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Introduction

This book asks how a state makes itself felt, seen, and heard. The Art of Propaganda:
Visual Culture, Film, and Rhetoric in Soviet Political Communication explores the
intertwined worlds of posters, cinema, radio, and public spectacle to show how
aesthetics became a tool of governance. Across revolutions, reforms, and
retrenchments, Soviet authorities cultivated images and sounds that promised
liberation, demanded sacrifice, and made the future seem graspable. What follows is
not a moral inventory of propaganda but an inquiry into its techniques and conditions:
how particular media translated ideology into everyday perception, and how citizens,
in turn, negotiated those translations. The central claim is straightforward: form was
not a decorative shell around politics; it was a method of rule.

Our approach pairs close visual and sonic analysis with political history. We treat
posters as arguments laid out in color and type, films as laboratories where movement
and montage recalibrated attention, radio as an intimate voice that organized time in
kitchens and factories, and public spectacle as choreography that bound individuals
into a crowd. These media did not operate in isolation. Together they produced what
might be called a total sound-image environment, saturating streets, screens, and
schedules. Sources include studio records, party resolutions, censors’ notes, parade
scripts, distribution logs, and diaries—materials that reveal both the ambitions of
planners and the frictions of everyday reception.

Periodization matters. The experimental fervor of the revolutionary years yielded
strikingly different aesthetics from those that crystallized under Stalin, even as both
sought to mobilize. During the NEP, commercial and political messages intertwined,
testing how desire could be steered rather than suppressed. Wartime propaganda
forged a grammar of urgency and endurance that outlived the front. The Thaw flirted
with satire, optimism, and a circumscribed consumer gaze, while the longue durée of
Stagnation normalized repetition and ritual as forms of persuasion. The late Soviet
years, finally, exposed the system’s reliance on habit and spectacle just as faith in
official narratives began to fracture.

Because this is a study of communication, it is also a study of feeling. Propaganda
thrives on the management of affect—on pride in production, tenderness toward
children and the elderly, awe before machines, suspicion of outsiders, and the
consolations of shared ritual. Parades and demonstrations sacralized political time;
radio songs archived collective emotion; films cued viewers where to look and when to
cheer. Even the most formulaic images rewarded careful craft: the tilt of a worker’s
cap, the upward vector of a smokestack, the diagonal that converts stasis into motion.
Such details matter, not because they are quaint, but because they are the hinges
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where aesthetics connects to power.

Material infrastructures gave these messages traction. The reach of a poster
depended on paper quotas and rail timetables; the intimacy of radio rested on the
installation of loudspeakers in courtyards and corridors; cinema'’s spell required
projectors, mobile units, and repair crews that could bridge distance and weather.
Censorship and guidance were not merely prohibitions but production
systems—meetings, manuals, and exemplars that taught artists how to see on behalf
of the state. Constraints—shortages, regional variation, institutional rivalry—did not
simply limit propaganda; they shaped its look and sound, producing a recognizable
style of persuasion under planning.

Finally, this book treats audiences as active interpreters rather than blank screens.
Citizens borrowed, mocked, misheard, and repurposed official messages, sometimes
privately, sometimes in public, often in ways legible only in the seam between
compliance and irony. The distance between intended and received meaning was
variable: at moments of crisis it narrowed; in more routine times it widened into
apathy or quiet critique. Attending to this spectrum of reception helps us understand
why certain images endured and others dissolved. It also cautions against equating
omnipresence with omnipotence.

What, then, is the contemporary stake of a historical study? While the Soviet case is
specific, the mechanisms we trace—simplification, repetition, emotional anchoring,
ritual, and infrastructural reach—are neither obsolete nor geographically bound. They
migrate across regimes and media systems, adapting to new technologies and
markets. By reconstructing how aesthetics served ideology and social control in the
Soviet twentieth century, we gain a clearer view of persuasion’s grammar more
broadly. The chapters that follow map this terrain medium by medium and era by era,
tracing the ambitions, techniques, and limits of a political art that sought to organize
not only images and sounds, but the very rhythms of collective life.
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CHAPTER ONE: Theories of Propaganda and Visual
Rhetoric

Propaganda seldom announces itself with trumpets at the door. It tends to arrive
dressed as good sense, civic duty, or the simple urge to keep pace with neighbors. In
the Soviet case it often wore a uniform, marched in step, and quoted yesterday’s
newspaper, yet it also borrowed the grammar of cinema, the color codes of posters,
and the timbre of radio voices. Before we open the archive and walk into the noise of
streets and studios, we need a provisional map of what propaganda is as a deliberate
practice, not as an insult. This chapter moves between theory and method, asking how
persuasion organizes perception, how visual and sonic forms translate ideas into
feeling, and how a state’s communicative ambitions meet the stubbornness of
everyday life. We treat propaganda as a set of techniques that amplify, repeat, and
stage messages so that they seem both inevitable and desirable. The analysis that
follows is neither a prosecution brief nor a celebration but a toolkit for reading what
was shown, said, and heard, and for noticing what the apparatus tried to make
invisible.

