Historical and Cultural Contexts

CHAPTER
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Scope & Sequence
Citizenship, patriotism, censorship, political corruption, and media propaganda—these are themes of Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington. They are also controversial social issues that surrounded the release of the film in 1939. During this time,
Europe was at war and much of America was still adamantly “isolationist.” Given this historical context, the film became
a lightning rod for criticism. During the film’s premiere in Washington, D.C., many members of Congress walked out of
the theater. They claimed the film was an insult to American politicians. Members of the National Press Club were equally
offended and angry. The film depicted the news media, the press club said, as “clowns, rumpots, and scoundrels.” On the
other hand, film critics and the American moviegoing public thought the film was quite good. They formed long lines at
the box office.
To study the historical and cultural contexts of a film is to study the historical period in which the film was made and
the social issues relative to the film’s themes. In order to understand why some members of Congress and the press
condemned Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, students first need to learn what a depiction is. Lesson 1’s activities guide them
through identifying, then interpreting depictions, including those in political cartoons as well as in moving images.
The lesson’s activities also touch upon media manipulations. Lesson 2 explores in detail the controversy the film triggered
in Congress the year it was released, as well as the controversy it triggered overseas—both in London during the German
Blitzkrieg and in France under Nazi occupation.
In lesson 3, students learn about visual and sound symbolism and propaganda. Ironically, Frank Capra, who was accused
of being unpatriotic in 1939 for daring to satirize corrupt political leaders, was commended during World War II by the
government for creating a powerful documentary series for American servicemen, titled “Why We Fight.” Students will see
excerpts from Capra’s first two films in that award-winning series. Teachers may wish to pre-screen the film clips in this
lesson to determine the appropriateness of the content for their students.
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Film Study Standards
1.0

Film Language. Students learn to read and interpret visual text by developing a film vocabulary, identifying editing
techniques, and analyzing film elements within selected scenes.

2.0

Historical and Cultural Contexts. Students understand that a film is both a historical/social document and a
cultural artifact. Students analyze social issues presented in a film and form conclusions about the ways in which a
film influences and is influenced by the society in which it is produced.

4.0

Viewers’ Response and Aesthetic Valuing. Students understand that a film is a work of art. Students describe,
interpret, and analyze a film’s visual design. They respond to and make informed judgments about a film, deriving
personal meaning from the work. They express their viewpoints through oral and/or written presentations.

5.0

Cross-Curricular Connections. Students first tap their knowledge of other disciplines to study a film. They then
apply what they have learned about film to other disciplines, making connections between film and literature/
language arts, film and history/social studies, film and other arts, and film and sciences.
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Lesson 1 How Films Mirror Society
Teacher Overview
A film, like all works of art, reflects the values and culture of the society that produces it. Mr. Smith Goes to Washington
was made during a period of history that generally excluded women and people of color from holding political office.
Society’s attitudes in 1939 were such that the realm of politics belonged to men, primarily white men. As many of your
students will point out, African American actors in this film play the roles of servants—porters at the train station, a waiter
at the National Press Club. The lone female reporter at Mr. Smith’s interview asks him what he thinks of the ladies in
Washington. No doubt, her news assignment is the ladies’ social pages. Those shots depict historically accurate practices.
To deepen students’ understanding of how films reflect society, however, requires more than fact checking. This lesson
teaches students that films are depictions of people, places, and events. Like all visual images, film depictions have
connotations that can be positive, negative, or neutral. The ability to identify depictions and how they are constructed is
an important critical-thinking skill. Equally important is exploring why filmmakers create these depictions. Asking why
leads to a far deeper understanding of how movies mirror society.

Learning Outcomes
Students will
understand that movies are a reflection of the culture and historical period in which they were made;
define what a depiction is;
interpret visual symbols that political cartoonists use to suggest meaning;
identify specific techniques used by filmmakers to create depictions;
form conclusions about how Mr. Smith Goes to Washington depicts politicians and the media.

Key Terms
(Note: Most terms are defined within the activity text that follows. You may also refer to the glossary.)
depiction, disclaimer

Lesson 1 Materials

Activity
Activity A
Time and
Interpretations
Activity B
What Is a Depiction?

