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Abstract

Propaganda is a powerful tool used to exert targeted influence on mass consciousness. The
article analyzes the main theoretical approaches to understanding propaganda, its historical
evolution, mechanisms of functioning in various political regimes, as well as modern forms,
including digital and algorithmic propaganda. Particular attention is paid to the influence of
propaganda on democratic processes, public opinion and behavioral attitudes of individuals.
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Introduction

Propaganda as a phenomenon has exist-
ed since ancient times. Its goal is to convince
the masses of the correctness of a certain
ideology or worldview. In the conditions of
the modern information society, propagan-
da is becoming increasingly sophisticated,
relying on the achievements of psychology,
cybernetics, sociology and information tech-
nology. Modern propaganda can be implicit,
disguised as news, entertainment or even ed-
ucational content.

Propaganda is an integral part of human
history, accompanying social, religious and
political processes throughout the centu-

ries. As a special form of targeted influence
on mass consciousness, propaganda initial-
ly emerged in religious, military and politi-
cal contexts, reflecting the desire of power
structures to form, direct and control public
opinion. Its evolution is closely linked to the
development of communication technolo-
gies, changes in forms of government and the
complication of socio-political systems.

The historical evolution
of propaganda
Propaganda as a form of influencing mass
consciousness has deep historical roots. Its
elements can be traced back to antiquity — in
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speeches, monumental art and state rhetoric
of Rome and Greece. However, the system-
atic use of propaganda began in the reli-
gious sphere, especially during the Counter-
Reformation, when the Catholic Church
established the Congregatio de Propaganda
Fide (1622), a body responsible for spreading
the Catholic faith and combating Protestant-
ism. The Congregatio de Propaganda Fide is
considered one of the first institutional ex-
amples of systematic propaganda, created on
the initiative of Pope Gregory XV. Its goal was
to spread the Catholic faith in response to the
Protestant Reformation and to strengthen
the position of the Roman Catholic Church
throughout the world. The creation of the
Congregation reflected the growing need for
coordinated and centralized activity of the
Catholic Church in the context of increased
competition with Protestant teachings, espe-
cially in Europe. It was also part of a broader
Counter-Reformation strategy aimed at re-
storing and expanding the influence of the
papacy.

In the 20" century, propaganda reached
unprecedented scale and technical perfec-
tion, especially in totalitarian regimes, where
it became an integral part of government.
During the First World War, the so-called
War Propaganda Bureau was created in Great
Britain (1914), which was later renamed the
Office of War Information. In France, under
the second department of the General Staff
of the Ministry of Defense, a department of
the Military Propaganda Service was created
(1915). Thus, the main task of the military
propaganda department was to influence the
enemy with the help of leaflets. Each French
army had an aircraft for distributing printed
materials with information and psychologi-
cal influence. Both institutions were engaged
in disseminating propaganda among the mil-
itary and civilians of other states. In 1917,
a psychological section was created in the
United States at the intelligence service of
the headquarters of the expeditionary forces.
The main means of conducting information
warfare at that time were leaflets, postcards,
newspapers. The Russian army used loud-
speakers as technical means. Other coun-
tries, to one degree or another, tried to exert
information and psychological influence on
the enemy troops and population, but the in-
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fluence of this influence was significantly in-
ferior to that of England and France. In Ger-
many, until August 1918, it was prohibited to
publish and distribute leaflets, since, in the
opinion of the country’s leadership, this was
contrary to the rules of war. Of the informa-
tional and psychological influence materials,
only the newspaper “Gazette des Ardennes”,
published in French for the population of the
occupied areas, was allowed, which was dis-
tributed behind the front line using balloons.
When the ban was lifted and Germany began
mass publishing leaflets on American, British
and French troops, time was lost and it failed
to achieve any tangible results before the
end of the war. During the World War I, in-
formational and psychological influence was
exerted through printed propaganda. The
main types of printed propaganda materials
were: leaflets, brochures, letters from pris-
oners of war, postcards, posters, fake ration
cards, etc. These materials were distributed
using aviation and balloons. One balloon was
used to deliver 2kg of printed materials (500
to 1000 copies of leaflets). (Talishinsky, E.
2024, 239-240).

Propaganda in the Third Reich is one of
the most studied and vivid examples of the
instrumentalization of mass communication
for political purposes. The Nazi regime cre-
ated a unique and powerful system of ideo-
logical control, at the center of which was the
Ministry of Public Enlightenment and Propa-
ganda under the leadership of Joseph Goeb-
bels. David Welch in his fundamental work
“The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda”
offers a comprehensive analysis of the mech-
anisms by which the Nazis shaped public
consciousness and ensured the political sta-
bility of the regime.

