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the supposed dangers 
of Communism. They 

use the same format 
with an image on one side 

and content on the other. 
It’s headed with “Children’s 

Crusade Against Communism”, 
the language suggesting this is a 
holy war and that the U.S.A. is 
correct in being against the USSR, 
as well as confirming the cards are 
intended for children. Below the 
title, there’s the name of the card 
and a number, suggesting these 
are a collectible item, encouraging 
kids to buy more bubblegum and 

get all the cards teaching them 
about Communism. The text is 
set out in a dark formal block, in 
serif text which is similar to what 
would have been in text books at 
the time, so it’s trying to emulate 
an educational piece. It follows 
a typographic grid, with a thin 
border all the way around and the 
body text being centre justified 
with hyphenation to maintain 
the rectangular block. All these 
elements work together to make 
this quite a formal piece in effect, 
even though it’s a children’s item. 
It’s more likely that they would 
pay attention to the image first, as 
capitalist America was becoming 
an increasingly visual culture at 
the time, like the Western culture 
of today. The slogan “Fight the red 
menace” is something the eye is 
easily drawn to, in thick punchy 
black and red type. It’s the sort of 
thing that sticks in the mind and 

“We see the 
Christian cross, 

being used as 
both a religious 

symbol and a 
grave marker”

is easily repeatable.
The illustrations 
are quite grim and 
melodramatic in a way, so 
they appeal to children in a 
similar fashion to horror film 
posters. I think these cards are 
almost trying to trivialise the East, 
turning Mao into a Frankenstein-
esque character. It’s a great 
commercial approach because 
kids will try and collect them all, 
and then take them home  where 
their parents would most likely 
explain the seriousness of the 
‘red menace’. It can also be said 
that because they’re so similar to 
movie posters that people would 
accept them as normal items 
rather than propaganda. They 

DEFCONDEFCONDEFCON
“The world was 
fully armed in the 
wake of WWII, 
and former allies 
had taken that 
power to head.”

Propaganda is a means of 
spreading information and 
ideas. It can appear in many 
forms; imagery, music, news, 
and is used to raise awareness, 
encourage certain behaviours and 
create response to the advantage 
of the creator. Propaganda 
has been around for a very 
long time and has developed 
with ever changing culture.
“Primitive forms of propaganda 
have been a human activity as far 
back as reliable recorded evidence 
exists. The Behistun Inscription 
(c. 515 BC) detailing the rise of 
Darius I to the Persian throne is 
viewed by most historians as an 
early example of propaganda” [1]
 There are a few types of 
propaganda – Black, White and 
Grey. These denote the content 
of what’s being conveyed and 
gives a clue to its intention. 
Black propaganda is that which 
is completely untruthful; 
information being distorted and 
presented as facts. For example, 
cigarette advertisements in the 
1950s convinced people that 
smoking was perfectly healthy, 
using images of trusted figures 
such as doctors (see figure 1) 
and even Santa to tell us that 
cigarettes tasted great, helped 
sooth the throat and were fun. 

The next type, white propaganda, 
is propaganda which is truthful, 
using reliable information and 
full disclosure. This can be used 
to raise awareness for a cause, 
however often doesn’t include 
the full truth. A partial truth is 
still picked up on and is more 
easily believed. An example of 
this, shown in Figure 2, is this 
WWII poster warning people of 
the dangers of talking too freely 
– one might boast about their 
profession and give away valuable 
secrets. This is true, it’s possible 
someone could accidentally 
announce something important 
but in all likelihood it would have 
no effect. This sort of poster would 
be effective in its goal but also 
has the effect of scare-mongering 
people into believing that German 
spies could be listening in at any 
time. Finally is grey propaganda. 
This is, as the name suggests, 
is somewhere in between black 
and white propaganda – it uses 
information that is potentially 
true, but doesn’t clearly enough 
state its source for example, 
so it’s hard to tell whether the 
information presented is made 
up. It can also be that it’s only 
showing one side of the facts, to 
skew the audience’s impressions.
This essay focuses on Cold War 

propaganda. In order to do that, it 
is important we first understand 
the historical context of what was 
happening at the time, the key 
figures and the potential goals of 
the propaganda. The Cold War 
began shortly after World War 
Two, with the superpowers of 
USA in the Western Bloc, and 
Russia’s Soviet Union in the East. 
This essay focuses on the U.S.A. 
and the USSR specifically, as 
those were the main players in 
the proxy wars that ensued. The 
conflict arose when the need to be 
allies ended after WWII, and the 
two countries differences came 
into the foreground. U.S.A., with 
freedom of speech, capitalism 
and a free press, contrasted with 
the Soviet Union’s Communist 
system with a controller press and 
totally controlling government. 
Both had nuclear weapons, and 
so if one fired, the other would 
retaliate and annihilate most of the 
world. It sounds melodramatic, 
but we can only begin to imagine 
the fear that people must have had 
at the time. The world was fully 
armed in the wake of WWII, and 
former allies had taken that power 
to head. The warheads would 
only be launched if sanctioned 
by government and military, but 
this meant that the common 

