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Introduction

In the introduction to his 1997 book Parting the Curtain, Walter Hixson 
wrote that “no systematic study exists on the efforts to use propaganda 
and culture as a weapon in the Cold War.”1 While this may have been the 
case in 1997, since then a tremendous increase has occurred in the study 
of Cold War rhetoric and propaganda, including the use of propaganda as a 
weapon in the Cold War. Since 2006 major works have appeared on the role 
of propaganda in the foreign policy of the US Eisenhower Administration 
(1953–61), the development of Britain’s anti-Communist propaganda pol-
icy, and British and American propaganda policy toward the Middle East.2 
These studies built on earlier work done in the United States and Britain, 
most notably the path-breaking work of Walter Hixson, Philip Taylor, and 
Scott Lucas, all of whom stressed the vital role ideology, propaganda, and 
culture played in the history of the Cold War.3

What accounts for this new interest in Cold War propaganda? One 
 explanation is the contribution made to Cold War history by the opening 
of archives in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Recent work using these 
materials described as “the new Cold War history” reflects a reappraisal by 
some scholars of the role culture and ideology played in the Cold War.4 
Evidence from Communist archives has shown a strong tendency on the 
Communists’ part to act according to ideological principles more often 
than was believed by Western academics at the time.5 Recent work has also 
shown the importance Communist leaders attached to the ideological con-
test between East and West.6 Historian Vojtech Mastny, noting the “signifi-
cance” of the Soviet Union’s “ideological underpinnings” as an explanation 
for Soviet policy, wrote “unless evidence is produced to the contrary, at 
least its [the Soviet Union’s] professed principles should be taken seriously 
rather than as mere window dressing or camouflage for something else.”7 
The significance of ideology as an explanation for Soviet policy has in turn 
caused scholars to reconsider the West’s own propaganda efforts and what 
impact, if any, these efforts had on the course of the Cold War. 
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A second reason for scholars’ new interest in Cold War propaganda is 
the development of a new ideological conflict between radical Islam and 
liberal democracy. As was the case with the Cold War, leaders in the United 
States and Britain have begun to acknowledge that the so-called global war 
on  terrorism cannot be won through military means alone and that propa-
ganda has an important role to play in the conflict. Former US Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld noted in an internal memorandum to military 
leaders that the Department of Defense “lacked metrics to know if we are 
winning or losing the global war on terror.” In the memorandum Rumsfeld 
defined winning as “capturing, killing or deterring and dissuading more 
terrorists” than radical clerics could recruit, train, and deploy against the 
United States.8

US and British policymakers have not only identified the battle for hearts 
and minds in the Arab world as a key component of winning the global 
war on terrorism, they also have explicitly pointed to the West’s efforts 
during the Cold War as an example of what public diplomacy and informa-
tion programs can achieve.9 Former US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 
has repeatedly cited the work of Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, and 
Radio Liberty as vital to the West’s victory in the Cold War.10 For this reason 
policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic are interested in deriving les-
sons from the United State’s and Britain’s experiences in the Cold War and 
 determining the applicability of these lessons to the Muslim world today. 

This book seeks to contribute to the rapidly evolving field of Cold War 
 history by providing a comparative study of American and British pro-
paganda policy and the implementation of these policies during the first 
15 years of the Cold War. To provide an example of how British and 
American propaganda actually operated, the book focuses on British and 
American propaganda efforts directed toward the people of the Soviet Union 
between 1945 and 1960. A number of works have been published on the 
early Cold War propaganda policies of Britain or the United States, includ-
ing their efforts directed at the Soviet Union, but none so far has specifi-
cally compared and contrasted the two nations’ efforts.11 

The comparative nature of the present study is one element that sets it 
apart from previous work. Andrew Defty’s excellent book Britain, America, 
and Anti-Communist Propaganda does review American propaganda efforts 
between 1945 and 1953, but this is mostly done to highlight the impact 
American propaganda and foreign policy had on British propaganda efforts. 
Kenneth Osgood’s Total Cold War reviews the Eisenhower Administration’s 
propaganda efforts, but it is not a comparative study. In addition, this study, 
following Walter Hixson’s lead in Parting the Curtain, covers the first 15 years 
of Cold War propaganda policy. Covering this longer time frame provides 
the opportunity to explore the changes in British and American propaganda 
policy that occurred as Soviet leadership shifted from Stalin to Khrushchev. 
Many scholarly works such as Gregory Mitrovich’s Undermining the Kremlin 
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or Scott Lucas’s Freedom’s War either fail to note the changes made in 
American and British propaganda policy that occurred during the late 1950s 
or claim that the West in essence gave up on political warfare after 1956. 
This book will show that, on the contrary, the late 1950s were in many ways 
a golden age for Western propaganda policy. 

