels did have very specific and sophisticated ideas 

about the role of cinema in the Third Reich- One of his 

mos t f mous arguments concerning propaganda was that if 

people were aware that they were watching propaganda, then 

they respond it: 

.-entertainment can be poli tically of special value, 
because the moment a person is conscious of 
propaganda, it become ineffective. However, as soon 
as propaganda as a tendency, as a characteristic, as 
an attitude, remains in the background and becomes 
apparent through human beings , then propaganda 
becomes effective in every respect. 27 



In actuali ty, propaganda under the Nazis was f requently 

overt, probably due to the difficulty in communicating 

specific party principles such as anti-Semitism and 

euthanasia through subtle, "background" means. However , 

these political £ iims account for only a tenth of the films 

released during the Nazi dictatorship, the rest being 

largely apolitical. The result of Goebbels' ideas about 

film was the production of G e r m a n  films that were primarily 

escapist, with the occasional epic work of propaganda meant 

to glorify the Nazi party and its policies. 

Filmmaking under the Nazis consisted of 90% generic 

comedy, romance or drama and 10% hard, vicious propaganda, 

and most of the propaganda citizens saw came £rom newsreels 

and documentaries rather than feature films. 2 8  Goebbels 

had censors on the lookout for anything in a film's content 

that could be politically volatile, uriless the Ministry had 

specifically requested such content, and if they found 

anything the film was either heavily re-cut or banned 

outright. The conclusion to be &am £rom this evidence is 

that while the Nazis partially relied on the film industry 

to promote Nazi ideology throughout Germany' s population, 

they used it more as a mass catharsis apparatus, 

specifically disallowing political content £rom the 



nation's entertainments in order to set aside some escapism 

for their already heavily Nazified lives- One-tenth of the 

time, however, audiences would be subjected to severe 

dramatizations of Nazi ideology, This practice was of 

course in flux throughout the regimers domination, and 

began to break d o m  towards the end of the war with the 

approach of defeat, but in general the Nazi partyrs 

interest in film cari be explained by their use of the 

medium as a source of pleasure and escapism alternating 

with vigorous propaganda- 

Features 

As with the Arnerican industry's wartime output, features 

have been the focus of most of the film scholarship 

undertaken regarding Nazi Germany, and several books have 

been devoted to this subject already2'. This study is 

concemed with cartoons rather than features, but a brief 

summary of the nature of feature production will help to 

put cartoons in the propex context of meeting point between 

politics and entertainment. Eric Rentschler breaks d o m  

feature production under the Nazis as 

295 melodramas and biopics 
123 detective and adventure films 
523 comedies and musicals 
153 other30 



This accounts for the 1094 features released in Germany 

£rom 1933 to 1945, with the category of "other" including 

documentary features, eqlicit propaganda and £ilms that 

were not generic in nature- 

Films that have been described as apolitical thus far 

were devoid of overt political content, but the films which 

came closest to Goebbels ' concept of 'background 

propagandar were the string of historical &mas released 

by the major studios, obviously intended to stir Germans ' 

nationalist sentiment- Titles in this category include 

Bismarck (Wolfgang Liebeneiner, 1940), about the man who 

united the various provinces of the Holy Roman Empire into 

what is now known as Germany; Der Grosse K o n i g  (Frederick 

the Great) (Veit Harlan, 1942) , a biography O£ the king who 

elevated Prussia to the rank of European power through 

victory in several wars; and Kolberg (Veit H a r l a n ,  1945)' 

about the resistance of a small G e r m a n  Town to Napoleon's 

1806 invasion. 

Another category meant to appeal to the German spirit 

was the Blut and Boten films - films about the Volk; the 

people, the lower classes, the 'heart' of Germany. Films 

such as Blut und Boten (Blood and Soil) (Rolf von 



Sonjewski-Jamrowski, 1933), Peer G y n t  (Fritz Wendhausen, 

1934) and Opfezgmg (The Great Sacrifice) (Veit Harlan, 

1944) told stories about honest, working-class Germans and 

their xelationship with the idealised German environment: 

towering rnountains, lush countryside, golden fields . A n  

important cornponent of Nazi ideology was the belief in the 

purity and cleanliness of rural life as opposed to the 

inherent moral and physical pollution of the city- 

Of the ten percent of features that were explicitly 

propagandis tic, notable examples include Jud Süss (Viet 

Harlan, l94O), an anti-Semitic film about the self - 

destruction of a politically powerful Jewish financial 

advisor, which was declared mandatory viewing for the SS 

and the police by Heinrich ~immler~'; Ohm Krüger (Hans 

Steinhoff, 1941), an anti-British film highlighting 

atrocities cornmitted by English soldiers during the Boer 

war; and Die Rothschild Aktien von Waterloo (Erich 

Waschneck, 1940), an anti-Sernitic-and-British film which 

tells of the 'schemingt Jewish-English Rothschild Eamily, 

and how they made millions as profiteers £rom the 

Napoleonic wars. Propaganda at the G e r m a r i  cinema was 

certainly less frequent than in American cinemas, but upon 

its arriva1 was just as obvious as its Hollywood 



couilterpart and as likely to be ethnically-oriented as it 

was nationalist, 

Documentaries 

Documentaries played a special part in Nazi film culture. 

One of the most famous German actresses of the tirne had 

become a leading director of documentaries, the off i c i a l  

filmmaker of the Third Reich and a rumoured mistress to 

Adolf Hitler. Leni Reifenstahlls Triumph des W i l l e n s  

(Triumph of the W i l l )  (1935) served as the blueprint for 

propaganda not only for the Nazis but for the Arnericans as 

well . 32 Also, her film record of the 1936 Olympics held in 

Germany, Olympia (1938) , has been referred to as "powerful" 

and as a "masterpiece". 33 Both films have an aesthetic that 

transfoms human bodies into geometric shapes (the colossal 

crowds at t h e  Nuremberg rally; the slow-motion Olympic 

divers) and emphasizes the classical Greek ideal of human 

form in a way that conforms t o  Nazi concepts of Aryan 

perfection. Der e w i g e  Jude (The Eternai Jew) (Fritz 

Hippler, 1940) is another "documentary" that draws 

fictional cornparisons between Jews  and vermin, charges that 

Jews dominate the world economy and contrasts an imaginary 

filthy Jewish lifestyle to an equally imaginary clean, 

ordered German lifestyle. 



Cartoons 

Cartoons were no exception to the total integration of 

politics and entertainment under the Nazis, due largely to 

their popularity with the public. As in most western 

nations during the thirties, much of this popularity can be 

traced to Walt Disneyt s product - Disney's films were 

extremely popular in Germany, and Rentschler argues that 

"Calmong the successes at German box offices, nobody's 

films figured as strongly as Walt Disney". 34 However, 

German-made short animated films suffered £rom the same 

problems that affected the feature film industry: 

cornpetition f rom foreign (chie£ ly Hollywood and 

particularly Disney) cartoons, falling attendance at 

theatres and monopoly practices by larger studios. G e r m a n -  

made cartoons became an area of interest with the recovery 

of the film industry and received a huge impetus when the 

Nazis decided to ban Arnerican films £rom distribution in 

Germany and German-held territories in 1937, cutting off 

the river of Disney cartoons that had impaired indigenous 

animation. Combined with this sudden vacuum that needed 

filling was Goebbelsr own love-hate relationship with 

Disney's films, admiring them on the one hand but convinced 

that Germans could do better on the other. The outcorne of 



these coincidences was the building of a German animation 

Company in an attempt to rival the Disney studio and the 

production of Nazi-authorized cartoons. This 

- identification of cartoons as an appropriate meeting point 

for politics and entertainment rnirrors the way animation 

was treated in the United States and highlights the 

similarities between the two nations' wartime cultures. 

Hitler himself was among the majority of Germans who 

loved Disney's films, but never publicly acknowledged his 

admiration for the American filmmaker. Goebbels' diary 

entry of December 2oth, 1 9 3 7 ,  though, reveals how much the 

dictator liked Mickey Mouse: '1 presented the Führer with 

thirty of the best films £rom the last four years and 

eighteen Mickey Mouse films for Christmas. He is very 

pleased. w 3 5  Nevertheless, the ideological contradiction of 

admiring a cartoon rnouse while decrying Jewish vermin was 

apparent even to the Nazis, and Goebbels banned Disney's 

films in 1937. While the banning of Disney's films was 

inevitable, Moritz notes that it was probably influenced by 

Goebbelsr refusal to pay Disney's excessive fee for the 

rights to distribute the feature-length Snow White in 

Gemany . 36 As in the United States, economics contributes 



to the ideological motivation leading to the development of 

wartime animation. 

An article in the German f i h  magazine Film-Kuxier in 

December 1938 illustrates another reason Goebbels would 

have been interested in animation: 

men W a l t  Disney's creatures-.march through the 
woods, run, stumble, f ly ,  dance - t h i s  whirl of 
events seems to  occur na tura l ly  and yet i n  fact  is 
just  l i k e  a f a i r y  t a l e ,  so much so t h a t  children 
fee l  t h e  subtle e f f e c t s  i n  t h e i r  very imaginations. 
There are no words spoken, T h i s  is a purely visual 
experience, something to  be taken in  with the eyes 
and t h e  sense, and not  w i t h  t h e  i n t e l l ec t -37  

Such a film would conf orm exactly to Goebbels ' s conception 

of 'background propaganda', triggering an emotional but not 

an intellectual response. Another German film magazine, 

Kinematograph, gave an ultimatum: in a July 1934 

editorial, the magazine demanded that 

... the German cartoon must come back- Mickey Mouse 
f i l m s  have proven t o  be a worldwide success, and 
that  an audience ex i s t s  f o r  these films i n  every 
theatregoing country. Theatre owners i n  Germany 
w i l l  acknowledge t h a t  its customers welcorne these 
films. Why i n  t he  world doesn't  Germany produce 
such f i lms? W e  have enough draughtsmen, a look into 
any of our large i l l u s t r a t e d  newspapers proves that  
an abundance of t a l e n t  is avai lable .  One can s t a t e  
without presumption tha t  w e  can step confidently 
in to  cornpetition with any o the r  ~ o u i l t r y . ~ '  

What the magazine didn't acknowledge was that only small, 

simply-equipped animation houses existed in Germany, as 

opposed to the massive studio of Walt Disney that, with its 

hundreds of employees, allowed for a high degree of 



specialization among artists and an asserribly-line 

production technique. This short-sightedness would 

ultimately lead to the failure of the German cartoon 

enterprise. 

Nonetheless, the magazine's cal1 was answered seven 

years later by a government advisor working in the RMVP 

named Kari Neumann, who wrote a proposal to Goebbels in May 

of 1941 entitled "Suggestions for the Structure of a German 

Cartoon Production Company with the Target of the 

Production of Feature Length ~artooris"~~. Goebbels, 

motivated by his interest in upstaging Disney, but also 

aware of the power that these cartoons had in expressing 

ideas, leapt at the idea- Putting Neumann in charge of the 

new enterprise, one month later he created the production 

company Deutsche Zeichenf ilme GmbH ( "German Cartoons Ltd. " ) 

as a subsidiary O£ the giant Ufa-Film GmbH holding Company, 

with its products to be distributed by Ufa- The company's 

charter declared that "the subject of the enterprise is the 

production and the selling of artistically superior 

animated creations of al1 kinds". 

Neumann's original outline provided for the expansion 

of the company £rom 50 employees producing one short film 

per year in 1942 to 500 employees producing one feature and 



a handful of shorts per year in 1950- Unfortunately for 

Neumann, his ambitions exceeded the industry's 

capabilities - Taking office on January lSt, 1942, Neumann 

should have realized that the production of cartoons would 

not have been a priority for a country about to erribark on a 

two-front war. As a result, most of the cartoon production 

in Germariy was still being done in srnall production houses 

scattered around the country and its territories while 

Deutsche Zeichenfilm in Berlin worked through bombing raids 

on its first, and ultimately its only, production. En 

1943, the company released Der Arme Hansi (Gerhard Fieber), 

a 15-miriute cartoon distributed by Ufa about a canary named 

Hansi, who yearns to escape his cage to meet a female bird, 

Upon escaping, he runs into problem a£ ter problem out in 

the 'worldf, and at the end of the cartoon winds up safe 

and sound with the female bird back in her cage. 

On July 26, 1944, the company was deactivated by Hans 

Hinkel as part of an effort to cut costs in the industry. 

A financial audit of Deutsche Zeichenfilme dated November 

17, 1944, criticized the Company for having completed only 

one film between i t s  inception in June of 1941 and July 

1943, but costing the Reich 2.75 million Reichsmarks in 

that period. 40 



Three other f ilmmakers were responsible for notable 

contributions to the Nazi cartoon genre. Hans Held was a 

Babelsberg-based assistant director for live-action films 

with the Company Bavaria Filmkunst who made an animated 

film called Der Storenfried: Einigkei t Macht Stark (The 

Troublemaker: Unity Makes Strength, 1940) that is the 

clearest example of animated Nazi propaganda. Heldrs only 

animated film, it is the most blatantly propagandistic of 

the German cartoons, telling a story of a fox that 

terrorizes the 

united animal s 

animal 

wasps and 

kingdorn 

precise military 

dispatched 

attacks 

armoured porcupines . 4 1 

machine- 

the 

Hans Fischerkoesen, an animator who had made only 

advertising films up until the beginning of the war, made 

the most prolific contribution to German animation during 

the war- In May 1941, encouraged by Neumann's enthusiasm 

for the possibilities of a German animation industry, 

Goebbels demanded that Fischerkoesen rnove his production 

studio to Potsdam, just outside of Berlin, and work on 

story-films instead of advertising, Fischerkoesen 

protested that he didn't have the ability or the talent to 

make story-films, but was only assigned a writer to 

conceive story ideas for him to animate. In a journal 



entry dated September 29, 1943, Goebbels writes that Karl 

Neumann had requested the transfer of Fischerkoesen to 

Deutsche Zeichenfilme, where Neumann would be his 

supervisor. Goebbels re j ected the suggestion, writing that 

competition £rom Fischerkoesen would encourage Neumann to 

work harder. 42 The four films that derived £rom this 

recruitment of Fischerkoesen were Verwitterte Melodie 

(Weather-Beaten Melody, 1942). Der Schneemann (The Snowman, 

1943) Das Dumme Gonslein (The Silly Goose, 1944) and 

Hochzeit im Korallenmeer (Wedding Under the Coral Sea, 

1945)- The three films are fairly benign in their content, 

and Moritz goes so far as to suggest that they are 

subversive : 

While, on the  surface, [The Silly Goose] c o u l d  
satisfy Goebbels' d i c t u m  for "blood and soil" f i l m s  
that g l o r i f y  the German peasant l i f e ,  Fischerkoesen 
creates a cornplex and ambiguous narrative that 
confuses and contradicts Nazi p01icy.~~ 

Finally, Van den vos Re-maerde (About Reynard the Fox, 

1943), a 20-minute animated film made by the Dutch National 

Socialist party in Den Haag, represents another example of 

overtly propagandistic anti-Semitic animation. Concerning 

the invasion of a peaceful animal kingdom by a comiving 

rhinoceros drawn as a Jewish stereotype, complete with huge 

nose and money-hoarding tendencies, the film was directed 



by Egbert van Putten and made at the behest of the Dutch 

equivalent of Goebbels' Ministry of People's Enlightenment 

and Propaganda. the "Department of People ' s In£ ormation, 

Service and Arts". It was the biggest production of the 

Dutch film industry during the war, yet mysteriously was 

never released. 44  

Conclusion 

As Adorno and Horkheimer have alluded to in their 

writing on the American culture industry, the history of 

the union of politics and entertainment at the site of 

filmmaking in Nazi Germany bears many similarities to the 

marner in which Hollywood was recruited by the Roosevelt 

administration to promote U . S .  involvement in the war. 