Activity C
Depictions of
Politicians in the Film

DVD

Print
Graphic Organizer 4-1:
That Was Then; This Is Now

None

Still 4-1: Sleigh Ride
Visual-Thinking Activity 4-1,
Enrichment: How to Read
Depictions in Political Cartoons
Graphic Organizer 4-2:
Depicting Characters in Films
Screening Sheet 4-1:
The Silver Knight

Still 4-2: Listening for His
Master’s Voice
Still 4-3: “Doing Right Well!”

Film Clip 4-1: The Silver Knight
Still 4-4: “First ‘Whiff’ of Washington”

Activity D
Media Manipulations
Reading Activity 4-2:
Interpreting Depictions
Screening Sheet 4-2:
Boy Stuff v. The Taylor Machine
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Still 4-5: “Will Be Heard From”
Film Clip 4-2:
Boy Stuff v. The Taylor Machine

Activity A Time and Interpretations
Concept
A film is a cultural document that provides insight to the values and social concerns of the society that produces it.

1
2

Engage
Begin by asking students in approximately what year Mr. Smith Goes to Washington takes place. Ask them to provide relevant
details from the film to support their answers. For example, because the film shows the Lincoln Memorial, students can
infer that the film takes place sometime after the construction of that building. (Teachers may wish to tell them that the
memorial was built in the 1920s.) The fact that Mr. Smith arrives in the nation’s capital by train, however, is not a relevant
detail to determine time. Trains remain a widely used method of transportation to and from the nation’s capital today.
Details of fashion, however, can help to date a film, as can the type of automobiles, telephones, and other communication
systems that are shown.
Encourage students to think of details not shown that might help date the film. For example, there are no computers, no cell
phones, no televisions, no SUVs in any scenes in this film. Prompt additional discussion with the questions below.
Guided Discussion
1.

Why is the National World War II Memorial in Washington, D.C., not a stop on Mr. Smith’s sightseeing tour?
Obviously, World War II had not yet occurred. American entry into the war would take place in December 1941, two
years after the film’s release. The memorial was not dedicated until 2004.

2.

Why isn’t Mr. Smith’s filibuster—his holding the floor in the Senate—reported on television news? Radio and
print newspapers were the mass media of the day. In 1939, 80 percent of American households had a radio. Most
homes in America would not have a television until the late 1950s.

3.

What other details of communication technology are missing from this film simply because they had not yet
been invented? Answers may include cell phones and computers. Today it is likely that Mr. Smith’s filibuster would
be aired live on all-news television channels, such as C-SPAN. As a result, Jim Taylor’s political machine would have
greater difficulty keeping Smith’s message from reaching his constituents in his home state.

Explain & Explore
Display and/or distribute
Graphic Organizer 4-1: That Was Then; This Is Now. Explain that people often
interpret movies in different ways. This is true of other media and art forms, as well, including advertisements, news
broadcasts, popular and classical music, paintings, and photographs. Ask:
1.

What does this graphic illustration suggest about how audiences interpret movies over time? Answers will vary
but should include the main idea that the society in which Mr. Smith Goes to Washington was created, in 1939, was
very different from today’s society.

2.

How has society changed since the time this film was made? Answers may include changes in technology,
the economy, social values and attitudes, work opportunities, civil rights, gender roles, fashion, etc.