The word itself has traveled a long route from sacred origins to secular suspicion.
Derived from the Congregatio de propaganda fide, the Vatican committee for
propagating the faith in the seventeenth century, propaganda initially meant
organized missionary work. In that sense it was a logistical project: sending people,
texts, and rituals across distances to align belief with authority. Modern usage flipped
the valence while keeping the logistics. By the early twentieth century propaganda
became associated with deliberate mass persuasion, often tied to states and parties
that sought to engineer consent rather than merely request it. The Soviet experiment
inherited this semantic shift and put it to work with uncommon zeal, yet the basic
ingredients were familiar across borders. At its core propaganda is not defined by
falsehood but by a commitment to steer public thought and conduct through
coordinated messages. Truth claims are relevant but secondary to the consistency and
reach of the message system. What matters for our purposes is how authority
translates aims into images and sounds that fit the rhythms of daily life.

Early theorists approached propaganda as a science of opinion, borrowing from crowd
psychology and the emerging social sciences. Gustave Le Bon’s ruminations on the
irrational crowd supplied a template for fearing and managing collective emotion,
while Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion sketched how mental pictures guide political
judgment. For Lippmann, the public sees the world through stereotypes, simplified
images that reduce complexity to actionable cues. Propaganda works by implanting or
reinforcing those cues so that perception tilts in predictable directions. Harold Lasswell
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added a more clinical frame, defining propaganda as the management of collective
attitudes by manipulating significant symbols. His formula—who says what to whom
with what effect—gave scholars a scaffold for research, even if effect remained tricky
to measure. These interwar thinkers shared a sense that modern life had outpaced
individual judgment; they saw propaganda as both symptom and tool of mass society,
a way to fill the gap between events and comprehension.

The Marxist tradition recast propaganda as agitation and education, a pedagogical
arm of class struggle. Georgi Plekhanov and later Nikolai Bukharin distinguished
agitation from propaganda proper, with agitation aiming for immediate action among
the many and propaganda pursuing long-term ideological clarity among the few. This
division shaped Soviet practice from the underground years onward, yielding posters
that shouted slogans and journals that parsed theory. Vladimir Lenin, in What Is to Be
Done?, emphasized the need for disciplined consciousness brought from outside the
spontaneous movement of workers, a formulation that licensed an activist role for
intellectuals and artists. While Western theorists worried about crowd manipulation,
Bolsheviks treated propaganda as necessity, not pathology. The difference matters
because it determined aesthetics: if persuasion is a weapon, it should look sharp; if it
is schooling, it should look clear. Soviet visual culture oscillated between these
imperatives, producing images that were at once declarative and didactic.

Visual rhetoric supplies the next layer of analysis. Rhetoric traditionally studies how
language persuades, but visual rhetoric asks how arrangement, color, line, and scale
argue. Posters do not simply illustrate ideas; they stage them, using juxtaposition to
imply causality and diagonal thrust to suggest momentum. A raised arm, a pointing
finger, a fist breaking chains—these are not neutral signs but condensed arguments
about agency and destiny. In Soviet graphics the visual often had to do heavy lifting
because literacy was uneven and time was scarce. The poster as street text needed to
be legible at a distance, memorable after a glance, and repeatable across contexts.
This economy of attention produced a repertoire of motifs that could be recombined
like rhetorical commonplaces: the worker as protagonist, the Party as guide, the
enemy as obstruction. Visual rhetoric is not merely ornament; it is a logic of placement
that converts design into directive.

Formal analysis can be systematic without being dry. W. J. T. Mitchell’s notion that
pictures want things—pictures want to be looked at, circulated, interpreted—reminds
us that images are active participants in social life. They solicit response, reward
scrutiny, or provoke resistance. Roland Barthes’s distinction between the denoted and
connoted image clarifies how photographs and graphics carry both a literal message
and a cultural whisper. In Soviet news photography the denoted level might show a
miner at the coal face; the connoted level hints at heroism, progress, and the moral
worth of labor. Connotation is where ideology lodges, not in the object but in the code
that links object to value. Studying propaganda means learning to toggle between
these registers, noting where the switch happens and who controls it.
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Film adds time to rhetoric. Cinema does not only show; it shows in sequence, inviting
viewers to assemble meaning across cuts, durations, and angles. Sergei Eisenstein’s
theory of montage treated collision between shots as the engine of ideological
transformation. For Eisenstein, editing could produce new concepts not present in
individual frames, a kind of visual syllogism that moved spectators from recognition to
conviction. Dziga Vertov’s kino-eye pursued a different path, seeking to remake
perception through rhythm and surprise, turning everyday life into evidence of
socialist potential. Both approaches assumed that film could retrain attention, that the
eye could be educated by the machine. This ambition made cinema central to Soviet
propaganda, not merely a recorder but a maker of consciousness. The theory here
overlaps with propaganda studies: if montage can forge new meanings, then film is a
factory of consent.