Motivated by both political and economic factors, the 

government sought a cultural outlet for wartime ideology 

that they were able to regulate. Meanwhile, the industry 

sought financial protection for i t s  monopoly position in 

feature film production. The sidlarity in this pattern of 

development in both a fascist and a democratic country 

challenges traditional conceptions of an oppressive Nazis 

government forcing the German film industry to its knees, 

or a dutiful American film industry rising to the patriotic 

challenge of rousing a nation to war. 

75 



The production of animation in both countries provides 

a distilled version of this comparable intersection of 

politics and entertainment, Although the attempt by 

Goebbels to rival the American animation industry cal only 

be described in terms of its failure, the economic and 

political factors that affected the decision to use 

animation as a form of propaganda in Germany were the same 

as those in Amewica - the popularity of the medium and 

their effectiveness in communicating ideas. The project 

failed: the seven films described here (Der Arme Hansi, 

Der Storenfried, V e r w i  t terte Melodie, Der Schneemann, Das 

D m e  Gonslein, Hochzeit im Korrallenmeer and Van den vos 

Reynarde) represent the majority of the animated films made 

under the direct supervision of the Nazis. Nevertheless, 

as with the features produced during this time, they can be 

divided into either politically benign or overtly 

propagandis tic, with no middle ground between the two 

categories- Both of these types of cartoons served the 

purposes of the Nazi government: the escapist 

entertainment that balanced out the overly politicized 

lif estyle of the Gennan citizen, and political propaganda 

that motivated hatred of the enemy, specifically Jews in 

the case of Van den vos R e n a r d e .  This is the grain of 



accuracy in Adorno and Horkheimer's sweeping generalization 

about American media - the manipulation of the culture 

industry to meet the goals of the political elite: 

"Enlightenrnent as Mass Deception", as they describe the 

Arnerican situation, is in G e r m a n y  the Ministry for the 

People's Enlightenment and Propaganda. As w e  shall see, a 

critical analysis of the content of both the American and 

German cartoons reveals that the two nations used cartoons 

for similar wartime pi;rrposes. 
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Rabbits and D u c k s  



Introduction 

Under the supervision of the American government, the 

Hollywood studios proceeded to wage war against the Axis 

powers- This deployment of entertainment included each 

studio ' s cartoon department - Propaganda was alrnos t always 

in the minowity: only during one year of the war (1943) 

did cartoons conceming the war outnumber non-war cartoons. 

In fact, the most prolific producer of war-themed cartoons, 

Warner Bros., had only 35 percent of its commercial cartoon 

output in that category for the entire wars1 This statistic 

establishes that both Hollywood and the government wanted 

films and cartoons to act as entertainment and diversion 

rather than primarily as propaganda, much as Goebbels 

wanted Ge- films to act as an escape £rom heavily 

politicized day-to-day lif e . 

Nevertheless, both nations did produce films that took 

on specific political content and served a propagandistic 

function. The identification of these films as propaganda 

and an analysis of their content shows the different uses 

that wartime cartoons were put to in their construction of 

an ideological position for American audiences and 

demonstrates how the intersection of politics and 



entertainment duxing'world War II manifested itself in 

cartoon form. 

Theorizing Propaganda 

To analyze the content of what the American government 

sanctioned as acceptable wartime storytelling requires a 

Eormal de£ inition O£ propaganda- Al1 films have 

ideological content, and questions such as what 

differentiates propaganda £rom other fonns of filmmaking, 

how propaganda analysis differs £rom analysis of regular 

popular entertainment and what methodology should be used 

to examine propaganda in terms of its ideology need 

resolution before undertaking a textual reading of these 

films . 

Julian Petley makes two important points that lay the 

groundwork for an ideological reading of propaganda. 

First, he argues for a distinction to be made between 

propaganda and films that serve a propagandistic function, 

i.e. a distinction between films that are desigried as 

propaganda £rom their inception and films that are 

appropriated for an unrelated political purpose. Secondly, 

he declares that propaganda analysis should be 

distinguished f ~ o m  readings of non-propaganda films by an 



emphasis on the apparatuses of production, distribution and 

exhibition that surround the propaganda. 2 

Steve Neale's attempt to theorize propaganda provides 

a good mode1 of how these concerns can be incorporated into 

an ideologicaf reading- Petley's first concern is dealt 

with by Nealers attempt at a practical definition for 

propaganda films. Citing the propaganda films of the Third 

Reich, he points out how they are structured to align the 

viewer 'as in a position of struggle vis-à-vis certain of 

the discourses and practices that have been signified 

within i t ~ . ~  The filmsr narrative includes a representative 

of the viewer, in the form of a character, a narrator or a 

mode of address, which is pointed out as such to the 

audience, so that no mistake cari be made about which side 

the viewer is on. The constant use of the first person 

plural is given as an example of how propaganda films 

"...[bind] the spectator into its discourse as the place of 

its en~nciation."~ Neaie emphasizes the role of voice-over 

commentary in this process. Phrases such as 'we G e r m a n s "  

of 'the average American" abound in German and American 

propaganda respectively, leaving no room for doubt about 

what the viewer's position is relative to the discourses 

presented.' The 'correct' side having been established, the 



films then introduce the opposing side, and thus the 

' struggle vis-à-vis ... the discourses and practices ' that the 

viewer must then conf ront . 

However, this description could easily apply to the 

typical strategies of a classical narrative film, in which 

viewers are commonly aligned in positions of good 

struggling with evil, or more realistically with liberal 

capitalisrn vs. laissez-faire capitalism. The ambiguous 

nature O£ the distinction between the two types of film 

highlights how close narrative strategies are to 

propagandistic strategies. Despite this similarity, Neale 

maintains that there is a difference: the distinction he 

points to is how propaganda films signify their struggle 

"in such a way as to mark them as existing outside and 

beyond it".= The struggle shown in the film intentionally 

has no clear resolution, since it is cirawn £rom real life, 

and when the viewer leaves the theatre, s/he will have to 

engage with that very same struggle having now been aligned 

with the 'properl side. This is opposed to a classical 

realist text, in which there exists 

definite procedures for marking closure as closure, 
for demarcating a definite space and distance 
between the text and the discourses and practices 
around it . ' 



Propaganda, on the other hand, works to reduce the distance 

between the text and the discourses of the real world that 

surround it. Neale gives the example of the title card 

that closes Der Ewige Jude: 'Keep our race pure. Racial 

purity for ever. ' The f irst person plural ( 'our" ) , the 

struggle (Aryan vs- Non-Aryan) and the lack of closure on a 

real-lif e corollary ("Keep..," ) are al1 present, This 

attempt to put the spectator in a position of conflict with 

a specific discourse that has a real-world effect, Neale 

argues, is "the £undamental mark of a propagandist text". 8 

These attempts to make specific references to the 

historical situations of the viewing audience, and so 

indicate that the struggles referred to exist beyond the 

film, frequently date propaganda and make them 

incomprehensible outside their specific historical context. 

For example, the numerous ref erences in Warner Bros . ' 

wartime cartoons to being '4FJ, ration cards, and working 

the 'swing shift at Lockheed' are almost unintelligible to 

a conternporary audience lacking historical knowledge of 

wartirne America, The present-day need for interpretation 

simply to understand the literal meaning of these cartoons 

highlights the importance of placing them in their proper 

historical context when decoding their ideological meaning. 



Analyz ing Propaganda 

The ideological analysis of propaganda, then, cari 

begin with a checklist of these textual elements as 

outlined by Neale. But, as mentioned, both Neaie and 

Petley warn that it is important not to stop there- The 

crucial aspect of propaganda analysis is context - the 

rigorous identification'of the historical, economic and 

social juncture that the propaganda appeared at and its 

place within these junctures. The questions asked by Neale 

- What use were the texts put to? How were they intended 

to function? What is their place within ciaema conceived 

as a social practice? - these are the elements of an 

ideological and historical analysis of propaganda. 1 have 

provided a general historical framework for the production 

of these cartoons in the first chapter of this thesis. The 

analysis in this chapter will place individual texts within 

that framework in order to consider each film's 

propagandis tic f unction the intersection politics and 

entertainment. 

This analysis of Arnerican cartoons will focus on how 

they existed at the meeting point of the government's 

desire to put forth specitic ideological positions and the 

audience's specific wartime ideology- This investigation 



will not look at the animation that was cormnissioned 

directly £rom the studios by the government (i. e. Disney's 

wartime training films , Wamer Bros . "SNAFUn series ) since 

these were never intended for general audience consumption. 

Propaganda by de£ inition is produced for a mass audience, 

and these comrnercially produced cartoons went through the 

channels of censorship that dictated their content as 

acceptable for the consumption of American wartime 

audiences. By looking at the kind of cartoons one dght 

see in front of a typical double bill on a typical Saturday 

night at the movies between 1939 and 1945, it will be 

possible to describe the place of these films within cinema 

'as a social practice', and as a result their ideological 

content - 

Bearing in mind Neale ' s warning that no textual 

analysis should be limited to a checklist of a set of 

textual characteristics, it seems appropriate to begin £rom 

there and move on to an ideological investigation- Such a 

cornparison makes a good starting point for discussing how 

the cartoons fulfilled some of the same functions as 

wartime features in expressing attitudes towards the war, 

and allows us to see how they eclipsed these 'official 

attitudes' in some instances- 



Regresenting the Enemy 

The most notable fact of American wartirne ideology that was 

transmitted by cartoon was the difference between attitudes 

toward the German enemy and the Japanese enemy. William 

Keylor notes that American wartime policy did not take the 

Japanese as seriously as the Germans from the outset of the 

con£ lict : 

From the beginning of the Pac i f i c  war it was c e r t a i n  
that Japan could pose no ser ious  threat t o  the 
national exis tence  of Great Britain and the  United 
States ,' 

Even after the Pearl Harbour bombing of the Arnerican 

Pacific Eleet, "the American and British governments agreed 

that Gennany was the main enemy" . This opinion was of 

course based on fact - Japan simply did not have the naval 

strength successful attack either country. 

But this factual basis for Arnericafs opinion of Japan as an 

in£ erior enemy was soon bound 

pse judice and resulted the 

with cultural 

characterization 

and ethnic 

the 

Japanese not only as an inferior enemy, but also as an 

in£ erior people. The cultural stereotypes that resulted 

£rom this wartime hatred of the Japanese included the idea 

that they were fanatical, primitive and treacherous, which 

led to some ideological contradictions regarding Japanese- 



Americans . Despi te the con£ idence of the Americans that 

Japan was incapable of directly attacking the U. S , , 

paranoid delusion about an impending invasion led 

Californian politicians to 

[persuade] the Roosevelt administration to authorize 
on February 9, 1942, the forced evacuation and 
internment of 120,000 Japanese-Americans in 
California, Oregon, and Washington on the grounds 
that they represented a fifth column of potential 
value to a Japanese invasion force.'' 

While Arnerican wartime ideology allowed for the relocation 

of Japanese families to internent camps - thus replicating 

the actions of the Nazis in their treatment O£ the Jews - 

it did not permit the same action against German or 

Italian-Americans. The only explanation for this 

contradiction lies in the idea disseminated throughout 

Arnerican wartime culture that the Japanese were an inferior 

and untrustworthy people. This is the social 'use', in 

Neale' s words, that some propaganda was put to during the 

war - the construction of two differing ideological 

positions concerning America' s endes. 

This negative ideological position regarding the 

Japanese f ound a particular forceful outlet in Hollywood. 

Ralph R. Donald outlines the strategies used by feature 

films to characterize the Japanese: 



Donald 

In Hollywood feature films, Germany, Italy, and 
Japan were not treated as viilains of equal 
stature---the Japariese became Arnericars number one 
object of hate-'' 

also sugges ts t h a t  the course this uneven 

emphasis was a perceived racial and cultural dif£erence 

f rom America ' s European enemies : 

Racial differences (as well as political and moral 
differences} made the Japanese easier propaganda 
targets than the Germas or Italians- More tools to 
use and no need to hold back.13 

Finally, he lists the lexicon for referring to the Japanese 

in wartime features, much of which is in evidence in (and 

well suited to) the cartoons under analysis: 

Anthropomorphisms were used often to portray the 
Japanese as lower creatures-.the most common [of 
which] was the monkey ... the Japanes e were called 
monkeys f ive tlmes in Guadalcanal D i a r y ,  four times 
in The Fighting Seabees, three times in both 
Objective Buma and Bataan, twice in Gung Ho!, and 
once each in China Girl, Blood on the Sun and Air 
Force - 

Also : 

Another anthropomorphism of ten used agains t the 
Japanese was the "rat, " and screenwriters didnr t 
hesitate to suggest that the enemy should be 
favorably compared to them. 