British and American Cold War propaganda policies are examined and 
compared, instead of those of other nations, for several reasons. First, the 
limitation of the historical comparisons to only two nations allows the pre-
sentation of a fairly complete historical narrative over a 15-year time period. 
Limiting the historical case studies to two also reduces the complexity of 
the task, requiring the mastery of only two nations’ reactions to the Soviet 
threat in the early years of the Cold War. The second reason the United 
States and Britain are compared is the availability of extensive and similar 
primary source material on this topic. This allows historical comparisons to 
be based upon primary documentations and minimizes the need to rely on 
secondary sources. 

The third reason US and British propaganda policies were chosen for 
comparison lies in the specific historical circumstances of each nation dur-
ing this period. US propaganda policy is explored because after the Second 
World War the United States emerged as the world’s pre-eminent power. 
Its propaganda policy, as was the case with its economic and military poli-
cies, had a profound effect on the evolution of the Cold War and on the 
actions of other actors in the international system. 

British propaganda policy is investigated for a different reason. British 
power between 1945 and 1960 was in decline in comparison with that of 
the United States and the Soviet Union. However, in the area of propaganda 
Britain remained a major power with an extensive knowledge base of how 
propaganda worked and what it could and could not achieve. Britain was 
the first Western power to adopt a coordinated government response to 
Communist propaganda, and its propaganda played a major role in shaping 
public attitudes toward Communism in Western and Eastern Europe. In the 
words of former Foreign Minister Douglas Hurd, in the field of propaganda 
Britain continued to “punch above its weight” in the early years of the 
Cold War.12 These differing historical circumstances provide a rich source 
of  historical material explaining the similarities and differences between 
British and US propaganda policies. 

Another unique element of this book is its methodology for analyzing 
propaganda activities. It is the thesis of this book that Cold War propa-
ganda policy and propaganda policy in general can be properly understood 
only if it is examined on three different levels. These levels can be thought 
of as a hierarchy. At the top level of the hierarchy are senior policymakers 
who are responsible for setting propaganda strategy and policy. The middle 
level consists of the organizations responsible for planning and coordinating 
propaganda efforts. The final and lowest level of the hierarchy consists of 
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the information and communication instruments that design and produce 
material for foreign audiences. For the third level of propaganda analysis 
this book has chosen to examine the propaganda instruments that were 
directed at influencing the people of the Soviet Union. Exploring all three 
levels of propaganda policy provides a complete picture of the similari-
ties and differences between British and American propaganda policy and 
efforts. Looking at all three levels also allows us to understand how various 
components of propaganda policy interacted and why some policies were 
more or less successful than others.

In studying the three levels of propaganda policy noted above, this book 
combines several areas of scholarship that are normally considered to exist 
separately. On the top level of the hierarchy are high-level policymakers—
presidents, prime ministers, foreign ministers, and secretaries of state, 
among others—who set each nation’s foreign policy strategy and goals in 
the post-war years. This is the realm of traditional diplomatic history. This 
area of Cold War studies is important to the study of propaganda policy 
because it illuminates the relationship between propaganda policy and the 
broader foreign policy objectives of each nation. It is also at this top level 
that the organizational structures of propaganda policy are set. Because this 
book investigates propaganda policy between 1945 and 1960, it also exam-
ines the diplomatic history of the origins of the Cold War and its evolution 
throughout the 1950s. There is of course a vast amount of literature on 
the evolution of British and American Cold War policies, and it is not the 
intent of this work to duplicate the scholarly debate on this subject found 
elsewhere.13 

Instead, the goal of this work is to explain how propaganda policy and 
the origins of Britain’s and the United States’ anti-Communist propaganda 
campaigns fit into the broader foreign policy decisions made at this time. 
Through the prism of propaganda policy this book also investigates the 
intense foreign policy debates in both nations about how to deal with their 
Second World War ally, the Soviet Union, and what role each nation should 
play in the post-war world. Reviewing these debates reveals the close link-
age between decisions about British and American grand Cold War  strategy 
and each nation’s propaganda efforts. These debates also demonstrate the 
goals and objectives senior policymakers set for propaganda policy and 
 provide insights into policymakers’ perceptions of what constituted a suc-
cessful outcome for each nation’s propaganda efforts. 

The second level of propaganda policy examined is the organization, 
planning, and coordination of political warfare efforts. Scholarship in 
this area reveals the wide differences in the national security structures of 
the United States and Britain. In Britain, the Secret Intelligence Services, 
including the Information Research Department (IRD), the nerve center of 
Britain’s anti-Communist propaganda efforts, remained inside the Foreign 
Office. Although the IRD was publicly listed as part of the Foreign Office, 