Welch emphasizes that the effectiveness
of Nazi propaganda was determined not only
by its content, but also by the centralized or-
ganizational structure that enabled the syn-
chronization of messages across different
media channels. “After the Nazi ‘seizure of
power’ in 1933, Propaganda Minister Joseph
Goebbels stressed the importance of coordi-
nating propaganda with other activities. In
a dictatorship, propaganda must address it-
self to large masses of people and attempt to
move them to a uniformity of opinion and ac-
tion. But the Nazis also understood that pro-
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paganda is of little value in isolation” (Welch,
D. 1993, 1-15).

Nazi propaganda sought to eliminate
alternative sources of information. Press
freedom was destroyed, and journalists and
writers were turned into agents of ideological
transmission. Despite this, Welch emphasiz-
es that propaganda did not always achieve
the desired effect, and in the private sphere
some citizens remained skeptical, especially
in the later years of the war.

The Soviet Union, especially during the
Stalin era, built a strictly centralized system
of information control. Propaganda was used
as a tool for the formation of a new type of
citizen — the so-called “Soviet man.” Every
element of public life, including science, art,
education, and culture, was subordinated to
the ideological directives of the Communist
Party. This was accompanied by mass cam-
paigns, a cult of personality, and the suppres-
sion of dissent.

The outstanding American historian of
Hungarian origin Peter Kenez, who made
a significant contribution to the study of Sovi-
et history and, in particular, the mechanisms
of propaganda in the early USSR, in his book
“The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet
Methods of Mass Mobilization, 1917-1929”
not only describes the tools of mass mobiliza-
tion, but also reveals the ideological, cultural
and organizational mechanisms by which the
Bolsheviks sought to construct a new society
and form a type of “Soviet man”. His work
became a key source for all subsequent stud-
ies in the field of Soviet information policy
and mass communication. He argues that
the Soviet Union was the first state in histo-
ry that attempted to control every aspect of
public information and mass culture from
the moment of its inception. “The Soviet po-
litical order was born out of the anarchy of
the Civil War. Russia, which had always been
undergoverned, now fell apart: The weak ties
between citizen and government snapped.
The decisive task was to rebuild institutions,
to restructure authority, and thereby to make
the political and economic order function.
The Bolsheviks, of course, had no plans for
the circumstances in which they found them-
selves; no one could have foreseen the se-
quence of events that left Lenin at the head of
Russia’s government. Nevertheless, the Bol-
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sheviks brought with them from their revolu-
tionary past institutions that could be adapt-
ed for the new tasks” (Kenez, P. 1985. 4-6).

Thus, Peter Kenez’s research shows that
Soviet propaganda from the very beginning
was not only an instrument for influenc-
ing public opinion, but also the foundation
of a new type of state governance. The Bol-
sheviks realized that in order to retain pow-
er and transform society, not only weapons
and repressions were necessary, but also an
active influence on the consciousness of the
masses. In this context, propaganda acted as
a technology for shaping political reality.

During the Cold War, the information
confrontation between the USSR and West-
ern countries acquired an institutionalized
form, expressed in the creation and active
operation of transnational media structures.
A special role in this process was played by
international broadcasting services — “Voice
of America” and “Radio Free Europe/Ra-
dio Liberty”. These channels systematically
broadcast information aimed at an audience
within the countries of the socialist camp,
with the aim of undermining the monopoly
on the interpretation of reality established by
communist regimes.

Arch Puddington’s “Broadcasting Free-
dom: The Cold War Triumph of Radio Free
Europe and Radio Liberty” (Puddington, A.
2000) provides a detailed look at the role
of Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe as
instruments of US soft power during the
Cold War. Puddington highlights how these
stations were an important element of the
US strategy to spread democratic values
and counter communist propaganda. He
describes how Radio Liberty provided al-
ternative information, supported dissident
movements, and shaped public opinion re-
ceptive to liberal ideas and democratic in-
stitutions.

Thus, the historical evolution of propa-
ganda demonstrates its exceptional flexibil-
ity and ability to adapt to changing political,
technological and cultural conditions. From
church messages and government decrees
to television advertising and social media
algorithms, propaganda remains one of the
most important tools for shaping public
consciousness and managing the perception
of reality.
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Theoretical approaches to
the study of propaganda

Theoretical approaches to the study of
propaganda cover an interdisciplinary space
and were formed at the intersection of phi-
losophy, sociology, political science, psy-
chology, media studies and communication
sciences. The study of propaganda relies on
several theoretical approaches, each of which
offers its own perspective on the mechanisms
of propaganda’s impact on the audience.