He gives examples of "rat" references £rom The Purple 

H e a r t ,  Destination Tokyo, God is My Co-Pilot and Bataan. 

The obvious comection to be made here is to Nazi 

strategies of characterizing Jews as rats and vermin, 

culminating in their use of Zyklon B, a vermin poison, in 



the gas chambers- While the Arnerican government never went 

as far as to exterminate the Japanese-Americans they held 

in camps, such a comparison nevertheless draws them 

uncomfortably close to an enerny that History tells us was 

the moral opposite of the Allies and the embodiment of 

evil. 

This diffewence in treatment between the Japanese and 

America' s other great enemy, Germany, becomes evident in 

comparing the content of two Warner Bros. films I've 

chosen, one in which the Japanese play foi1 to Bugs Bunny - 

Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips (1944,  Friz Freleng) and the other 

portraying Daffy Duck's attack on the Germas - D a f f y  the 

Commando (1943, Friz Freleng) . The analysis will begin by 

comparing the films' form to Neale's template for 

propagccnda, to see if they actually qualify for that 

category- Their content will then be compared to the set 

of themes identified by Thomas Bohn in the Why We Fight 

series of documentaries, in order to determine what 

ideological stance the cartoons take regarding official 

American wartime policy. By examining how the two cartoons 

apply this wartime ideology to the representation of 

Japanese and Germari enemies, it becomes possible to see how 



two different ideological positions were constructed for 

American audiences, 

Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips 

This embarrassingly named 1944 short, directed by Friz 

Freleng and written by Tedd Pierce, exhibits several of the 

characteristics indicated by Neale as belonging to the 

taxonomy of propaganda. The cartoon is structured as a 'we 

vs, you' conflict, in this case 'we ~mericans vs. you 

Japanese'. The viewer is aligned with the main character 

through a number of strategies: by virtue of the cartoon 

'star system', contemporary viewers must have realized £rom 

the moment they saw his name that Bugs Bunny was the hero. 

Beyond that, Bugs is the only American in the film, and 

speaks with an American accent. Near the end of the film, 

he celebrates the arriva1 of an American navy ship 

decorated with American flags. Since the film was 

originally intended to be shown in the U.S. and Canada, we 

can assume that audiences identified with him. 

Ln addition, viewers would be inclined to identify 

with Bugs as a reaction to the variety of ways that the 

film alienates viewers £rom the Japanese characters in the 

film. Having aligned the audience's sympathies with Bugs, 

the cartoon irnrnediately places them, in Neale's words, "in 



a position of struggleM- The moment we are introduced to 

'the other sidef, there is conflict. A Japanese soldier 

attacks Bugs without provocation the instant the soldier is 

introduced, and a series of supposed markers of Japanese 

culture (i-e, discourses of 'Japanese-ness') are then 

placed in conflict with the audience's representative: 

samurai swords , military servility, sumo m e s  tling, geisha 

girls, the rising sun flag - al1 are mocked or defeated by 

the American. 

Finally, the film exhibits the true mark of propaganda 

by implying that the fight it represents has a specific 

conseqyence in the real world. Obviously, no member of the 

film's conternporary American audience could have been 

unaware that the country was at war with Japan in 1943, but 

before the cartoon a newsreel featuring an update on the 

conflictfs progress would have reminded them of this fact. 

Newsreels in 1943 were of course the emblems of 'reality', 

and having seen black and white images of Japanese soldiers 

moments before seeing Bugs Bunny doing battle with one in 

animated form must have served as a heavy anchor securing 

the cartoon conflict to actual, out-of-theatre experience. 

In addition, the cartoon uses the real Arnerican and 

Japanese flags, again symbolizing for the audience what 



these cartoons represent: actual nations at war- While 

the film does have a sense of closure in that Bugs defeats 

al1 the Japanese soldiers he encounters and is rescued by 

the Navy, the cartoon signifies that Bugsr fight is only a 

portion of what has to be done to end the war. 

E'unction of the Rabbit 

Having established that the film qualifies as propaganda 

according to Neaie's criteria, we can begin to look at how 

the film functioned as a wartime text in terms of "cinema 

as a social practice". The three most readily identifiable 

war-propaganda themes present in Bugs B m y  N i p s  the N i p s  

are what Bohn calls "the United States citizen as cornmon 

man", "the war imposed on the United States", and 

"dehumanization of the enemy". l4 These themes work together 

to construct an image of the Japanese enemy as an 

uncivilized, servile group forcing the war ont0 ~rnerican 

soil. 

The Warner Brothers series was perfectly suited 

to promote the idea of the American as an everyman, since 

their stable of animated stars was predicated on the 

studio's historical patronage and celebration of the 

working cla~s.'~ Bugs Bunny in particular was ideal for the 

role: the premise of the character, with his working-class 



Brooklyn accent and sarcastic attitude, is that of a 

peremially harassed average joe who just wants to live his 

life but constantly runs into outside interference, much as 

the U . S ,  wanted to see its' own involvement in the war. 

From a 1946 'interview' with Bugs courtesy of the Warner 

Bros. publicity department : 

The boys on the Coast try to think of situations in 
which I get involved through no fault of m y  own, and 
then have me t u m  the tables on the trouble-makers. 
Itrs the old story of an underdog getting the best 
of his oppressors, and do they love it ! L6 

The self-image that the United States government wanted to 

project to wartirne audiences is neatly summed up in this 

post-war description of Bugs Bunny. It was not difficult 

to adapt these established storytelling conventions to the 

wartime demands that the government placed on filrnmakers. 

In Bugs B u n n y  Nips the Nips, the theme of the A r n e r i c a n  

citizen as the cornmon man is exploited effectively when our 

put-upon everyman is forced into a confrontation with the 

Japanes e navy . 

The imposition of trouble on the innocent Bugs, trying 

to mind his own business, is the most prominent theme of 

the cartoon and reflects the greater theme of the war 

having been forced on the U.S. The film begins with an 

idyllic scene of Bugs floating along, a title card telling 



us he is "sornewhere in the pacific" , under a perfect blue 

sky as serene xylophone notes establish a mood of 

Bugs s ings portentous 

Someone's rocking my drearnboat 
I1m captain without a crew 
We were sailing along 
So peaceful and strong 
Suddenly something went wrong 

The cartoon's opening notes already establish the potential 

external threat to our herors utopia. Arriving at an 

island, the calmness of the scenario is again established 

as Bugs calls it a "garden of Eden", "Shangri-La", and 'so 

peaceful.,.so quiet". This of course sets up the disruption 

of Bugsr Eden by explosive shelling, and when k e  hides in 

the first available haystack he discovers a Japanese 

soldier hiding inside. The war is brought to Bugs, and the 

source of the war is the Japanese. He does nothing to seek 

it out, and h i s  involvement is purely for self-defense- 

Thus begins the dehumanization of the Japanese as an 

enemy, through caricature of their physical, psychological 

and cultural characteristics to make thern appear 

uncivilized, murderous and servile. The standard Hollywood 

codes of 'Japanese-ness' are in full effect here: the gong 

upon entry of the Japanese soldier, the bucktee th, the 

glasses. A Stream of nonsensical babbling intended to 



represent the Japanese laquage accompanies every .action 

taken by Bugsr foil, the Japanese soldier- Finally, for 

some reason, the Japanese soldiers are al1 drawn barefoot, 

perhaps again alluding to their 'uncivilizedr nature- By 

characterizing the soldiers as primitive, the cartoon works 

to dehumanize them in the eyes of the audience and justify 

a position of U-S. moral and cultural superiority towards 

the enemy, 

These physical distortions are combined with cultural 

stereotypes and misrepresentations as the Japanese are 

portrayed as murderous, obsequious and dim-witted. Bugs' 

first words to the soldier are neutral - the traditional 

"what' s up doc?" - but the soldier responds without 

hesitation by trying to kill our hero with a sword (another 

stereotypical marker of his ethnicity) while continually 

babbling in 'Japaneser. The supposed servility of the 

Japanese is also caricatured when Bugs reappears dressed as 

a Japanese general. The soldier immediately prostrates 

himself and offers to comit 'hari-karir (hara-kiri: ritual 

suicide) for having offended his superior- Finally, al1 

the Japanese soldiers fa11 for Bugsr ploy to distribute ice 

cream bars containing hand grenades. The soldier who has 

been BugsJ chie£ enerny even retums after his ice cream 



explodes and demands another. Kowever, remember that the 

generic conventions of the Warner Bros. cartoons always 

dictate that the role of the main character's foi1 is to be 

played by an easily fooled, childish simpleton. Still, 

while this rnay explain some of the stupidity of the 

Japanese soldierfs actions, it does not excuse the negative 

association made between the Japanese and stupidity, Once 

again, by associating the Japanese with inhuman character 

traits, nonsensical babbling and the grotesque appearance 

of the soldiers, the cartoon works to dehumanize the 

Japanese and validate an Arnerican ideology of superiority 

regarding their culture- 

Daffy the Commando 

Once again, analysis of Daffy the Commando (1943, directed 

by Friz Freleng, written by Michael Maltese) can begin by 

going through the critesia for propaganda established by 

Neale. The 'we vs. you' structure of the film is firmly 

established using the same strategy as the Bugs Bunny film. 

Daffy, the sole American/Allied Forces soldier, is pitted 

against various Germans and the discourses associated with 

them - the rigid hierarchy of comand, the absolute 

obedience to their leader, the Nazi f lag, their 

humourlessness, the übermench, and the G e m a n  language. 



The discursive repwesentative of the American ideological 

apparatus is Daf £y: the individual, rebellious, humourous 

average American soldier. This is the role with which the 

American audience will sympathize. 

Combat is assumed: the film &aws on the contemporary 

audience's very specific assumptions about their current 

(i.e. 1943) historical situation to provide the context for 

the fighting that ensues. We are given no narrative reason 

for the conflict between the American Daffy and the Geman 

soldiers - it simply exists- There are two of Neale's 

identifying marks of propaganda here-  First, it locks the 

two opposing discourses into a struggle with one another as 

a matter of common sense. The audience is to assume that 

no reason is necessary for fighting to occur between 

Americans and Germans. We know the reason - we are 

enemies. No further explanation given or needed. Second, 

the fact that the narrative's raison dretre is to be 

assumed £rom the audience's knowleCLge of the real world 

both marks the struggle as having a real-world e£fect, but 

also shows the interaction of the audience with the text- 

As Neale argues, propaganda cannot simply be considered a 

hypodermic needle of in£ ormation in j ected into the brains 

of the audience. It relies on their knowledge: 



The 'current situation' is a crucial element in 
propagandist texts: propaganda places the spectator 
in relationshîps with discourses and practices 
existing outside of the text, as in a position of 
struggle vis-à-vis some, and (perhaps shifting) 
identification with others - The existence of those 
other discourses and practices is theref ore 
necessarily posited as contemporary with the 
audience at the time of the text8s production-L7 

This relationship between the text and specific events in 

the real world of the spectator is another crucial marker 

of propaganda, one exhibited by Daffy the Commando - 

the 

By looking at how the Gemans are caricatured by the Warner 

Bros - studio in relation to the Japanese, it becomes 

apparent that they were not assigned the same role in the 

American ideological category of 'the enemy' . The cartoon 

in question is structurally identical to the previous 'Bugs 

Bunny vs, the Japariese' cartoon except that it features 

Daffy Duck battling the Germas: he parachutes into German 

territory and terrorizes a Nazi general and his bumbling 

private. However, there are key differences in the two 

cartoonsr representation of the hero's adversary that seern 

point di£ f erent estimation the Germans and the 

Japanese . Consequently , Daf fy the Commando appears to 

serve a dif ferent function than Bugs Bunny Nips the N i p s .  

Rather than simply dehumanize the enemy as primitive, it 



attempts to portray the Germans as a genuine threat that 

needs to be stopped- By looking at how the three themes 

identified in the Bugs Bunny cartoon about the Japanese are 

treated in this cartoon about the Germans, we can begin to 

understand how the Germans were a sigriificantly different 

opponent for the United States. 

Once again the theme of the American citizen as common 

man, identifying with the working class, is brought to the 

forefront. Like Bugs, Daffy enters singing a song that 

sets up the thematic content of the next seven minutes: 

Itrs the same the whole world over 
It's the poor w h a t  get the  blame 
While the r i c h  has al1 the gravy 
Now ain't t h a t  a blinkin' shame 

To further the association, Daffy sings the song in a 

working class English accent. This introduction differs 

£rom Bugsf entrance in two significarit ways: firstly, 

Daffy cornes to the war rather than vice versa. The Germans 

are a serious threat that has to be put back in their 

place, and Americans go to Europe to do that, rather than 

an intrusion into ' o u w  backyardr, "sornewhere in the 

Pacif ic" . Secondly, by singing the song in an English 

accent, Daffy calls attention to the role of the U.S- as a 

merriber of the Allies rather than as an individual nation - 



promoting the United Nations was another wartime goal of 

the Roosevelt administration1'. Also, the necessity of 

belonging to a group to defeat this enemy again lends 

credence to their formidable nature as opponent. As we 

shall see, the key divergence £rom Bugs Bunny Nips the N i p s  

is that D a f £ y  the Commando subtly represents the Germans as 

an enemy to be taken more seriously than the Japanese- 

The dehumanization of the enemy that is so prominent 

in the Bugs Bunny cartoon is limited to mockery and 

caricature of the Germans in Daffy the Commando. The 

Germans are assigned a markedly different set of 

characteris-tics than their Japanese counterparts, all of 

which reinforces the idea that they are an enemy to be 

taken seriously. The matter of language is the most 

conspicuous: whereas 'Japanese' is reduced to a series of 

incoherent syllables obviously intended to represent 

infantile babbling as much as it does language, 'German' is 

not only a clearly identifiable language but in some cases 

proper vocabulary is used. At one point in the cartoon a 

German telegram appears which reads: 

Dumkopf ! ! 
1st das nicht ein sauerkrauten kartoffel 
Süppe nicht effen gemachtes kalbfleisch!! 

der A p f  en von geschichte. 



This message then dissolves into its 'translation' : 

Dumkopf ! ! 
If vun m o r e  komando gets through 
It's your ka-rear! ! 