person had relatively little say by 
themselves. This is why there was 
so much propaganda at the time, 
both from the government and 
from the people; either trying to 
persuade them who their enemy 
is and that the weapons race is the 
answer, or to dissuade – to rally 
support in protest of armament. 
Propaganda in the U.S.A. makes 
heavy use of symbolism and 
labelling. USSR is branded as 
the “Red Menace”, and almost 
always uses the colour red to 
represent Communism. The star 
is also a symbol commonly used 
to represent the Soviets. These 
elements are taken from the 
Soviet flag; a red rectangle with 
the hammer and sickle in yellow 
headed by a star. The propaganda 
found here is very representative 
of the culture at time, as it’s similar 
to advertising and branding 
that people would see all the 
time. This means the potentially 
malicious information would be 
indistinguishable from everyday 
brands and is can therefore be 
classified as black propaganda 
or at least a darker side of grey. 
In the double sided bubblegum 
cards shown in Figure 3 the 
colour red is the main defining 
feature other than the images. 
It’s eye catching and represents 
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and propaganda were blurred. 
USA used the name ‘The Red 
Menace’ to sum up the Soviets, 
which is quite a visual term; the 
colour red being that of blood, 
violence, war; and menace being 
a diabolical being, dehumanising 
the Soviets. USSR didn’t go for 
this approach so deliberately; they 
mainly focused on the nuclear 
weapons and the American flag 
for their propaganda. This is 
understandable because they were 
a communist nation, so the idea 
of branding products would be 
vastly different. USSR didn’t have 
the wealth of brands provided in 
the West, and their advertisements 
remained in the same style. 
Meanwhile, the Americans had 
started to develop their branding; 
being able to target certain 
audiences and so could use those 
techniques in their propaganda. In 
the two sets of examples analysed, 
it appears that the designers had 
a big level of control. However, 
looking at other pieces outside 
of these, there appear to be more 
examples of Soviet propaganda 
in which the designer was 
given certain text to include.

had a strong role in this piece. It’s 
quite artistic, with a striking and 
successful composition. There isn’t 
enough type to deduce if there is 
a grid format going on, but the 
letters in the bombs are the same 
weight and of equal height on 
the page. Perhaps this is meant 
to allude to the regulations and 
formal nature of NATO merely 
being a façade to hide their 
destructive power. It’s possible 
that whoever designed this was 
still paid by the government to 
create it or rather more likely 
instructed to do so, but seeing as it 
doesn’t contain formal information 
like some other pieces of Soviet 
propaganda. It’s likely that they 
did this freelance, basing the 
design on their own opinions of 
the West. Looking to the chosen 
examples, there are a number of 
notable differences and similarities 
going on. Possibly the strongest 
similarity is the branding – both 
USSR and USA are using striking 
elements common to other pieces 
of propaganda too. They both the 
branding off the actual national 
identity of the other, so it’s easy to 
see how the lines between reality 

“the colour red 
being that of 

blood, violence, 
war”

SOVIET
AMERICAN

“the average 
person would 

have no effect if 
NATO decided 

to launch 
its nuclear 
weapons.”

The Cold War began shortly after World War Two...

act in the same way an advert of 
the time might, drawing them in 
with striking images and colours, 
so is an easy assumption to say 
that people wouldn’t think twice 
about the information on card.
Because these are cards 
accompanying a buyable object, 
we can assume that the same 
company who designs that 
brand of bubblegum normally 
would be the ones responsible in 
making these. They likely saw the 
trend of anti-Soviet becoming 
more and more popular so they 
found a way of designing items 
within that trend with children 
as their target audience.

 “If we want to understand the 
processes at work in the last 
two decades, we need a proper 
awareness of Russia’s thousand-
year history. Russia has never 
really been ‘like us’, if by that we 
mean a liberal, market-oriented 
democracy where the wielders of 
power are there at the sufferance 
of the people and can be replaced 
through a law-governed process.” 
“The Russian model…has always 
been the opposite: autocracy places 
the wielders of power above the 
law; they rule by divine right, 
or ‘by the dictatorship of the 
people’, but almost always 
by brute force.” This 
poster in figure 4 is a 

typical anti-North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation design, using the 
imagery of the atomic bomb and 
metaphors for death. It’s in black 
and white which immediately 
states this is a poster with a serious 
message, not to be taken lightly. 
It quite cleverly uses the image of 
the cross and the barbed wire to 
make the letter forms for NATO. 
The gradient in the background 
gives the impression of the sky 
and the land, and so it shows the 
bombs in flight, as if to say NATO 
could be dropping them right 
now. It’s a visual reminder how 
the average person would have no 
effect if NATO decided to launch 
its nuclear weapons. We see the 
Christian cross, being used as both 
a religious symbol and a grave 
marker which works to make the 
viewer more empathetic towards 
their people – the potential 
victims. It also suggests that 
bombing the USSR would 
be an unholy act too, 
which is slightly 
odd seeing 
as “the 

USSR became the first state to 
have, as an ideological objective, 
the elimination of religion and 
its replacement with universal 
atheism” [3] The barbed wire is 
another symbol associated with 
death; a common sight during 
World War II. The type on the 
bombs is a bold, modern sans 
serif font, which reads as if it’s 
shouting, or at least is a big deal. 
It complements the nature of the 
piece – trying to make the 
audience aware who their 
enemy should be. It’s 
hard to be sure of 
course, but it 
looks like the 
designer 
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