Propaganda is a purposeful activity of
spreading ideas, beliefs or information with
the aim of influencing people’s opinions, be-
havior or actions. In scientific literature, it is
considered as a special form of symbolic in-
fluence in political, military, religious and cul-
tural contexts. The term “propaganda” (from
the Latin propagare — to spread) as mentioned
above acquired mass significance in the 20th
century, especially in the context of two world
wars. Propaganda became an integral part of
political mobilization, ideological pressure
and public opinion management.

Among the scientists who studied propa-
ganda, a special place is occupied by Harold
Lasswell, whose works laid the foundations
for the empirical and theoretical analysis of
mass communication. His contribution to the
study of propaganda had a huge impact on
the development of the humanities and social
sciences in the 20th century. In the context
of world wars and the growing importance
of the media, Lasswell proposed a scientific,
systematic and pragmatic approach to the
analysis of propaganda impact, focusing on
the mechanisms of influence on mass con-
sciousness, the structure of the communica-
tion process and the goals of propaganda.

In his classic work, Propaganda Tech-
nique in the World War, Lasswell describes
propaganda as “the control of collective at-
titudes through the manipulation of signif-
icant symbols” (Lasswell, H.D. 1927. 232).
Propaganda, in his view, is not simply the
dissemination of information, but a strate-
gic influence aimed at changing the behav-
ior and thinking of the masses in accordance
with political goals. Within the behaviorist
approach, Lasswell linked propaganda with
the stimulus-response theory, in which indi-
viduals are objects of external psychological
influence.
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Lasswell’s most famous contribution to
communication theory was the model he for-
mulated in “Structure and Function of Com-
munication in Society” (1948):

(Who says what, in which channel, to
whom, with what effect?)

This formula represents a schematic
structure of a communication act, allowing
one to analyze both propaganda and any
mass communication from the point of view
of its components. The model has become
basic in communication and media studies,
especially in the analysis of political and ad-
vertising messages (McQuail, D. 2010. 64).

Thus, Lasswell’s approach opened the
way to a systemic and interdisciplinary anal-
ysis of information influence, transforming
propaganda from a political accusation into
a subject of scientific research. Today, in the
context of information wars and digital me-
dia, Lasswell’s legacy remains relevant and
serves as a basis for the analysis of both clas-
sical and modern propaganda.

One of the most profound and original
theorists of propaganda in the 20th century
was Jacques Ellul, author of the influential
book Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s
Attitudes (1962), translated into many lan-
guages. Ellul offers not only a typology and
structure of propaganda, but also a philo-
sophical understanding of its connection
with technology, mass culture and the alien-
ation of the individual. According to Ellul,
propaganda is a stable, systematic and com-
prehensive form of influence aimed not only
at changing behavior, but also at shaping the
very way of thinking of the individual. In con-
trast to the understanding of propaganda as
a lie or manipulation, Ellul emphasizes that
it can be based on truth, but at the same time
be no less dangerous.

“Propaganda is not the overt and free
communication of ideas; it is, rather, a set
of methods employed by an organized group
that wants to bring about the active or pas-
sive participation in its actions of a mass of
individuals, psychologically unified through
psychological manipulations and incorporat-
ed in an organization” (Ellul, J. 1973. 4).

Ellul distinguishes two key types:

Political propaganda — targeted influence
from states, parties or movements with spe-
cific political goals.
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Sociological propaganda — deep influence
of society on the individual through mass cul-
ture, everyday symbols, language, advertis-
ing, education. It is less noticeable, but more
powerful, since it creates basic attitudes of
perception.

Jacques Ellul proposed not just a theory
of propaganda, but a holistic philosophy of
modern society, in which propaganda acts
as a structural element of social reality. His
approach allowed us to rethink the very na-
ture of information influence and expand the
boundaries of mass consciousness analysis.
In the era of digital media and information
wars, Ellul’s ideas gain new strength, remind-
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ing us that the most effective propaganda is
the one that becomes invisible.

Conclusion

The history of propaganda is the history
of the battle for minds. It shows how, with
the development of communication technol-
ogies and the increasing complexity of polit-
ical structures, propaganda has transformed
from a primitive form of influence into
a powerful tool of mass control. From cave
paintings and church bulls to radio, televi-
sion and digital platforms, every medium has
been used to some extent to transmit ideo-
logical attitudes and shape public opinion.
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