The Apes of Wrath 

While the translation is of course wronglg, the fact that 

actual German words are used grants more authenticity to 

German culture than babbling does to Japanese- Later in 

the cartoon, an interesting moment arises when Daffy 

addresses the Gemian officer in his native language and 

holds up a sign translating for the audience- Most 

remarkable is that the second time this happens, Daf £y 

speaks accurate G e r m a r i .  20 The legitimacy granted to the 

German language is denied to Japanese, and works to 

humanize these caricatures of German sol&ews, ultimately 

inscribing a different position for them as 'enemy' than 

the one assigned to the Japanese soldiers in the previous 

Other characteristics assigned to the Germans are also 

distinctly di£ ferent and work to distinguish them £ r o m  the 

Japanese . First of all, while understandably stereotyped 

as authoritarian, their servility is of a wholly different 

nature than their Asian comrades- They are allowed 

rebellion, or at least insubordination. When the German 



general receives the telegram telling him to do his job 

better, he becomes enraged (another marker of 'German- 

ness') and mutters about his superiors and Hitler. Later 

on, a skunk crosses his path and he salutes it with a loud 

"Heil Hitler!", although he seems confused about just why 

he did this - Jwctaposed with the toadying of the Japanese 

soldier in the former cartoon, these German characters seem 

more rational in their behaviour, 

A final notable difference in the treatment of the 

Germaris is the cartoon's effort to identify the Nazis as 

their leader, Adolf Hitler. His name is mentioned 

constantly throughout the story, £rom the telegram at the 

beginning to the saluting of the skunk to the film's 

bizarre conclusion: Daffy is shot out of a cannon and 

lands, presumably, in Berlin, where Hitler is giving a 

speech. Waiting for an opportune moment, he jumps up and 

beats the eerily wealistic-looking dictator on the head 

with a mallet, eliciting a cry of pain in German. This 

Eilm never lets us forget that the source of evil in 

Germany is Adolf Hitler's dictatorial policies, and that 

his bumbling cronies are simply blind patriots carrying out 

his wishes . The Japanese, on the other hand, are more 

faceless and less rational. They are barefoot, babbling, 



murderous automatons of a more primitive kind of fascism- 

We even learn the German soldiers' names in the latter 

cartoon, while the Japanese are simply cogs in the Rising 

Sun war machine - 

R a b b i t  vs. Duck 

One final difference between these two cartoons lies in 

their endings- N e a l e  tells us that 'truer propaganda has 

an open ending that urges the viewer's assistance in 

resolving the conflicts it sets forth as they exist in the 

real world. Neither of these two shorts has a perfectly 

resolved ending, yet the Bugs Bunny film certainly has a 

more comfortable narrative endpoint: the Japanese are 

defeated, if only temporarily, the American Navy is on the 

scene, and Bugs is chasing a beautiful female bunny into 

the jungle. The war might not be over, but we've won an 

island back. 

Daf fyf s situation is a little more perilous - Having 

landed in the middle of a Nazi party rally, he smashes 

Hitler on the head with a mallet, at which Hitler screams 

in pain. Iris out. Arguably this is simply a case of 

'wrapping it up', ignoring narrative logic due to tirne 

constraints, but the fact remains that this cartoon has no 

real resolution. The protagonist is about to be in 



trouble, but instead of allaying the audience's 

expectations, the film ends. One explanation for this 

aborted ending might be that the tendency to resolve a 

storyline is relative to the amount of confidence the 

filmakers had regarding the two different enemies - the 

Japanese are dispatched by Bugs Bunny and their story ends, 

while the Germans still loom threateningly over Daffy. 

That particular story still needs resolution, the cartoon 

seems to suggest. Keyior again: 

Yet even in the face of the expanding p o w e r  of Japan 
across the Pacific, and despite the absence of any 
irrimediate German threat to America' s vital 
interests, Roosevelt resolved to pursue a "Europe- 
first" strategy in the w a r m 2 '  

And: 

In the aftermath of Pearl Harbour, the Arnerican and 
British governments agreed that G e r m a n y  was the main 
enemy . ** 

It is a historical fact that the U.S. considered Germany a 

more serious threat than Japan. This was not a wholly 

irrational policy, as the fa11 of Europe would presumably 

lead to the fa11 of North America, given the Nazi's stated 

intentions. Furthermore, Japan simply did not have the 

material resources required for an invasion of the United 

States. 23 Nevertheless, by looking at these 

entertainment/propaganda cartoons, we can see that these 



political policies were bound up with cultural attitudes 

that dictated different attitudes towards the two enemies. 

By comparing and breaking dom the representation of these 

two ethnicities in Bugs Bunny Nips the Nips and Daffy the 

Commando, we can see how politics intersected with 

entertainment to reinforce two different ideas of 'the 

enemy' in Arnerican ideology, and how one of these enemies 

was considered less human than the other. 

Other Militant Animais 

As mentioned above, only a small percentage of the cartoons 

released between 1939 and 1945 by the Hollywood studios 

were related to the war and could be considered to have a 

propagandistic function. Al1 the same, each and every 

studio did put out its share of anti-Axis cartoons, not 

just Warner Bros. (the most prolific) and Disney (the most 

popular) . The dichotomy in representation between the 

Japanese and the Germans repeats itself throughout these 

cartoons, showing that ,this approach to representation was 

industry wide and not restricted to Warner Bros. Paramount 

studios had several epiçodes of itç f lagship cart60n 

series, Popeye, deal with the Japanese menace in less than 

noble fashion, including the cleverly titled You're a Sap, 

Mr.  Jap (1942; directed by Dan Gordon, written by Jim Tyer 



and Car1 Meyer), Also, Tex Avery at MGM studios personally 

took on Hitler in a cartoon he directed called Blitz Wolf 

(1942, written by Rich Hogan) . Through a brie£ analysis of 

these two films, it becomes possible to see that the 

degradation of the Japanese and the identification of the 

Gemans with a maniacal leader was not limited to the 

exploits of Bugs Bunny and Donald Duck, and that during the 

war cartoons £rom every studio took on the features of 

propaganda . 

Both films con£ orm to Nealef s criteria for propaganda: 

they establish opposing groups, align the viewer with one 

of those groups using an us/them narrative strategy, 

represent the two groups as having separate and 

antagonistic discourses and finally, mark that antagonism 

as existing beyond the movie screen. The first concern of 

both cartoons is to establish the opposing sides and 

identify the American team as superior. You're a Sap, m. 

opening has the f ollowing lyrics the job: 

You're a Sap, Mr. Jap 
You make a Yankee cranky2' 
You're a Sap, M r .  Jap 
Uncle Sam is gonna spanky 
Wait and see before we're done 
The Yankee C-N-D will sink your rising Sun 

To complete the alignment of the viewer, the narrative 

associates the pro-American Song with the protagonist. The 



cartoon's f i r s t  image i s  of the  hero, Popeye, on h i s  "Navy 

Patrol"  boat looking through binoculars and h m n g  the 

Song we have j u s t  heaxd, then singing "you're a Sap, Sap, 

Sap, M r  . Jap" . By using the  f irst person plural f o r  the 

Arnericans ( "bef o r e  we ' r e  done" ) and t h i r d  person f o r  the 

Japanese ("sink your r i s i n g  sun") , the  f i lm l i t e r a l l y  s e t s  

up an us/them viewpoint. Dialogue reinforces t h i s  viewing 

posi t ion - exclamations by Popeye of "wer 11 stop  'em" and 

'so, you want t o  tangle  with us Arnericans, huh?" while he 

chases Japanese s a i l o r s  attempt to bring the  viewer ont0 

h i s  s i d e .  By c rea t ing  an anti-Japanese pos i t ion  f o r  the 

specta tor ,  You're  a Sap, M r .  Jap conforms t o  N e a l e ' s  mode1 

of propaganda . 

Avery's Blitz Wolf takes a s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  s t ra tegy 

to  achieve the same e f f ec t :  a f t e r  the opening c r e d i t s ,  

during which w e  hear the  p a t r i o t i c  Song 'Over There", a 

t i t l e  card appears with the message 

Forward: the wolf in this photoplay 
in NOT fictitious. Any similarity 
between this wolf and that * !  !$#@% 
jerk Efitler is purely intentional! 

This t i t l e  card serves the same purpose a s  t h a t  which Neale 

describes i n  D e r  Ewlge Jude: it not only s e t s  up both 

sides of the c o n f l i c t ,  but marks it as ex i s t ing  beyond the 



fictional domain of the cartoon- The audience is further 

aligned with a position against the Germans with the first 

appearance of 'Adolf Wolf", complete with Nazi uniform and 

tiny moustache- Sticking his head out of a tank and 

salivating for a moment, he suddenly stops, looks at the 

audience and holds up a sign reading "Go Ahead and Hiss - 

Who Cares?" Following this aggression against the 

spectator, a rotten tomato appears £rom the audience's 

irnaginary space and hits the wolf in the face. This 

extraordinary exchange literally brings the conflict into 

the space of the spectator and allies the audience against 

the Hitler representative. As in Daffy the Commando, it is 

not simply the Americans that must deal with the Nazis, so 

the coding of the protagonists as Arnericans is not as 

complete as in Y o u ' r e  a Sap, M r .  Jap or Bugs Bunny Nips the 

N i p s -  However, an opposing discourse is clearly 

established by the cartoon, using the first person plural: 

"support our national defense program", one of the 

protagonists tells another, and a title card tells us 

"we'll skin that skunk âcross the pond". Thwough this 

strategic use of pronouns, insults and nationalism, both 

cartoons use similar tactics to oblige the spectator to 
I 

their discourse. 



The next indication that these cartoons conform to 

Neale's definition of 'propagandar is their representation 

of two opposing discourses and the rnarking of those 

oppositions as having a real-world extension. You're a 

Sap, Mr- Jap uses the same lexicon of stereotypical 

Japanese-ness employed by Bugs B u ~ y  Nips the Nips to 

portray the Japanese as primitive, servile and treacherous . 

The stereotypes became universal during the war years: the 

film's title is written in a font that resembles kanji, one 

of Japan's three alphabets, a gong is sounded with the 

first appearance of two Japanese 'fishermenr, we see the 

rising sun flag and the fishermen have the requisite 

glasses, buck teeth and slanted eyes. The cartoon 

establishes the p5mitivism of the Japanese by showing the 

two fishermen wearing sandals and robes, using fishing 

poles that are just sticks with string on them, and their 

boat is an archaic wooden junk. Once again, their language 

is a string of incomprehensible syllables intended to 

indicate Japanese. Their servility cornes into play on two 

occasions: the fishermen bow to Popeye as soon as they 

meet him, offering him a peace treaty - a reference to 

peace treaties broken by Axis powers, and a definite marker 

of a situation existing outside and beyond the -screen. . -  



Servility cornes into play again when a despondent Japanese 

sailor, upon being defeated by Popeye, decides to corrunit 

suicide by drinking gasoline and swallowing firecrackers. 

The treachery of the Japanese is, for this film, their 

defining characteristic: the fishermen offer Popeye a 

peace treaty upon meeting him, then break it while he is 

signing; 

lobster; 

warship ; 

they offer hirn flowers that contain a killer 

the fishing boat transforms into a massive 

Popeye verbalizes the cartoon's attitude toward 

the Japanese by calling them "double-crossing chimpanzees". 

When the Japanese warship suddenly falls apart for no 

apparent reason, the narrative gets in a final discursive 

jab by having Popeye pick up a piece of the collapsed ship 

that reads "Made in Japantl - a now-ironic reference to 

contemporary attitudes towards Japan's budding 

manufacturing economy. 25 The cartoonf s final image, of the 

rising sun flag sinking into the ocean to the sound of a 

toilet flushing, makes it clear: Japanese discourse is not 

to be supported. 

Blitz Wolf also creates two distinct discourses for 

the audience, using the fairy tale of The Three Little Pigs 

to create a wolf-like discourse of 'German-nessf consisting 

of greed, savagery, warmongering and treachery. Avery's 



cartoon does differ £rom the Popeye cartoon in identifying 

this opposing discourse almost entirely within a single 

representative figure: Adolf Hitler. From its opening 

moments, with the cartoon's title and the aforementioned 

sign, the narrative establishes that when it says Nazi, it 

means Adolf Hitler. This is the cartoon's chief strategy 

for rnarking its conflicts as having real-world consequences 

- the shared knowledge with the audience that Hitler is an 

actual historical figure. It also alludes to the European 

conflict, showing a newspaper headline and diagram of the 

enemyr s invasion plan for "Pigrnania". The multiple arrows 

indicating invading armies testify to the excessive 

warmongering of the Nazis. As with the Japanese, the 

enemy's treachery is established by showing Adolf Wolf 

breaking a peace treaty with the pigs and being the chief 

aggressor in the conflict, although treachery is not the 

chief characteristic assigned to the Germans. The wolf's 

walk speaks volumes about the cartoon's construction of a 

German discourse: ever salivating, he alternately goose- 

steps and sneaks fomard on tiptoe, simultaneously a 

ravenous monster, rigid fascist and double-crossing 

backstabber. Blitz Wolf also has an open resolution that 



leaves a door ajar between the text and the real world. 

Itrs closing title card reads: 

The End., 

Of Adolf 

If You'll B u y  a Stamp o r  Bond 

We8 11 Skin t h a t  Skunk Across the Pond 

By creating opposing discourses and relating them to the 

actual lived experiences of the audience, Blitz Wolf fits 

the de£ inition of propaganda provided by Neale. 

The OWI report concerning You 're a Sap, M r .  Jap 

actually describes it as "propaganda on the absurd side 

[because] .At laughs at the enemy in such a way as to 

discredit their real danger. "26 Despite this disapproval , 

the cartoon was released with the approval of the three 

wartime censorship bodies. While the report seems to 

contradict the thesis that the Japanese weren't taken as 

seriously as the Germans, the cartoons themselves tell a 

dif  ferent story. As with the two Warner Bros . examples, 

the cartoon attacking the Japanese is much more 

convincingly resolved than the one attacking the Germans, 

and the nature of its attacks more dehumanizing. 