The sonic dimension has its own grammar. Radio theorists from Bertolt Brecht to
Raymond Williams noted how broadcast speech organizes intimacy at scale. A voice in
the kitchen or the workshop can seem neighborly while speaking for the state. Music
and slogans become mnemonic scaffolds, turning abstractions into hum-able habit.
Sound design in newsreels and agit-trains synchronized affect with information,
ensuring that facts arrived with feeling. The concept of audiovisual ideology captures
how voice, music, and image reinforce each other, creating a total environment that is
harder to resist than any single medium. This layering matters because it mimics the
density of lived experience; propaganda works best when it feels like life, not lecture.

Reception studies complicate the picture further. Stuart Hall’'s encoding/decoding
model taught us that messages are not simply transmitted but interpreted, and that
audiences may accept, negotiate, or oppose preferred meanings. In the Soviet context
this meant recognizing that a poster intended to inspire might also be mocked, that a
radio drama meant to instruct might be enjoyed for its plot, that a parade meant to
awe might be endured as obligation. The polysemic potential of symbols means that
propaganda is never a closed loop; it is a circuit with feedback, static, and short-
circuits. The theorist must therefore allow for irony, for mishearing, for the private
jokes that circulate below official volume. Propaganda’s power lies not in perfect
control but in durable frameworks that survive reinterpretation.

Methodologically, this book combines semiotics, political history, and media
archaeology. Semiotics helps decode signs and systems: how a hammer and sickle
condenses class alliance into a single mark, how red signals urgency and legitimacy,
how scale can inflate a leader or shrink an enemy. Political history anchors these signs
in decisions: party resolutions that mandated aesthetic norms, censorship directives
that banned this color or that composition, economic plans that allocated paper and
film stock. Media archaeology digs into the material conditions of production and
distribution: the presses, the mobile projection units, the radio towers that made
saturation possible. Together these approaches avoid the twin traps of reducing
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images to mere reflections of power or elevating them to autonomous art. Instead we
trace the circuitry that connected intention to form to encounter.

A working definition of propaganda for this book might run as follows: coordinated
communication that seeks to shape public perception and conduct by simplifying
complexity, repeating core messages, and embedding them in sensory-rich
environments. This definition emphasizes coordination over coercion, environment
over isolated texts, and simplification over lies. It also leaves room for slippage, for
messages that ricochet off target audiences or return to planners with unintended
meanings. Propaganda in this view is not a monolith but a repertoire of strategies that
adjust to historical circumstances, resource constraints, and audience feedback. The
repertoire includes visual repetition, ritual staging, audiovisual layering, and
infrastructural reach. The Soviet case offers a particularly rich laboratory for studying
how such strategies evolve across peace, war, reform, and stagnation.

To see propaganda as repertoire is to avoid the trap of totalizing accounts that treat
the state as all-powerful and citizens as blank slates. Repertoires are flexible; they can
be mixed and matched. A poster might borrow the kinetic language of cinema; a radio
speech might adopt the pictorial clarity of a poster; a parade might incorporate filmed
interludes. This cross-medium fertilization produced a distinctive Soviet style in which
clarity, scale, and tempo reinforced each other. The style was not inevitable; it
emerged from debates among artists, ideologues, and bureaucrats who argued over
the proper balance between avant-garde experimentation and mass legibility. Those
arguments shape the chapters that follow, but they are worth noting here because
they remind us that propaganda is made, not born.

The concept of visual culture expands our lens beyond propaganda narrowly defined.
Visual culture includes the habits of looking, the design of everyday objects, the layout
of newspapers, the architecture of public spaces. In the Soviet context visual culture
was politicized long before the Bolsheviks seized power; religious icons, lubok prints,
and tsarist statuary supplied a symbolic vocabulary that revolutionaries repurposed or
rejected. Understanding propaganda requires sensitivity to this broader visual literacy,
the unspoken rules that tell people how to decode images. When Soviet designers
replaced halos with searchlights or saints with shock workers, they were not erasing
tradition but translating it. The translation succeeded to the extent that it felt intuitive,
even inevitable.

