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Missouri History Museum exhibition examines propaganda's role in rise and fall of Nazi Germany[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Footnotes found with this article were added by Warren Solomon, a former social studies educator, who visited the exhibit.  ] 
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April 19, 2015 - By Calvin Wilson
In any other exhibition, the quotes on the museum wall might initially come across as smart marketing advice. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  This is an exhibit that has special importance for citizens of a democracy, where many individuals and companies use propaganda techniques to manipulate the thinking and behavior of others.  Hitler was a sophisticated genius when it came to propaganda.  His ideas—largely new at the time he was living—are now used all the time to sell products, political parties, and political candidates.  Citizens need to understand those techniques in order to protect themselves as independent, rational thinkers.] 

According to one quote, “a poster’s art lies in the designer’s ability to catch the masses’ attention by outline and color.” Another makes the point that “all effective propaganda must limit itself only to a very few points and to use them like slogans.”
The tipoff is the word, “propaganda.” Both quotes are taken not from a business handbook, but from the infamous 1924 memoir “Mein Kampf” — by Adolf Hitler.
Hitler’s record as a mass murderer is well documented. What’s less often acknowledged is how important the effective use of propaganda — which involved skillfully perverting advertising strategies to his own ends — was in his rise to power and the establishment of the Third Reich.
“State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda,” at the Missouri History Museum through Sept. 7, offers a disturbing but enlightening look at how Hitler manipulated public opinion in post-World War I Germany to create a dictatorship that crushed civil liberties and resulted in the murder of 6 million Jewish citizens.
Organized by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the exhibition is divided into four sections: “Selling Nazism in a Democracy, 1918-1933,” “Propaganda and Persecution in a Dictatorship, 1933-1939,” “Propaganda for War and Mass Murder, 1939-1945” and “Propaganda on Trial, 1945-1948.”
The traveling exhibition is augmented by several items from the Missouri History Museum archives.
“There are some deep connections that this region has to this exhibit,” said Adam Kloppe, a writing and research fellow at the museum.
“First and foremost, there are people from Germany who were victims of Nazi persecution, and who came to this region to escape that persecution,” he said. “There are St. Louisans who lost loved ones in the Holocaust. And a lot of St. Louisans gave their lives fighting against the Nazi terror that was sweeping through Europe (during World War II) — terror that was fueled, in a lot of ways, by Nazi propaganda.”
“State of Deception” is an immersive combination of elements including illustrations, films and artifacts. Visitors may be surprised to learn that the Nazis pioneered the use of electric loudspeakers in public gatherings and that they adopted the swastika as an instantly identifiable symbol of what they represented — a strategy known today as “branding.”
Similarly, Hitler was positioned as a product. During Hitler’s unsuccessful presidential campaign in 1932 (he was to attain the office in 1934), an advertising campaign was mounted for a phonograph of his speeches, “The First Adolf Hitler Record.” And “Mein Kampf” was not only released in a Braille edition (to remind blind Germans of Hitler’s wartime blindness from a gas attack) but also promoted as an ideal wedding gift.
Among the other artifacts is one that would have been prized by any Hitler Youth: a knife with a swastika imprinted on its handle and the words “Blut und Ehre” (“Blood and Honor”) inscribed on the blade.
But perhaps the most interesting part of the exhibition is a touchscreen display called “Nazi Propaganda Techniques,” which breaks Nazi propaganda down into categories including “Playing on emotions,” “Targeting desired audiences,” “Simplifying issues,” “Advertising a cause,” “Attacking opponents” and “Tools for mass communication.”
Under “Simplifying issues,” the display notes that “to attract attention, gain supporters and earn votes, Nazi propagandists used eye-catching posters, symbols and slogans to quickly convey a political point or an appealing abstract concept such as ‘freedom.’”
During World War II, propaganda was essential to rallying popular support for Hitler’s efforts to conquer territory and expand Nazi influence. It was also useful in creating a climate in which Jews and others whom the Nazis deemed undesirable were systematically eliminated.
“The propaganda is aimed to get Germans to turn a blind eye towards what’s happening,” Kloppe said. “To think that they shouldn’t protest against it or do anything about it — and that the people who are victims brought this on themselves.”
Perhaps the most valuable lesson to be gleaned from “State of Deception” is that words and images can be deployed in ways that strike at the heart of democracy.
“Propaganda,” Hitler observed, “is a truly terrible weapon in the hands of an expert.”

'State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda'[footnoteRef:3] [3:  The website related to this traveling exhibit supplied by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum is as follows: http://www.ushmm.org/information/exhibitions/traveling-exhibitions/state-of-deception.  For people who cannot make it to this exhibit and teachers who cannot take their students to see this exhibit, see this website for good resources to use in their classrooms: http://www.ushmm.org/propaganda/.  Social studies teachers who the World Wars of the 20th century or who teach units on propaganda at election times and English teachers who teach media literacy would find this exhibit and these websites to be useful.] 

When • Through Sept. 7. Hours are 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Wednesday-Monday and 10 a.m. to 8 p.m. Tuesday.
Where • Missouri History Museum, Lindell and DeBaliviere boulevards in Forest Park
How much • Free
More info • 314-746-4599; mohistory.org
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