Consequently, these two cartoons serve as further evidence 

that the transformation of animated shorts into wartime 



propaganda with spec i f i c  goals w a s  no t  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  the  

Disney and Warner Bros. s tudios,  bu t  r a the r  was an 

industry-wide phenomenon. 

Conclusion 

The f i n a l  po in t  made by Neale i n  h i s  theor izat ion of 

t ha t  t h e  theoris  t should f orget  

her  ideological  pos i t ion  a s  a f a c t o r  when reading 

propaganda. His ior ica l  propaganda s tud ies  are done with 

2 0 / 2 0  hindsight ,  and when invest igat ing the  soc ia l ,  

economic and cu l tu ra l  conjuncture t h a t  produced a c e r t a i n  

piece of propaganda and determined h o w  it w a s  read, t he  

inves t i g a t o r  a lso  working f rom specif i c  soc ia l ,  

economic and cu l tu ra l  conjuncture t h a t  d e t e d n e s  the  w a y  

the same propaganda is  analyzed- Neale argues t h a t  

.hoth the identification and evaluation of 
propaganda have to be based on an assessrnent of the 
conjuncture, and that the latter in particular rnust 
always proceed frorn a constructed ideological and 
political position, in relation both to the 
conjmcture as a whole and to the particular text 
under consideration. 27 

The pos i t ion  question one yearç af ter the  a£ ter 

the  A l l i e s  were vic tor ious  i n  World War II and the  Japanese 

and Germans were defeated. The wartime p o l i c i e s  of t he  

Axis have corne to  def ine  our concepts of irnperialism and 

genocide and a r e  universal ly  held  t o  represent immoral 



nationalism, while laissez-faire capitalism and democracy 

have emerged as 'the right way to liverc However, m y  

reading is being conducted from the position of an academia 

in which the values that were victorious in World War II 

are as heavily criticized as those that were defeated. 

Thus the extreme ambivalence towards the American animation 

in question, with one of the ultimate points of this thesis 

being the similarity between the propaganda techaiques used 

by the Americans and the Gemans. 

Despite this ambivalence, it is not the goal O£ this 

thesis to magically reveal that democracy is secretly as 

bad as fascisrn- Instead, in the face of books like 

Jemings and Brewster's The Century, I hope that this 

reading will complicate the simplistic opposition usually 

provided when explaining World War II. This argument is 

not entirely straightforward and unproblematic: it is 

important not to forget that these are the cultural 

products of a nation at war. Chuck Jones, the Warner Bros. 

animation director who was responsible for many of the 

cartoons in question, points out that the racial 

stereotypes at work in these films are not aimless, 

irrational hostility, but rather an ideoLogica1 assault 

against a fascist enemy that had declared its intention to 



destroy their way of life.28 By putting the films in these 

terms, Jones complicates any attempt to dismiss them as the 

result of the racist sensibilities of a more uneducated 

time, but more importantly places them response the 

Axis aggression, nullifying any comparison to Nazi 

propaganda - While powerf ul , this argument leans back 

towards the 'war imposed on the U.S." ideology promoted by 

documentaries such as Mhy We F i g h t -  

On the other hand, what does make the films ethically 

suspect and subject to a comparison with Nazi propaganda 

techniques was the way that they prescribed di£ ferent 

values to different groups based on their ethnicity. As 1 

have shown in this chapter, wartime cartoons constructed 

the (Asian) Japanese as a primitive, murderous and servile 

people unworthy of our full attention as an adversary - an 

opinion based partially on fact, but also on cultural 

pre judice . The (European) Germans , however, are 

treacherous, humourless and bent on world domination, but 

at the same time are a strong, dangerous people unduly 

influenced by a maniacal leader that can only be de£eated 

by the full cooperation of the American people. The 

contradictory ideological stance taken towards these two 

enemies is evident in these two portraits. 



This irresponsible distinction based on ethnicity is 

complicit in the wartime ideology that dehumanized the 

Japariese, and consequently Japanese-Americans, and which 

paved the way for the rationalization of such atrocities as 

the internent of Japanese-Americans in camps and the 

decision to &op two nuclear weapons on a civilian 

population. This is the mresolved ideological 

contradiction that this paper seeks to expose: that on one 

hand, the paradigro of evil for this century is the 

Holocaust - which included the internment of humans based 

on ethnicity and their mass execution - while the 

relocation of Japanese-Arnericans and the dropping of two 

nuclear weapons on a civilian population have become 

justified by History. This incongruity in attitudes 

towards historical atrocity does the most to increase the 

moral ambiguity around the usually straightforward 

historical perception of World War II- 

' Shull and Wilt, p -  161: Appendix A - ~ar-Related Arnerican Cartoons 
Petley, p. 95 

' Neaie, p. 31 
Neale, p. 30 
These two examples are take,rl from Der E w i g e  Jude (Nazi anti-Jewish 

propaganda film) and The S p i r i t  of ' 43 (American propaganda film 
encouraging payment of taxes) respectively. 

N e a l e ,  p.  31 
' ibid 
' ibid 
Keyior, p-  253 



la ibid 
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'* Donald, p -  1 
I3 ibid 
l4 Bohn, p. 131; these themes are taken frorn the list Sohn identifies in 
Frank Capra's documentary series "Why We Fight", promoted through these 
films as the governmentrs officia1 wartime ideology regarding the enemy 
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IS Roddick, p. 11 
16 Adamson, p. 27 
" Neale, pl 33n 
l a  Keylor, p. 247 
l9 The telegram's literal translation is "Chump! This is not a 
sauerkraut potato! The soup is nol even made with cal£ meat!! Signed, 
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20 Asking for a coin for the telephone, he says 'Bitte mein herr, haben- 
sie ein five-pfennig stück? Danke scheune'. He gets one word wrong, 
but itts certainly more than Bugs tried to speak Japanese- 
21 Keylor, p. 194 
22 Keylor, p. 253 
23 ibid 
24 Shull and Wilt translate this lyric (p. 110) as 'to make a Yankee 
cranky", although repeated viewings of the cartoon led me to hear the 
nonsensical "Hooray for Yankee cranky". 1 have listed it hexe as it 
was intended - to establish that the Japanese are an aggravation for 
the Americans . 
25 Keylor, p. 453-458 
2"hull and Wilt, p- 110 
27 Neale, p -  40 
l e  Jones in Ducktators 
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Foxes and Rhinoceroses 



Introduction 

Hi t l e r  legalized h i s  dictatorship on March 

23, 1933, and on the same day arinounced i n  the Volkischer 

Beobachter 

,a systematic campaign to restore the nation's moral 
and rnaterial health. The whole educational sys t a ,  
theatre, film, literature, the press, and 
broadcasting - al1 these will be used as a means to 
this end.' 

Over the next twelve years, the  German fi lm industry 

produced 1 , 0 8 6  feature films i n  service of th i s  campaign; 

largely generic, the films e i t he r  seemed t o  avoid po l i t i c s  

altogether or made dogmatic pro-Nazi staternents, Most of 

the pro-Nazi propaganda t h a t  audiences were submitted to  

came £rom the newsreels t ha t  imedia te ly  preceded the 

feature films. Occasionally, between the  newsreel and the 

feature, the audience would a lso  be t reated to a cartoon. 

Up un t i l  1937,  that  cartoon could even have been an 

Arnerican one, more l ike ly  than not a Walt Disney product, 

hugely popular as  they w e r e  with German audiences and 

apparently apoli t ical . '  T t  was soon decided by Goebbels, 

however, tha t  Disney f i l m s  d id not serve the health 

campaign proposed by Hi t l e r ,  and that Germans should make 

the i r  own cartoons. 



This endeavour was not successful, Managing to 

produce only a handful. of films before the collapse of the 

Reich, the cartoons made in wartime Germany were 

nonetheless a microcosm of the feature film industry, At 

the same time that the RMVP realized that G e r m a n  cartoons 

should first and foremost be entertaining, they were aware 

of the propagandistic potential of such a popular art form. 

The result was a majority of benign animated short films 

and a small percentage of inflammatory propaganda cartoons. 

This situation is comparable to the United States' cartoon 

output for two reasons: one, in that blatant propaganda 

was the exception rather than the rule, and two, in that 

the cartoons served very specific propagandistic needs and 

attempted to construct an unambiguous ideological position 

for audiences, 

Theorizing Nazi Propaganda 

Steve Nealers model of propaganda analysis, used in the 

previous chapter to dissect American cartoons, was 

originally written using Nazi feature film and documentary 

propaganda as its area of investigation. Therefore, It is 

safe to assume that we can use this model to examine Ger rnan  

wartime cartoons as well, Neale himself applies his mode1 

specifically to Nazi cinema: he mites about the 



relationship between the state and cinema in wartime 

Gennany and its "multiplication and duplication of 

ideological apparatuses"' that served to control the content 

and even the reading of films. Neale argues that this 

arrangement of state-controlled filmmaking created 

,.an ideological division between ' e n t e r t a i n m e n t '  and 
-politics ' , a division embodied in Goebbels ' 
thinking on and policies for the cinema, while 
allowing close supervision over both and the 
possibility of carefully planned and calculated 
interventions in each4 

This differs £rom the American system, he argues, in that 

Goebbels had declared that entertainment and politics were 

not to fuse, and encouraged filmmakers to produce either 

one or the other but not both at the same time. This 

division was more ideological than real, since the 

propaganda was being made by professionals in the 

entertainment field, for a mass audience, and therefore had 

to exhibit characteristics of both in order to gain an 

audience, Nonetheless, Neale cites the system of film 

awards used by the Nazis to prove that entertainment and 

politics were separate. These awards were: 

1. Politically and artisticilly especially valuable 
2. Politically and artistically valuable 
3 .  Politically valuable, 
4. Artistically valuable 
5. Culturally valuable 
6. Educationally valuable5 



This system of awards highlights the point made by Neale 

that when Nazi films were propagandistic, they were 

explicitly so- Reading Nazi propaganda, then, becornes a 

matter of locating the political problem that the 

propaganda was trying to solve (e . g. producing ideological 

racial difference within occupied countries and thus an 

anti-Semi tic audience) and showing how the propaganda seeks 

to create a position for the spectator that responds to 

this problem, 

One aspect of Nazi cinema that Neale's mode1 does not 

respond well to is the question of pleasure. Both Eric 

Rentschler and Linda Schulte-Sasse point out that much of 

the scholarship on Nazi cinema has a tendency to hornogenize 

German audiences as malleable masses that responded to 

propaganda films like Pavlovian dogs. Both writers argue 

that this problem can be accounted for by addressing the 

idea of pleasure - of what the audiences themselves found 

pleasurable in the films. Rentschler argues that 

contemporary audiences were not so naïve that they did not 

notice that Nazi films consciously avoided explicitly 

political topics. He quotes the Nazi youth newspaper, 

W i l l e  und Macht, £rom 1938: 



One has to look a long t h e  before one finds a 
cinema program announcing a film with an obvious 
political slant- Even the most suspicious filmgoers 
cannot c l a h  that G e r m a n  films seek to hit them over 
the head with politics or to impose a world view- 
Except for portions of the newsreels, cinema in a 
newly politicized Germany amounts to an unpolitical 
oasis. 

If the cinema did not serve the purpose of indoctrinating 

audiences with blatant National Socialist messages, as some 

film historians have reduced its ' role to7, then the task of 

historical film scholarship is to discover what purpose it 

did serve. 

Both Schulte-Sasse and Rentschler believe that the 

pleasure of watching Nazi cinema for G e m a n s  consisted in 

seeing representations of social harmony and a unified 

populace. Schulte-Sasse sees a response to this desire for 

unity not only in the films of the period but in Nazismfs 

ernphasis on mass rallies, an 'aesthetic of wholeness' and 

an ideology of purity and cleanliness. Arguing that the 

individual paradoxically gains a sense of identity under 

fascism by çublimating him or herself to the mass, she 

points to a political work, Tr iumph of the W i l l ,  as 

evidence that audiences responded to the representation of 

social stability and uniformity. Both Hitler, in Mein 

K a m p f ,  and Goebbels, in his novel M i c h a e l ,  wrote about the 

positive effects on the individual of feeling like part of 



a massSg Schulte-Sasse argues that this desire for unity 

and aspiration to national identity is rnanifested in the 

central social/political fantasies of National Socialism, 

the " J e w "  (someone to unite against) and the King/Leader 

(someone to unite f or/under) . Her study revolves around 

the tendency of Nazi cinema to fetishize the 18'~ century as 

the imaginary location of this social fantasy of Germanic 

unitylO. Rentschler, on the other hand, sees the social 

function of cinematic pleasure as one O£ escapism: 

F i l m s  of t h e  Third Reich of ten  allowed viewers 
vacat ions £rom the present  in  fanciful  spheres so  
t h a t  they could forget  po l i t i c s  and c i v i c  
responsibi l i t ies-Screen i l l u s ions  cushioned people 
aga ins t  g r i m  r e a l i t i e s ,  of fer ing  the  solace of 
worlds tha t  were i n  order  and seemed t o  allow 
unencurnbered movement, safe havens and playgrounds 
where one could dream f ree ly-I l  

Both writers contend that the role of pleasure in the 

cinema of the Nazis has to do with the resolution of the 

problem of national unity, an issue that was at the heart 

of the role National Socialism played in the history of 

Germany . 

The Search for Unity in German National Identity 

Modem Germari history is characterized by the desiwe to 

unite disparate national elements and the pursuit of an 

imaginary nation, cohesive and s trong . T h e  

establishment of Germany as a formai political entity 



occurred on January 18, 1871, only 62 years before the rise 

to power of the National Socialists. The consensus of 

G e r m a  historians regarding these early yeaxs is that the 

transition from an agricultural to an industrial economy, 

the first World War, the division between socialists aad 

aristocrats , multiple revolutions and the Napoleonic Wars, 

among other factors, resulted in a country suffering £rom 

severe interna1 tensions and an absence of national 

identity by the early 1930s. 12 

German historians locate the source of the country's 

disunity in political, regional and cultural disparities. 