Discuss the graphic organizer in more detail, focusing on its bulleted questions. You may share some or all of the
information provided below or use those bulleted questions as topics for independent research.
What is graft? What is a political machine?
Audiences then would have been familiar with the terms graft and political machine, due in part to some
scandals that occurred in the first two decades of the 20th century. The Teapot Dome Scandal, for example,
in 1922 was widely publicized. Briefly, it involved a secret arrangement in which the secretary of the interior,
without competitive bidding, had leased the U.S. Naval Petroleum Reserve at Wyoming’s Teapot Dome to a
private oil company. Wisconsin Republican Senator Robert La Follette and Wyoming Democratic Senator John
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Kendrick arranged for the Senate Committee on Public Lands and Surveys to investigate the matter. Audiences
today might be reminded of more recent scandals that have made newspaper headlines. Two examples are the
Enron and Halliburton scandals. Teachers need not go into great detail to explain these scandals, but they
should encourage students to think about present-day issues relative to the film.
Why are all of the U.S. senators in the film portrayed by white male actors? Why were women
and people of color not included in the cast for the Senate?
Frank Capra carefully recreated the Senate Chamber, right down to the desks and busts of vice presidents
that lined the walls of the visitors’ gallery. Was he also careful in casting the senators? Yes! In 1938–1939 no
women served in the Senate, although three women served in the House of Representatives. During this same
period, no African Americans served, nor Asian Americans nor Latin Americans. Audiences then would have
been surprised to see a woman or person of color serving in the Senate. Encourage students who wish to learn
more to research women and people of color who have since been elected to the Senate. Students may be
surprised to learn, for example, that one of the first African American senators was a former slave, Blanche K.
Bruce. A Republican from Mississippi, Senator Bruce was born into slavery in Virginia and later elected to serve
in the Senate in 1875.
Why are there no female pages in the movie?
Not until May 14, 1971, were the first female pages appointed. They were Paulette Desell and Ellen
McConnell, both 16 years old. Again, audiences in 1939 would have found it unbelievable that a teenage
girl not yet out of high school would serve as a Senate page. Society then had different views of what boys
and girls could do. Most people, though not all, did not consider politics something a girl could be successful
at, or even understand. Incidentally, Daniel Webster (at whose desk Jefferson Smith sits) appointed the first
page—a 9-year-old boy. Ask students to research current Senate pages who serve today.
Why do so many of the characters smoke in the scenes?
Audiences then viewed smoking differently, in part because scientific studies linking smoking with cancer and
other diseases was not as widely documented or publicized. Ask students to research the decline in portraying
smoking in movies in the 21st century.
Why does Saunders wear those funny little hats?
Audiences then would have thought Saunders’s clothing, including her hats, very fashionable. Even the way
the hat sat on her head at an angle was part of the fashion trend of the late 1930s. While many in the audience
were struggling to earn enough money to put food on the table, they would have enjoyed seeing Saunders all
dressed up. After all, she was young and held a glamorous position—secretary to a United States senator—
and could therefore afford these fashion luxuries. Ask students to comment on fashion trends that are depicted
in films today.

Close
Ask students to name a movie from the first years of the 21st century that might confuse audiences 40, 50, or 60 years in
the future. Present-day films that focus on environmental disasters or war, for example, might be difficult to understand if
the viewers of the future do not know the specific historical or cultural issues relative to these films.
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Activity B What Is a Depiction?
Concept
A depiction is a representation of reality. To depict is to portray or characterize using words and/or images.

1
2

Engage

3

Introduce the concept of depictions, or representations, by starting with something most students have read and undestood—
comics. Ask them what their favorite comic strips are and why. Focus discussion along the following points.

4

1.

How long does it take to read a comic? Many students will agree that they can read a newspaper comic strip
in a minute or less.

2.

What visual symbols, rather than words, communicate meaning in cartoons? Encourage students to provide
examples of symbols from their favorite strips.

3.

How does the sequence, or juxtaposition, of the panels in a comic strip communicate meaning? Most often the
meaning of the strip isn’t fully understood until all of the images are read. Each drawing is like a stepping stone leading
the reader toward the cartoon’s meaning.

Explain & Explore
Define depiction. A depiction is a drawing or representation of reality. To depict is to portray or characterize using words
and/or images. Explain that comics are a type of depiction. Then shift the discussion from comic strips to editorial, or
political, cartoons.
Share this information with students:
The political cartoon has been popular throughout history as a way of communicating or expressing ideas to people.
Cartoons most often appear in newspapers and magazines. People “read” a political cartoon quickly, often within just a few
seconds. And so the cartoonist must get his or her meaning across in that same amount of time. The political cartoonist often
uses exaggeration, visual symbols, and words to create humor. The purpose of the political cartoon is almost always to express
criticism or approval. Because political cartoons use humor to achieve their messages, they are satires.
Display
Still 4-1: Sleigh Ride. Explain that this political cartoon is dated 1937, about the time that Frank Capra
was beginning to work on Mr. Smith Goes to Washington.
Guided Discussion
1.

Who is steering the sled? President Roosevelt

2.

Who is pushing the sled? Congress

3.

Who is going along for the ride? The American people (The child’s hat reads
“We the people.”)

4.

