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Public Opinion: The Real Weapon of War 

War is an institution that dates back to the beginning of human history. People with 

different cultures and ideas put their lives on the line to defend or spread the values in which they 

believe. In order to be a successful, long-lasting society, the military must be strong. Powerful 

militaries are not born overnight, and a crucial part of building one is the support of the people. 

Without the people‟s support, militaries would be nearly impossible to create, and wars would be 

unwinnable.  

In the mid-twentieth century, many nations were caught up in World War II (WWII), one 

of the bloodiest, most expensive and resource-consuming events in all of human history. One of 

the many nations involved in this historic war was the United States. Every contribution to the 

war effort was vital, and in an effort to gain the necessary support from the public, the 

government released propaganda posters. One poster made by McClelland Barclay displayed the 

message “Defend American Freedom, It‟s Everybody‟s Job.” It was accompanied by a drawing 

of Uncle Sam putting on a baseball hat and rolling up his shirt sleeves to make him relatable to 

the average citizen. He longingly stared into America‟s eyes, trying to extract sympathetic 

feelings from the national conscience. Posters like this were pivotal in the war effort as they 

drew on the people‟s nationalism to increase America‟s overall support of a military agenda. 

Heightened approval of a powerful military worked to provide the resources and sense of unity 

necessary in war time. Many countries use various tactics to gain the support of their people, as it 

is a powerful weapon in winning a war. In order to maintain power, nations must find ways to 
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make the views of their people more militaristic.                                                                     . 

 Governments use tactics to persuade their people to have a more militaristic mindset in an 

effort to increase public support and ultimately, victory in war. WWII is a prime example of the 

measures a government will go to in order to implement pro-militaristic values in its citizens. 

The president at the time, Franklin D. Roosevelt, understood the weight of having the support of 

a nation. Author Carol Gelderman describes Roosevelt as a political leader who focused on 

persuading the public to favor his policy, even if it was not the accepted policy of the time. He 

made strategic moves to ensure he attained public endorsement. Roosevelt knew that public 

opinion was the key to national success regarding WWII and with his careful attention to how 

the nation felt, the United States went to war united. According to the National WWII Museum 

in New Orleans, the reason that national support was so important was that it worked to increase 

recruitment, financing, unification of the public, resource conservation, and factory production. 

The government realized that these were valuable commodities and sought to generate approval 

through various media outlets. Soon after the war began, generating support “became a wartime 

industry, almost as important as the manufacturing of bullets and planes” (Powers of 

Persuasion).  The United States Government even went as far as creating the Office of War 

Information, an organization focused on reviewing the content of war information and 

propaganda to help the government gain supporters. Adam Berinksy, a professor at MIT, makes 

the point regarding what influences public opinion that, “it is not the direct influence of wartime 

events themselves that determine public opinion….Patterns of consensus or dissensus on the 

interpretation of these events by political actors...shape public opinion more than the events 

themselves.” Berkinsky further supports the idea that it is not always the literal war that 

influences the views of the people, but often times the actions of the government. Gelderman 
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says that Roosevelt focused on how the American citizens felt about government‟s actions and 

worked to increase support for them. This relates to the point Berinksy makes that the actions of 

Roosevelt as a “political actor” were extremely influential during the war, more so than the 

“wartime events” like battles and invasions about which the public had little knowledge and 

influence. Not only was Roosevelt an influential and strategic leader, but the legislation at the 

time lent itself to creating a militaristic nation. As stated in the article, Secrets of Victory, by 

Michael Sweeney and Holly Shulman, President Roosevelt had the power to control the 

information that was given to the media. According to a law passed in 1938, all photographs, 

sketches or maps of a military nature had to be authorized by Roosevelt. Since the United States 

was able to control what the public had access to, the information that citizens were given 

regarding wartime events could be manipulated to portray a positive image of the United States. 

With no outlet to inform the public otherwise, the United States‟ people believed what they were 

told and ultimately supported the war effort. The spreading of militaristic views by the 

government proves necessary in any war, and governments take measures to sway the public in 

their favor. 

Governments work to make their people more militaristic, yet the globalization of 

information uncensored by the government results in increased dissent from the public. In the 

war between the United States and Vietnam, the world had become more globalized since WWII. 

Globalization is defined as “worldwide integration and development” and media influence 

worked to increase globalization as it provided information on the events that were happening 

around the world (“globalization”). Television worked to enhance this integration, proven by the 

fact that in 1950, five years before the war, only nine percent of Americans had televisions in 

their homes, while in 1975, when the war ended, 97.1 percent of the population had one (TV 
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Basics). In the article How to Lose a War in Encounter magazine, journalist Robert Elegant 

states that “in Vietnam, the media became the primary battlefield...press corps were more 

decisive than the clash of arms or the contention of ideologies.... the outcome of a war was 

determined not on the battlefield but on the printed page and, above all, on the television screen.” 