Harold James contends that ever since its inception as 

"Germany" out of the remnants of the Holy Roman Empire in 

1815, the country has sought identity through unity. He 

argues that nationalism in Germany developed in the 

century as the result of a search for a unified set of 

doctrines with which to settle claims to legitimacy in a 

country with over 300 different states and 1500 knights' 

estates. l3 By 1834, with the establishment of Germany's 

first inter-regional tariff union, the idea of unity had 

not gained any ground: Prussia, the largest state, 

dominated the 

disparity was 

union, classes were 

more pronounced and 

polarized, social 

conceptions of national 



identity were more widely separated than ever. l4 James goes 

on to describe the rise of large unions and a powerful 

popular socialism in Gewmany after 1871, a socialism that 

was denied access to meaningful political power in the 

country's archaic, aristocrat-dominated governmental 

system- Huge segments of the population were denied a 

voice, which James maintains led to social disunity and a 

lack of identity. l5 Arno Mayer supports the idea that 

tension between insurgent popular forces and xesurgent 

ultraconservatives contributed to the nation's 

fragmentation, painting a picture of Germany at the turn of 

the century as a country heavily divided by pro- and anti- 

aristocratic £actions- l6 Irmgard Steinisch maintains that 

when looking at nation building in Germany, it is essential 

to remember that regionalism is the primary force dictating 

identities, and that there is no way of describing a 

unified German nationalism. l7 Finally, James Sheehan mites 

that German history in the 18'" century is characterized by 

social fragmentation, and that this fragmentation carried 

over to the l g t h  and 2oth centuries. He argues that the 

years from 1900-1914 are marked by divisions between social 

groups that include class, regionalism and religious 

denomination. The nationalism and irnperialism that led to 



two World Wars, claims Sheehan, came to be employed as 

devices to paper over the fissures of class and status, 

drawing a theoretical line from Germany's disunity to the 

rise of fascism in the 30s and 40s. 18 

The Nazisr efforts to directly address this lack of 

uriity and provide an imaginary alternative to it, using the 

cinema as one of its tools of propaganda, played a 

significant part in their rise to power. The party created 

the word ' Volksgemeinschaftr to describe their concept of a 

socially and politically unified people led to new glory by 

a great leader, and they implemented this concept 

vigorously in every available medium, including film. 19 

Rentschler describes the ideology of National Socialist 

films as "seeking to obliterate first-person consciousness 

and to replace it with a universal third person"20; Schulte- 

Sasse sees it as "pretending to retrieve a community 

perceived as ' los t ' "" and "incessantly reinforcing an 

imaginary collective identity via rituals sustaining the 

illusion of social harrn~n~"~~; Leiser describes it as 

"order, unity and determination". 23 Over and over again, 

the idea of unity rests at the heart of the fantasies 

conjured up for public consumption under this regime. The 

Nazis came to power out of the crisis-ridden years of the 



Weimar era by promising to reconcile the different segments 

of the German populace, £aiLing to mention that this 

reconciliation would largely be imaginary- 

Analyzing Nazi Progaganda 

The recurring thematic element s in propagandis tic Nazi 

film, as outlined by Leiser, are al1 governed by this 

fantasy of social unity: 

1) absolute devotion to country 
2) abandonment of individuality 
3) fear of disorder/fiIth/uncleazlliness 
4) sacrifice/ to die ' for something' 
5) supreme ability of the Führe r  
6) preference for strength over weakness 
7 ) Jews as vermin/di~ease/unclean~~ 

This is the particular context in which Nazi animated films 

were shown, and any reading of them must be informed by the 

accompanying history. In reading the following cartoons as 

Nazi propaganda, the centrality of the theme of unity will 

guide an attempt to answer Neale's questions about the 

function of propaganda: what use were the films put to, 

how were they intended to function, and what is their place 

within the social practice known as cinema. 

The three cartoons that will be analyzed here are Der 

Storenfried, Van den vos Reynarde and Der Arme Hansi. 

These cartoons, like their Arnerican counterparts, will be 

considered in ternis of their place in cinema as a social 



pxactice, i -e. for what propagaridistic goal they sought to 

achieve- In light of the historical conjuncture that gave 

rise to the Nazis in Germany, these films can be seen as 

expressions of the imaginary ideal of unity, whether that 

ideal is 'unified againstr (the Jews) or 'unified under' 

(the Führer) . Furthemore, the analysis will take into 

consideration that most of these cartoons, along with the 

rnajority of the films produced under the Nazis, were 

intended as escapist £are rather than as political 

agitation. By examining how these cartoons attempt to 

represent an imaginary Germany based on an ideology of 

unity and sacrifice, it becornes possible to understand how 

politics and entertainment intersected in an attempt to 

construct an imaginary ideological position of social 

harmony for their audience. 

Der Storenfried: Einigkei t  M a c h t  Stark 

Hans Heldrs 1940 animated short, whose title translates as 

"The Troublemaker", is listed in some film catalogues as 

Einigkeit Macht Stark: Unity Makes Strength. This film is 

the most clear-cut example of a Nazi cartoon propagandizing 

the Volksgemeinschaft - the fantasy of social unity that 

governed Nazi ideology. Obviously intended as blatant 

propaganda and not just entertainment with a rnetaphorical 



dimension, its story concerns a peaceful animal community 

that is violated by the invasion of a fox who kidnaps an 

animal-child, This attack throws the comunity into 

confusion, and the animals consult a soothsayer owl for 

advice, who tells them that "when we al1 unite, we can 

defeat the fox", Consolidating their power, a hedgehog 

army joins with a wasp air force to launch an attack on the 

fox, ultimately killing him with the aid of the community. 

The cartoon conEorms to Nealefs criteria for 

propaganda by providing the audience with competing 

discourses, although these discourses extend no further 

than the individual vs. the group- The film attaches the 

audience's sympathy to the group through conventional 

narrative means - the fox is evil, the fox kidnaps a child 

- but also through pronouns: the owl uses the word 'wef 

twice in its advice to the cormnunity, Furthermore, there 

are cultural markers that tie the animal community to the 

audience: some of the victimized animals Wear lederhosen 

and other traditional G e m a n  clothing. Finally, the 

narrative is put into the context of the was through the 

military imagery in the film, £urther aligning the audience 

with the community- The hedgehogs Wear amour patterned 

after Nazi helmets and equiprnent; their communications 



headquarters has a propaganda poster on the wall stating 

that "The enemy hears as tvell", based on an actual Nazi 

propaganda poster; the machine-gun toting wasps fly in 

formation just as Nazi Messerschmidts might, Al1 three of 

these allusions to the war also fulfill fleale's second 

criterion for propaganda, that the film mark the narrative 

struggle as existing outside and beyond the screen. By 

these examples, the film fits the definition of propaganda 

and constructs a position for the audience that is 

sympathetic to the community and hostile to the individual 

threatening it- 

Function of the Fox 

The furiction of Der Storenfried within Nazi ideology 

has to do primarily with the aforementioned fantasy of 

social harmony. The cartoon exhibits several of the themes 

mentioned by Leiser, notably 'preference for strength over 

weakness' and 'fear of disorder/filth/uricleanliness', but 

it is the 'abandonment of individuality' that governs the 

narrative £rom start to finish. The fantasy of social 

harmony so present in Nazi ideology revolved around the 

concept of the people abandoning their individual desires 

and coming together as a mass under their leader. This 

initiative found expression in several key Nazi programs: 



G1 eichschal tung, the "obligatory assimif ation wi thin the 

state of al1 political, economic and cultural activitie~"~~; 

Volksgemeinschaf t, the "community of the people", an agenda 

which pushed the idea of a socially and politically unified 

country, purged of alien elements, rising to power under a 

charismatic leader26 ; even the Volkssturm, the armed 

civilian militia that the Nazis atternpted to create at the 

end of the ~ a r ~ ~ ,  reflects the belief in a society so 

unif ied that each and every citizen would f ight to protect 

it. 

Richard T a y l o r  argues that these ideas w e r e  not hidden 

in Nazi propaganda, but that Goebbels recopized the 

importance of unity to the National Socialist movement and 

saw it as a chief function of his Ministry of Propaganda. 

Taylor mites that '...the purpose of the National Socialist 

propagandist w a s  to weld [the] disparate elements i n t o  a 

united nation" 2a, and f inds evidence of this purpose in 

Goebbels ' own speeches : 

In the past few weeks we have experienced a growing 
political coordination between the policy of the 
Reich and the policy of the Lhder and 1 see the 
first task of this new Ministry as establishing a 
coordination between the Government and the whole 
people - 29 

The purpose of Our Movement was to mobilize people, 
to organise people and to win them over to the idea 
of the National ~evolution.?~ 



Ian Kershaw sums up the importance of this goal for 

Goebbels and the Nazis: 

Since the cleavages in G e r m a n  society, in particular 
along class and denominational lines, were 
extraordinarily deep, the sense of 'national 
community' had clearly to be man~£actured-~l 

D e r  S t o r e n f r i e d  cari be seen as an explicit attempt to 

manufacture this sense of national community in its 

audience. 

The methodology that Der S t o r e n f r i e d  uses to 

manufacture unity is the very sarne used by the Nazis: by 

introducing an easily identifiable extemal threat to the 

community, interna1 problems are forgotten in the response 

to the enemy. Whereas the Nazis used Judaism and 

Bolshevism as the external threat, this cartoon uses a 

metaphorical fox to establish a position for the spectator 

that encourages group action against an enemy, resulting in 

a united comrnunity. The theme of ' abandonment of 

individualityf is evident £rom the beginning of the film, 

with an emphasis on group rather than individual activity. 

A sense of peaceful community among the animals is 

established with idyllic images of lederhosen-clad children 

skipping along a path and an elderly man doing 

callisthenics to a morning radio program. The children who 



are kidnapped become vulnerable to the fox's attack simply 

because they wander away £rom their community, The 

animals, and the audience, are didactically instructed by 

the owl to join together, Volkssturm-like, to defeat the 

fox. The subsequent attack on the fox is simply community 

effort: a telegram £rom the wasps to the hedgehogs reads 

'march with me against the fox"; the 'civilianr animals 

lift a giant rock with ropes to Eire cannonballs at the 

fox; a chicken lays eggs for the cause, which are thrown at 

the fox; the wasps dive-bomb the enemy- There is no doubt 

that the animals are winning not because they are smarter 

than the fox, but because they are stronger, and stronger 

in nurribers. The fox does not retaliate against the attack, 

he simply suffers the cannonballs and machine-gunining of 

the animals' onslaught. Eventually he is dispatched for 

good when his head lands under the rock that the animals 

have been lifting, and they drop it, crushing his skull. 

Finally, the animals dance as a group in celebration O£ 

their victory. The victory is brought about through the 

abandonment of individuality and the reconciliation of 

differing sections of the animal population against a 

specific , individual enemy . In this way, Der Storenfried 

uses a fantasy of social harmony to brlng about narrative 



closure and construct an ideological position for its 

audience emphasizing the strength that results from 

conf ormi ty . 

Van den Vos R e y n a r d e  

If Der Storenfried is the most blatant example of animated 

Nazi propaganda, then Van den Vos Reynarde is the most 

vicious, Unmistakably a parable of Jewish corruption, the 

film fits our definition of propaganda by establishing 

competing discourses that correspond to an imaginary 

Judaism and Nazism, aligning the audience against the 

discourse of Judaism and then marking those discourses as 

having an effect in the world beyond the rnovie screen. 

Made by the Dutch National Socialist Party, the film tells 

the story of yet another animal kingdom, one whose 

leadership is in turmoil. While the animals argue about 

who is the legitimate ruler, a new animal appears: 

Jodocus, the rhinoceros. Jodocus asks for a place in the 

animal empire, so that he can 'modestly grow thistles'. As 

the story progresses, Jodocus increases his political power 

and introduces new ideas to the animals, including the 

establishment of a Republic, in which liberty, equality and 

fraternity exist, animal miscegenation and payment of taxes 

to Jodocus. Eventually, Reynarde, the fox hero, leads a 



rebellion of the anirnals and manages to drive Jodocus and 

his rhinoceros compatriots into the sea. Peace is restored 

to the kingdom, 

The conflict that drives the narrative in Van den vos 

Reynarde is structured as a 'we vs- you' opposition, 

bringing the cartoon squarely under Neale's definition of 

propaganda, which is unsurprising considering that the film 

was originally conceived as anti-Semitic dogma. 32 The 

opposing discourses in the film are associated with Jodocus 

the rhinoceros on the one hand and Reynarde the fox on the 

other. Jodocus is associated with the disruptive values 

that he introduces to the animals - liberty, fraternity and 

equality, animal miscegenation, taxation and eventually, 

power-mongering. Jodocus himself 

discourse short speech given 

articulates this 

upon 

In civilized count~ies, there i s  no distinction 
among the races. AI1 animals are equal and must 
intermarry b e t w e e n  th-, It is a heathen custom 
that a dog should marry a dog and a bu11 a cow. 
Furthemore, every civilized country has a good tax 
system. Who could better serve you as tax collecter 
than 1, Jodocus, and rny relatives? We have a lot of 
experience in the f inancial field. 33 

Reynarde the fox represents the competing discourse, one 

that is set up in rebellion against Jodocus. Both 

Reynarde's opposition and the alignment of his discourse 

with the audience are established in an early scene where 



he reads a proclamation of the new rules, turns toward the 

audience, winks, and tears it down £rom the tree it is 

posted on. The opposing discourse is not articulated much 

beyond a general opposition to the rules of Jodocus: 

Reynarde is seen rousing animals to dissatisfaction, 

pointing out the unnatural animal combinations that have 

resulted £rom interbreeding and leading a rebellion against 

the rhinoceroses- Tt would appear that the strategy of the 

film is not so rnuch the promotion O£ a positive set of 

values as it is the condemnation of a negative system, one 

which is associated with Jodocus the rhinoceros. 

The film ultimately establishes itself as propaganda 

by rnarking its narrative as existing beyond the screen, in 

this case by clearly associating the behaviour of Jodocus 

with the supposed cultural values of what the Nazis called 

'International Jewryr- Firstly, the name of the 

antagonist, Jodocus (pronounced yoh-doh-kuss) , is a play on 

the Dutch word for 'Jew' : Jood (pronounced yohd) . 