Film as propaganda benefits from this cultural translation. Cinema entered Russia
through a cosmopolitan circuit of imports and adaptations, acquiring a grammar of
suspense, melodrama, and spectacle that could be bent to political ends. Early Soviet
filmmakers faced a double task: to prove that cinema could be art and that art could
serve revolution. This dual mandate produced a burst of innovation, from the rhythmic
montage of Vertov’s newsreels to the dialectical collisions of Eisenstein’s features.
Theory followed practice as filmmakers argued that montage could forge new
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consciousness, that the camera could see better than the eye. These claims were not
modest; they amounted to a theory of mind married to a theory of politics. When we
analyze these films we are analyzing arguments about how perception itself could be
collectivized.

Radio’s contribution was different but no less profound. Unlike posters that could be
torn or films that required darkened rooms, radio entered private spaces with the
timbre of companionship. Its loudspeakers turned apartments into nodes in a national
circuit. Theorists of broadcasting noted that radio collapses distance while preserving
hierarchy; the speaker may be distant but the voice is present. Soviet radio blended
instruction and entertainment, news and music, in proportions that shifted with
political winds. The intimacy of the medium made doctrinal messages palatable, even
domestic. A listener might question a newspaper headline but find it harder to argue
with a voice that announced the weather and the five-year plan in the same soothing
tone.

Spectacle completes the mix. Parades, demonstrations, and anniversary celebrations
staged politics in three dimensions, choreographing bodies to amplify messages
already circulating in print and broadcast. The theorist Maurice Halbwachs wrote of
collective memory as socially constructed and spatially anchored; Soviet spectacle
built memory in real time, turning streets into classrooms and citizens into students.
The choreography of mass events borrowed from theater and military drill, producing
a hybrid language of order and enthusiasm. These events were photographed and
filmed, then rebroadcast, creating feedback loops that magnified their impact.
Spectacle thus functioned as both live persuasion and archival resource, a living proof
that could be replayed.

All these media rely on simplification, but simplification is not stupidity. Effective
propaganda reduces complexity to patterns that can be recognized, remembered, and
repeated. Cognitive psychologists note that repetition increases fluency, and fluency
breeds liking; the more we see a message, the more it feels true. Soviet propaganda
exploited this effect through serial imagery, recurring slogans, and ritualized
ceremonies. The result was a mnemonic landscape in which key symbols acted as
mental shortcuts for vast arrays of policy and promise. This landscape was not static;
it shifted with campaigns, but the underlying grammar of repetition remained.

Emotion is the glue that holds this grammar together. Fear, pride, hope, suspicion, and
indignation are mobilized and directed through images and sounds that attach feeling
to abstraction. Theorists of affect remind us that emotion is not irrational noise but a
form of intelligence that guides judgment and action. Soviet propaganda carefully
calibrated affect, offering heroic narratives for pride, enemy images for suspicion, and
utopian vistas for hope. Even the most rationalistic plans were rendered as emotional
stories, with protagonists, obstacles, and resolutions. This narrative structure made
policy legible as drama, and drama made policy feel personal.
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Authority is the final ingredient. Propaganda works when it can borrow or manufacture
credibility, when the source of the message is trusted or at least feared. In Soviet
practice authority was staged through institutional titles, visual regalia, and ritual
deference. The leader’s image became a synecdoche for the state, appearing on
posters, in newsreels, and over radio waves. This personalization was not merely
ornamental; it provided a stable point of reference in a shifting world. When policy
grew abstract or confusing, the leader’s visage offered reassurance that someone was
in charge. Theories of charismatic authority help explain why this worked, but we need
not invoke mystique alone; organization did much of the heavy lifting.

Taken together, these theoretical strands give us a lens for the chapters ahead. They
allow us to ask consistent questions across media: What problem of perception is this
message solving? How does form amplify or constrain meaning? What infrastructures
make it possible? How do audiences receive, reshape, or reject it? By keeping these
questions in view, we avoid treating propaganda as a monolithic force and instead see
it as a set of practiced solutions to recurring challenges of rule.

One last clarification before we proceed. This book is not a history of lies versus truth.
It is a history of communication under conditions of scarcity, urgency, and ambition.
Soviet communicators often believed in what they made; they were not cynical
performers mouthing falsehoods. Nor were audiences passive dupes. The interaction
was messier, a constant trading of meanings in which sincerity and strategy,
conviction and calculation, coexisted. The art of propaganda lies in that intersection, in
the craft of making conviction visible, audible, and contagious.

With these tools in hand, we can now turn from theory to practice, from the
conceptual frameworks that guided Soviet communicators to the posters, films,
broadcasts, and spectacles they produced. The next chapter will immerse us in the
earliest days of Bolshevik paper culture, when revolutionaries turned scarcity into
style and urgency into aesthetics. But the foundation laid here will remain visible
beneath every poster, every frame, every voice: the deliberate, practiced effort to
align perception with power.
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