Elegant explains that Vietnam was a failure by the United States because the government had 

never fought an enemy abroad and the highly influential anti-war press simultaneously. The 

prominent media influence of the time and the hike in outlets to view media content, like the 

television, allowed the American public to gain an abundance of information that was 

uncensored by the government. This made it nearly impossible for the government to persuade 

public opinion in their favor. Night after night on their television screens, people were shown 

pictures and videos of the real suffering involved in wars, content that had been unseen by the 

public in previous wars. Naturally, they turned against the gruesome and inhumane acts in which 

the United States was involved. President Richard Nixon addressed American dissent of the 

Vietnam War in his memoir, saying, “whatever the intention behind such relentless and literal 

reporting of the war, the result was a serious demoralization of the home front, raising the 

question whether America would ever again be able to fight an enemy abroad with the unity and 

strength of purpose at home.” As the leader of the nation, Nixon was unable to rally the public 

behind the war effort because of the “relentless and literal” content being shown by the media 

and press. The situation that Elegant describes, a war determined by media, is a nightmare for the 

leader of a nation that needs the public support for a victory. While Roosevelt was able to control 

the media during WWII, Nixon was not granted this luxury and the government paid the price of 

an unsupportive country with defeat. The actions of the media worked to “demoralize” the 

American cause and portrayed the war effort as a life-costing mistake made by the United States. 



5 
 

The crucial sense of unity among the American public during wartime was lost during the 

Vietnam War as increased technology allowed the media to create mass dissent and disapproval 

through an abundance of pictures, videos, and information showing the realities of war. Positive 

public opinion towards militarism is crucial at a time of war in order to be victorious, but a more 

globalized world has led to a dissenting military attitude. 

As globalized information changes the way public opinion is swayed, governments must 

adapt to the changing times as they try to influence public opinion that aligns with their agenda. 

The struggle between increased access to information and communication and an evolved form 

of public propaganda is evident when examining the war in Iraq. The United States went into to 

war following the attacks of 9/11 and called their actions a “war on terror.” In an article in the 

Washington Post, Zbigniew Brzezinski, states that “constant reference to a „war on terror‟ did 

accomplish one major objective: It stimulated the emergence of a culture of fear. Fear obscures 

reason, intensifies emotions and makes it easier for demagogic politicians to mobilize the public 

on behalf of the policies they want to pursue.” Brzezinski refers to the emergence of fear as an 

accomplishment for the government. The use of tragic events to spark emotions and feelings of 

vulnerability are new tactics that politicians are using to spread their militaristic agenda. Calling 

it the “war on terror” made it an issue that all Americans felt connected to and thus a new form 

of government persuasion built on fear was created. Replacing the obvious posters begging for 

citizen support is careful wording and expert timing used to sway the opinion of the public. In an 

article by Hyunseo Hwang, et al., they claim that “media [is] thought to exert social control over 

dissenters by discouraging political expression and oppositional activities during periods of 

conflict.” Governments found that they could motivate the people to support the war by 

influencing the media and making it harder to go against the status quo. In this new age of 



6 
 

warfare, governments do not make an effort to push the people towards approval, but instead, 

away from dissent. This means that fear-mongering and media content backed by the 

government to give into societal norms are tactics used by the United States government to 

control their people‟s opinion. Later in the article by Hwang, et al., they state that “with the rise 

of the Internet...people play an increasingly active role in their media interactions, potentially 

reducing media influence and increasing dissenters‟ likelihood of speaking out and taking 

action.” The internet, a source of knowledge and communication unknown in any other time of 

war, is the new way that people are fighting against the mainstream ideas supported by the 

government. The government can push people away from dissent, but the increasing technology 

of the world gives people even more outlets to speak their beliefs and find others who share 

thoughts with them. The government has adapted, but so has the outstretch of globalized 

technology that will forever pose a threat to the national agenda.  

Having the public on the same side of a free government is critical in being successful in 

war. Governments realize this importance and take measures to make this happen, yet globalized 

information can cause mass dissent, even as the government‟s influencing techniques adapt to 

the media savvy world that exists today. The ways in which media is brought to the people and 

governments attempt to sway public opinion are constantly evolving to one another. Though, the 

reliance on public opinion and the attempt for media to spread information to the people will 

never change. As the reaches of technology extend farther into American lives, it remains to be 

seen whether the government will be able to counter the ease of information flow that is seen 

today. The question then becomes, for the next militaristic event, which will evolve faster, 

technology or ways for the government to sway public opinion? 
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