Furthermore, the Dutch word for rhinoceros is 'neushoornr, 

which literally means 'nose hornf, a reference to the 

popular stereotype of Jews having big noses. Jodocus' 

introductory speech is laced with references to Jewish 

stereotypes: '1 have travelled a lot" - the wandering Jew, 



the Jew without a homeland; "Let me be your counsellor" - 

the Jew as advisor, the infamous anti-Semitic film Jud 

Süss, about a powerful Jewish f inancial consultant; "We 

have a lot of experience in the financial field" - the 

money-hoarding Jew, the f inancially adept Jew. Jodocus is 

also drawn as a caricature of Jewish antbropomorphic 

qualities- Finally, the driving of Jodocus and his fellow 

rhinoceroses £rom the animal kingdom at the end of the 

cartoon corresponds with the well-publicized goal of the 

National Socialists to 'puwifyf Germany and Europe and rid 

it of 'the Jewish probl_emy. 34 This relationship between the 

cartoon and specif ic discourses in the world of the 

audience denotes Van den vos Reynarde as an authentic work 

of propaganda that calls on the audience to help resolve 

the con£ lict it presents to them. 

Function of the Rhino 

One of the most important components of the National 

Socialists' attempt to unify Germany was the promotion of 

anti-Semitism- By encouraging G e r m a r i s  to perceive Jews as 

the source of their countryr s problems, they hoped to make 

Germany forget about the regional, political and class, 

conflicts that had kept them divided and manufacture social 



unity in the face of an (imaginary) enemy. Karl Dietrich 

Bracher writes that 

National Socialist control and victory over Jews and 
' in£ erior peoples ', the Volkisch-racial revolution, 
remained the single genuine core in Hitler's 
Weltanschauung [worldview] . 3S 

This "revolution" is what Van den vos R e n a r d e  attempts to 

promote. Tt first establishes the "international Jewish 

con~~irac~"'~ by introducing its blatantly Jewish antagonist 

£rom another empire, who has "travelled a lot" and who 

convinces the King and Queen to adopt his value system, 

based on animal (xead 'racialr) interbreeding and taxation 

to be paid to Jodocus, the "unselfish servant". Jews are 

characterized as outsiders, meddling in the domestic 

affairs of other countries for their own gain, a 

representation that attempted to fulfil the National 

Socialistsr goal of turning Europeans against Jews- 

Having established Jews as outsiders, the cartoon then 

furthers the idea of the negative consequences of a Jewish 

presence. These consequences would be both intentional and 

unintentional, resulting £rom the value system of the 

morally suspect Jews. Goebbels1 speeches articulate the 

two contradictory levels of this threat - on the one hand, 

the intentional destruction wrought by Jews: 



The Jewish race has prepared the war; it is the 
spiritual originator of the whole misf ortune that 
has overtaken humanity. Jewry rnust pay for its 
crime just as our Führer prophesied in his speech in 
the Reichstag when he said that the Jewish race 
would be wiped out in Europe and possibly throughout 
the entire ~orld.~' 

On the other hand, the unintentional breakdown of morality 

as a resuit of the innate nature of Jews: 

We cannot speak flatly of a conspiracy of the Jewish 
race against Western man; this conspiracy is more a 
matter of race than of thought-out intentions. Jews 
will always act according to their instincts-38 

The reign of Jodocus in Van den vos Reynarde embodies both 

of these threats- His malicious intentions are revealed 

when we see a goose that is unable to pay its taxes evicted 

£ r o m  its home and stripped of al1 possessions by the 

rhinoceroses. Reynarde then guides the audience through 

the home of an ostrich-goose couple, a rnarriage now 

permitted under Jodocust laws. We see the couple's first 

child, an ostrich-goose, which makes the parents happy, 

although they seem confused by the creature's appearance. 

The couple's next child hatches £ r o m  its egg: an ostrich- 

hare. The next, an ostrich-frog- Finally, an ostrich- 

rhinoceros. The ostrich defends her infidelity by pointing 

to Jodocus' proclamation on the wall, which the goose 

destroys in a rage. The cartoon thus indicts Jews as both 

intentionally malicious, hoarding money and exploiting the 



poor, and as morally corrupt, tampering with the 'natural 

order' of the community and the values that underlie it, 

The cartoon's final function as propaganda involves 

attaching the resolution of the narrative to the removal of 

Jodocus £rom the community. Arnong the plethora of Nazi 

propaganda dictating such a solution to 'the Jewish 

Question' , this quote f rom Goebbels stands out, emphasizing 

as it does the unavoidability of destruction, s ince  the 

nature of the Jew does not permit him to live among others: 

The complete elimination of the Jews £rom Europe is 
not a question of ethics, but a question of State 
security..Like the Colorado beetle which destroys, 
indeed must destroy the potato crops, so the Jew 
des troys nations. There is only one cure, namely a 
radical elimination of the danger 3 9  

It is this 'radical elimination of the danger" that brings 

about narrative closure in Van den vos Reynarde, The final 

scene of the film consists of a party thwown by the 

Jodocuses for themselves, with all the other animals 

serving as waiters and attendants to the hedonistic 

rhinoceroses- Outside the party, Reynarde incites the 

animals to revolt, and as a unit they storm the 

rhinoceroses and chase them out of the party and over tall 

dunes, where they tumble dom the other side i n t o  the sea. 

The cartoon's final image is a victorious Reynarde and his 

sons in silhouette, standing on top of the dunes that 



overlook the sea. As propaganda, the film's furiction 

involves the creation of a position for the spectator that 

opposes the discourses associated with Jews and suggests 

that the only solution to these discourses is the removal 

of their source by radical means, presumably including 

extermination- By encouraging audiences to hate this 

imaginary representation of Jews, the producers of the film 

hoped to resolve the interna1 divisions of their audience 

and unite them against a cornmon enemy, with the long-term 

goal of generating assent for the Holocaust- 

Der Arme Hansi 

The only project to be completed by Goebbels' animation 

production company, Deutsche Zeichenfilme GmbH, this film 

is the closest thing that exists to a cartoon directly 

produced by the Nazi Party. However, contrary to what one 

might expect, it is not didactic, dogmatic or allegorical. 

In fact, it doesn't qualify as propaganda at all, according 

to Nealers criteria. It is instead a representative of the 

other goal that National Socialism envisioned for the 

cinema: providing a means of escape for audiences £rom 

their heavily politicized lives. 

Closely emulating Disney films of the same era, the 

cartoon tells the story of a canary named Hansi who longs 



to be freed from his cage and explore the world. When he 

spies a female bird, his frustration overwhelms him and he 

violently breaks out. Getting into various adventures with 

a kite, a chimney, another canary, a scarecrow, bad 

weather, and finally a cat, Hansi always gets the worst of 

the situation and winds up worse off than he was before- 

The outside world, it appears, is not as wonderful as he 

might have hoped- At the end of the cartoon, Hansi is 

soaking wet, dirty, and tired, but cornes upon the beautiful 

bird he saw £rom his cage at the begiming of the story- 

He sings a Song to her, and the peg holding her cage shut 

floats out of its hole, allowing Hansi to fly into the 

cage. She welcomes him with open arms, the door shuts 

behind them, and they are caged together in perfect 

As tempting as it might be to read this cartoon as a 

subtle allegory, telling Germans that "imprisonment is 

freedom" and warning them to be content with their current 

situation, it is important to note that the film does not 

conform to Neale's definition of propaganda. Neale's first 

criterion for propaganda is that it must put the viewer 

into 'a position of struggle vis-à-vis certain of the 

discourses and practices that have been signified within 



it", The only discourses that can arguably be perceived in 

Der &me Hansi are the inside world (Hansi's cage) vs, the 

outside world, with inside associated with safety and 

outside associated with danger. However, the presentation 

of these discourses in the cartoon is so broad and 

unspecific as to be ineffective in terms of associating 

specific values with each discourse. Furthemore, the 

cartoon i s  dialogue-free, which means that nowhere is the 

audience bound to either of these discourses through a 'we 

vs. you" alignment of sympathies. There is a tendency to 

sympathize with the protagonist, Hansi, but against what? 

The world? The inanimate objects he interacts w i t h ?  

Perhaps the cat, but the cat represents no discourse other 

than his own hunger, and he is only on screen for just over 

a minute of this ten-minute cartoon. This f a i l u r e  to 

present a conflict for the viewer to take sides in means 

that this cartoon does not conform to Nealers first 

criterion O£ propagandistic film. 

Finally, Neale' s "fundamental mark" of propaganda, 

that a film works to reduce the distance between the text 

and the discourses of the real world that surrounds it, is 

completely missing f rom Der Arme Hansi. There are no f lags 

indicating nationalism, no references to contemporary life 



in Germany, no acknowledgement that a war is on, no mention 

even that Hansi is a German bird- The t o m  he £lies over 

is vaguely European, but beyond that, the story could take 

place anywhere, at ariy time. In that it presents no 

cornpeting discourses, does not align the viewer with any 

value system beyond the happiness of its protagonist, and 

maintains a distinct distance between itself and the real 

world that surrounds it, Der Anne Hansi can be classified 

outside the realm of propaganda. 

Function of the Canary 

The lack of propagandistic material in Der Arme Hansi means 

it was probably read by audiences simply as a pleasant, 

escapist, apolitical, Disneyesque cartoon- Yet it was made 

inside the walls of the Nazi f ilmmaking powers, and 

undoubtedly conf ormed to the National Socialists ' agenda 

for entertainment in the Third Reich. The explanation for 

the film's apparently apolitical nature lies within 

Goebbelsf larger program for entertaining Germans: that 

escapism as a social function of the cinema was vital to 

the stability and ideological unity of social reality in 

Nazi Germany. Rentschler, who notes that almost 90% of 

Nazi cinerna can be classified as generic es~a~isrn~~, argues 

that there were practical and ideological reasons for the 



absence political subjects on movie screens . These 

reasons include using Germain films as a way of showing non- 

Germans the stability of German life and providing a forum 

for escapism and motion for the German people in a forum 

divorced £rom politics. 

Goebbels indicated from early on in his reign as 

Minister of Propaganda that he wanted German films to be 

able to make money in territories acquired during the war, 

as well as act as a representative for how Nazism had 

improved life in Germany, assurning that viewers would 

recognize what they saw on screens as contemporary G e r m a n y :  

From the start Goebbels articulated a desire to 
create a cinema that could both satisfy the domestic 
market and function as a foreign emissary..-It was to 
move the hearts and minds of masses while seerning to 
have little in common with politics or party 
agendas . 

reports that the w a r  progressed, the potential 

audience for German films grew exponentially and included 

m a n y  non-Germans . Attendance figures rose f rom 62 3 million 

in 1939 to over one billion in 1942 due to the addition of 

German-speaking territories such as Austria, the 

Sudetenland and Luxembourg, among others. 42 Thus, the 

absence of politics on screen and the representation of a 

prosperous, stable Gemany acted as an important 

ideological envoy for the Nazis, providing entertainment 



for the new territories, generating revenue from that 

entertainment, and at the very least not increasing 

resentment of National Socialism. 

The ideological reasons for producing escapist films 

were similar to the practical reasons: the National 

Socialists had a larger program of manuEacturing consent 

among the German people, and part of that program was to 

entertain them without causing them to think about 

politics, an arena in which the people had no voice. 

Rentschler argues that 

[nlarrative films of the Third Reich granted few 
direct glimpses of everyday life in the new Germany- 
Nazi features were more a showplace for strong 
feelings and cheerful diversions than they were a 
forum for realistic tableaus or topical the ma tic^.^^ 

This is how the majority of Nazi cinema functioned, in 

terms of filmgoing as a social activity: it was a 

catharsis-generator. There is no reason not to assume that 

this agenda applied equally to cartoons, especially a 

cartoon made under such close supervision as Der Arme 

Hansi. 

In this context , Der Anne Hansi almost becomes a 

metaphor for its own social function. Literally about 

escape, the film provides sorne cathartic adventures for its 

protagonist until he is safely back in the confines of a 



cage- The film is free of any overt ideological stance, 

and although there are a few ethnic characterizations (the 

kite Hansi tangles with has an  sia an face painted on it and 

the cat that chases him looks vaguely like it is wearing a 

fez a£ter being hit on the head with a f lowerpot) no 

specific negative values are associated with those 

ethnicities. 1 certainly don't want to suggest that the 

film has no ideology, but rather that its function was to 

appear ideology-free as part of Goebbels' overall agenda 

for entertainment under the Nazis- Der Arme Hansi is thus 

one of the majority of German films produced under National 

Socialism that sought only to create pleasure for its 

audience, thereby providing them with a form of escape £rom 

their heavily politicized lives under Hitler. 

Conclusion 

Rentschler writes that analysis of Nazi films is too often 

oversimplified: 

Neither a dumping ground of propaganda nor a moronic 
cult of distraction and surely not a locus of 
resis tance, Nazi f eature production warrants more 
caref ul scrutiny. 44 

While closer reading of specific films does reveal an 

overlapping of pleasure and propaganda, it is nonetheless 

surprising to what degree the films produced under the 



Nazis cari be divided into either political or apolitical 

camps. The cartoons analyzed here serve as a good example, 

as each had a specieic political function - extremely 

political films: the demonization of an ethnic group and 

the unification of Germans; apolitical films: the 

mollification of citizens living under National Socialism. 

This was not a secret operation. Germans were fully aware 

of the blatant presence or lack of politics before them, 

and saw no need to cornplain about the absence of Nazis on 

their movie screens. Nor was complaining about theis 

presence advisable. 

Rentschler's quote regarding escapism is worth 

repeating here : 

Screen illusions cushioned people against grim 
realities, offering the solace of worlds that were 
in order and seemed to allow unencumbered movement, 
safe havens and playgrounds where one could dream 
f reely . 45 

The "order" that was on screen was either imaginary or 

created by the suppression of ideological enemies. The 

flip side of films such as Der Arme Hansi was the vicious 

hate propaganda produced for the sole purpose of uniting 

Germans against a cornmon enemy, as in Van den vos Reynarde. 

Bearing in mind Rentschler's warning about 

oversimplification, Nazi cartoons can be said to have 



fulfilled a specific social function in (a) providing a 

m e a n s  of escapism for German audiences, (b) creating 

imaginary representations of enemies that need to be 

defeated, and (c) rnanufacturing solidarity and nationalism 

during a time of crisis. These three functions can be 

grouped under the central platform of Goebbelsf Ministry 

for the People's Enlightenment and Propaganda, which was 

the generation of ideological assent for the policies of 

the Third Reich. The argument of this thesis is that these 

films perform the exact same function, using the exact same 

tools, as the animated cartoons produced in the United 

States during the same period in history. The anti- 

Semitism of Van den vos Reynarde mirrors the ethnic durs 

of Popeye against the Japanese in You 're a Sap, Mir .  Jap, 

with its creation of imaginary enemies to focus a 

population's hatred onto; the cal1 to arms of Der 

Storenfried is a more generalized version of Blitz Wolf' s 

cal1 to buy war bonds as a means of generating national 

solidarity; and Der Arme Hansi is based explicitly on 

Disney's simplistic, escapist shorts of the late 30s aild 

early 40s. The emphasis on certain ideological points may 

have been different, as ~ a z i  films and cartoons were more 

ardently concerned with issues of national unity than 



American, and American cartoons m o r e  prolif ic i n  their 

racisrn than their Nazi counterparts, but the role both 

cartoons played in their nation's war machine was 

unmistakably similar . 

The conclusions drawn in this thesis about the 

character of Nazi propaganda cartoons are not new - 

previous readings of other types of Nazi propaganda have 

led to similar results. The goal of my argument is to 

establish how comparable the character of Arnerican wartime 

propaganda was to the character of the Nazis', and how this 

forces a revaluation of the usually straightforwztrd 

moxality surrounding World War II. In the face of two 

films such as You're a Sap, M r .  Jap, and Van den vos 

Reynarde, and in the historical context of 

Hiroshirna/Nagasaki and the Holocaust, it is impossible to 

maintain a simplistic perception of World War II. 
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Conclusion 

In the introduction to this thesis, 1 cited Ian Kershaw's 

description of the prima- task of any historian: to 

explain the past, not just describe it. The goal of this 

thesis was to explain why both Ge-y and the United 

States, two of the most economically and culturally 

advanced countries in the world, chose to use animated 

cartoons as propaganda during World W a r  II - a situation 

that had never happened before and has never happened 

since. Furthemore, the consequences of this similarity in 

propaganda strategy were inves tigated, and what other 

historical implications they led to, namely, revaluating 

the conventional perception of the morality of World War 

II. This explanation was attempted in two ways: through 

an economic/historical review of the events leading up to 

and during the production of propaganda cartoons in both 

countries, and through a textual analysis of the cartoons 

thernselves, and how they related to the war aims of their 

respective countries. 

In her analysis of Nazi feature films, Linda Schulte- 

Sasse issues a warning to Nazi f i l r n  historians that is 

relevant to al1 parts of this thesis: 



A - perhaps the - major challenge when reflecting 
back on National Socialism is to prevent it £rom 
becoming a narrative. By narrative 1 mean a 
tendency to project homogeneity upon Nazism, to 
assume not only that 'it" al1 fit together, but that 
it worked on everybody. As already suggested, if we 
approach Nazi cultural products with firmly fixed 
expectations, we will surely find what we are 
looking for and nothing more,' 

An example of this tendency can be found in the writings of 

Adorno and Horkheimer, whose belief in the collapse of 

civilization governed their pessimistic m i  ting American 

culture and its similarity to Nazi culture- The pro j ec t 

this thesis was to counter such 'narrativizing' tendencies 

conventional histories World War which tend 

paint the war as a struggle between the 'Good Allies', such 

as the United States, and the 'Evil ~azis', meaning al1 of 

Germany, By investigating the specific historical context 

of a moment where both 'Good' and 'Badr countries appeared 

to be doing the same thing - rnaking animated cartoon 

propaganda - a simplistic, black-and-white understanding of 

World War II breaks d o m  in favour of a more complex 

portrait which National Socialist films are based 

Walt Disney cartoons and American films contain more racism 

Nazi propaganda - 

creating simplistic 

Furthermore, 

narrative out history 

avoid 

has been 

made throughout this analysis, Tt does history a 



disseryice to paint an exaggeratedly negative portrait of 

the United States in order to facilitate cornparison with 

fascist Germany. In the following s m a r y  O£ the 

similarities between the two countries, extra attention has 

been paid not to generalize about entire populations, to 

not base analysis on the presumed reactions of audiences, 

to not assume the cornplicity of whole nations in the 

actions of their governments, and to not think of the 

United States or Germany in terms of one-dimensional 

characterizations. 

Any intention on rny part of revealing a previously 

unsuspected mirror-image of Nazi Germany in the United 

States is undercut by a simple example: the release of 

Walt Disney' s V i c t o r y  Through Air Power (1943  ) , a f eature 

film in which an independent military strategist tries to 

raise support for what he believes is a more effective way 

to win the war; victory through long-range bombing- RKO, 

Disney's regular distributor, refused to handle to film, 

and Disney personally paid for its distribution. The 

governrnent ignored it, the public showed little attention, 

and it quickly disappeared £rom theatres- Nonetheless, the 

film was not censored, it was not withheld £rom release, 

and Disney was not sanctioned in any way by the government 



£or distributing it- There are economic factors at work 

here: the refusal of RKO to distribute the film is 

directly linked to their cooperation with the Roosevelt 

administration, which is a form of censorship. Also, 

Disney's prolific military contracts assured hirn preferred 

treatment by the government . However, in Germany the film 

would undoubtedly have been denied distribution outright, 

as dozens of features that were felt not to reflect 

National Socialisrn were, and the producers of the film most 

likely would have suffered political (or worse) 

repercussions, as dissidents under the Nazis frequently 

did- The point here is that the fundamental differences 

between these two countries must be recognized before 

begiming to compare their similarities, the most important 

of which was that the United States was a functioning (if 

not idealized) democracy, in which the appearance of 

freedom had to be maintained, and Germany under Hitler was 

a repressive façcist state. All subsequent comparisons of 

the two countries rnust be governed by this fact. 

Being careful not to project homogeneity on the 

subjects being analyzed, either in terms of their 

equivalence or in terms of their identity, it is possible 

to compare their historical situations. The similarities 



in the relationship each governent had with its national 

film industry, and the anirnated cartoon products of that 

relationship, reflect a surprising amount of correspondence 

between wartime America and Nazi Germany. 

Historical and Economic Similarities 

Key to the understanding of why animated cartoons were used 

as propaganda, and the most important similarity between 

the United States and Germany's use of film propaganda in 

genewal, is the yole played by economics in the complicity 

of the national film industry with the state, Economics 

was not the sole explanation: without a doubt, there was a 

certain amount of patriotism behind Hollywood's cooperation 

with the Roosevelt administration. The anti-Semitism of 

the Nazis surely aEfected powerful Jewish studio executives 

such as Louis B. Mayer and the Warners, and the fear that 

America would be next after the fa11 of Europe both 

contributed to Hollywood's agreement to regulate the 

content of their films. Likewise, there is a possibility 

that the leaders of S P I 0  and Ufa were genuinely interested 

in portraying a proud, nationalistic Germany on screens at 

a time of national crisis. However, Ln both countries the 

concems of business played a fundamental role in the 

intersection of politics and entertainment. In the United 



States, the exclusion O£ studio employees frcm the 

Selective Service Act, the temporary halting of 

investigation in the governmentrs anti-trust case against 

Hol~ywood's vertical integration and a need for new markets 

in the wake of the Nazi war machine persuaded the studio 

heads to allow the government an unprecedented level of 

input in the creation of its films, This input included 

pre-distribution screenings of al1 films containing 

references to the war, power of censorship over such films, 

and the regulation of film exports overseas. As a result, 

the studios generated thousands of films that reflected the 

wartime policy of the Roosevelt administration, including 

hundreds of short animated cartoons. 

In Germany, the efforts of powerful film studios such 

as Ufa and Tobis-Klangfilrn to secuwe a monopoly over the 

Geman film industry led to their collaboration with the 

Nazi regime. In exchange for their agreement to allow the 

Nazi party full control over the content of Geman films, 

industry captains like Alfred Hugenberg and Ludwig Klitzsch 

were assured first of al1 that the Nazis would rnake an 

effort to return the film industry to a position of 

financial stability, which they did in 1943, secondly that 

large film studios would retain a position of monopoly when 



the film industry was eventually nationalized in 1941, and 

third that they would receive positions of prominence in 

the new regime, which they did - Hugenberg as the Nazi 

Minister of Finance and Klitzsch as a powerful member of 

the Reichsfilmkarrimer, As a result, every film released 

during the reign of the Nazis fully conformed to the 

National Socialists agenda for the cinema, resulting in 

over a thousand films that can generally be characterized 

as either escapist or rigidly nationalist. As part of the 

Nazis' efforts to make the film industry self -sue f icient 

and more German in character, Goebbels personally oversaw 

the formation of a Nazi-controllei! animation Company, 

Deutsche Zeichenf ilm Gmbh, to supplant the in£ luence of 

Wal t Disney Europe and exploit the populari ty 

animation in German cinemas. Under the Nazi agenda £or the 

cinema, these cartoons were also chawacterized by either 

light-hearted escapism or unmistakable propaganda. 

Along with this historical explanation comes a 

surprising amount of correspondence between the two 

countries, Both countries recognized the importance of the 

cinema, at the time the only source of moving pictures for 

the public, as a means of social influence and sought to 

control that in£ luence. Cooperation between the film 



industry and the government predated the war in both 

countries: in the U . S .  with the establishment of the 

Motion Picture Committee Cooperating for National Defence, 

in effect an embryonic War Activities Committee; in Germany 

with the close ties between Alfred Kugenberg, the head of 

Ufa, and the Nazi party even before they rose to power. 

Both countries had three lines of censorship surrounding 

film production: the U.S. had the Production Code 

Authority, the Bureau of Motion Pictures and the Office of 

Censorship; the Nazis had the Ministry for the People's 

Enlightenment and Propaganda, the Reich Film Chamber and 

the Central Film Of fice. Both used film as a means of 

colonization: the U-S. in South America using Nelson 

Rockefeller's influence with RKO to send Orson Welles and 

Walt Disney on diplornatic tours; the Germans with 

apolitical films meant to play in newly acquired German- 

speaking territories. in both countries, the most popular 

and respected directors made propaganda films: in the 

U.S., Frank Capra, Howard Hawks and even Alfred Hitchcock; 

in G e r m a r i y ,  Viet Hawlan and Leni Reifenstahl. To be 

accurate, there were also very important differences: the 

relationship between the government and the industl-y in the 

U.S- was sornewhat vague and unclear, with indeterminate 



centres of power - a situation that suited both parties. 

In Germany, however, the centres of power were very clear, 

and enforced constantly- This list of similarities and 

differences serves as an example of the central point 1 am 

trying to make with this thesis: that while the countries 

were unmistakably di£ f erent in important respects, upon 

closer inspection there are similarities that work against 

any conventional understanding of the war which 

characterizes the United States as purely good and Nazi- 

controlled Germany as the opposite of the United States. 

Textual Similarities 

The similarities between the United States and Germany also 

extend to the content of the cartoons that each psoduced as 

propaganda. Both countries recognized that an important 

function of the cinema during wartime was to provide a 

means of escapism for the general population, and both 

produced m a n y  more escapist or non-war-related films than 

they did straight propaganda or war-themed films, a ratio 

which also holds true for animated cartoons. Those 

cartoons that did serve a propagandistic function attempted 

to create an ideological position for their audience that 

reflected specific wartime policies of the governments that 

influenced their production. in the United States, issues 
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of national unity were stressed through calls for war bonds 

and representations of animated stars such as Bugs Busuiy 

and Daf£y Duck as patriots fighting for the cause. Also, 

the different attitudes towards the P a c i f i c  and European 

enemies were recreated in ethnic stereotypes and visual 

slurs against the Japanese, characterizing the entire 

populace as subhuman, treacherous and infantile. American 

cartoon representation of the Germans, while still 

negative, was preoccupied with Hitler and his negative 

influence on a malleable, authoritarian population. 

Cartoon depictions such as these reflected the American 

government's interest in seeking approval from its 

population for a wartime policy that took the G e r m a n s  more 

seriously than the Japanese and allowed for two nuclear 

strikes on Japanese civilians resulting in approximateiy 

200,000 deaths in three days. 

Gemany's cartoons were also concerned with creating 

an ideological position for its spectators that re£lected 

the governmentrs wartime cultural aims, again concentrating 

on issues of national unity and ethnicity, The Nazi goal 

of generating national and social harmony to overcome class 

and regional conflict was represented in cartoons as a 

populace unified against the threat from outside enernies- 



Ethnicity played as prominent a role in German cartoons as 

it did in American cartoons, with the Nazi racial policy 

against Jews manifested as a story about the negative 

effects of an imaginary Jewish lifestyle on a confused and 

unstable community similar to Gemany. Such cartoons 

justified the dictatorial methods used by the Nazis to try 

and achieve an authentic national unity and the anti- 

Semitic policies that led to the 6,000,000 deaths of the 

Holocaust - 

1 may have failed Kershaw's test: 1 find 1 can 

explain how this al1 came about, but 1 c m o t  explain why. 

1 can explain t h a t  capitalism was a central feature of both 

regimesr wartime policy concerning the media, but 1 cannot 

explain w h y  beyond a cynical resignation that human nature 

is overly concerned with materialism. Furthemore, 1 can 

explain tha t  despite the democratic tendencies of the 

contemporary United States and Germany, capitalism is still 

a, if not the. fundamental grease oiling the cooperation of 

an ever-expanding media industry w i t h  the state. From 

CNNrs coverage of American involvement in the Gulf War to 

the American media's apparent obsession with Elian 

Gonzales, rnainstream media content continues to reflect the 

policies of the state. 1 suspect that another thesis on 



this relationship would reveal similar financial 

motivations on the part of the media, but Noam Chomsky has 

already covered that ground- 

This thesis is an attempt to explain the complicity of 

animated cartoons, a medium known for its humour and 

innocence, in figures such as those cited above: 200 ,000  

dead at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 6 ,000 ,000  dead in the 

Holocaust- The conclusion arrived at offers capitalism as 

the conduit between them. As a response to Kershawrs cal1 

for an explanation of the past, these statistics and 

conclusion highlight the difference between explanation and 

unders tanding . 

I Schulte-Sasse, p. 11 
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