What meaning do the dialogue balloons suggest? The people don’t know where
the president’s laws or legislation is taking them. Neither does Congress.

5.

The sled is a visual symbol. What meaning does the sled suggest about the president’s policies? The sled is a
means of transportation. The cartoonist is suggesting that the president’s policies are taking the American people “for a
ride.” Emphasize that the sled is heading downhill, and that too has meaning. The cartoonist believes that the president’s
policies are not leading the American people to higher ground or higher achievement; just the opposite.

6.

How is Congress depicted in this cartoon—favorably or unfavorably? Provide a reason for your answer.
Unfavorably: Congress is drawn as an old man. The fact that Congress has no idea where it is going but is still hanging
on for the ride is also negative.
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Enrichment
Distribute
Visual-Thinking Activity 4-1, Enrichment: How to Read Depictions in Political Cartoons.
Assign students to work in pairs or groups of three. Explain that they will view two additional political cartoons
from the same year—1937.
Display
Still 4-2 and Still 4-3. As students view each still on the DVD, they should discuss the questions on
the activity sheet and try to reach agreement on the answers. Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key for Visual-Thinking Activity 4-1, Enrichment: How to Read
Depictions in Political Cartoons, Still 4-2—Listening for His Master’s Voice
1.

The dog is a symbol. What does the dog symbolize, or represent? Provide a reason for your answer.
The dog symbolizes Congress: The cartoonist drew a hat on the dog that says 75th Congress.

2.

The phonograph is really not a phonograph. What is it? The horn, or amplification piece, is coming out of a
building that somewhat resembles the White House.

3.

Who or what is being depicted in this cartoon? Members of Congress hanging on the president’s words

4.

Is the depiction favorable or unfavorable? Provide a reason to support your answer. Unfavorable: In part
the meaning comes from the drawing of the dog. Its expression is somewhat confused or dazed rather than alert
or aggressive, and it sits waiting. The meaning comes also in part from the title given the cartoon. Congress is
waiting to act until the president—“his master”—tells it what to do.

5.

How might this depiction differ in meaning if the cartoonist drew a bear with long claws or a roaring
lion, rather than a dog? Some students may point out that a dog is considered “man’s best friend.” A dog is
obedient, at least this dog appears to be. A bear with claws or a roaring lion would suggest a more aggressive
or powerful Congress, even an angry Congress on the attack.
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Answer Key for Visual-Thinking Activity 4-1, Enrichment: How to
Read Depictions in Political Cartoons, Still 4-3—“Doing Right Well!”
1

1.

What visual symbols does the cartoonist use to depict President Roosevelt? A stethoscope, a medical bag,
and a bottle of tonic, or medicine, suggest he is a doctor.

2.

What visual symbol does the cartoonist use to depict the American people? Uncle Sam, which is a
depiction used frequently to symbolize the American people or the United States of America

3.

This cartoon suggests a cause-and-effect relationship. What is that relationship? The fact that Uncle Sam
is in his undershirt and is being examined suggests he is the president’s patient. And the president’s medicine to
get Uncle Sam back in good health is the bottle of tonic on the table. Students need not know what the New Deal
was to understand the basic meaning of this cartoon. However, you may wish to explain that the New Deal was
a series of political programs to get Americans working again during the Great Depression.

4.

Is this depiction of the president favorable or unfavorable? Provide a reason to support your answer.
Favorable: The president is neat and well-attired and smiling. Uncle Sam is robust, not thin or sickly, and
stands with shoulders squared and chest forward.

Close
Compare the theme and tone of the political cartoons to the theme and tone of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Although
a movie is clearly not a cartoon but a different medium, both the film and the cartoons depict government sometimes
favorably and sometimes unfavorably by using humor and visual symbols. How do filmmakers create depictions? That is
the subject of the next activity.

Activity C Depictions of Politicians in the Film
Concept
Filmmakers use specific techniques, including framing and composition, to create a depiction.

Engage
First, ask students whether Mr. Smith is a Democrat or a Republican. This is actually a trick question. At no point in the
film is Mr. Smith or Senator Paine ever identified as belonging to a specific political party. This wasn’t an oversight. It was an
intentional omission. Ask students to explain why.
Next, review with students the meaning of the word disclaimer, first introduced in chapter 1. A disclaimer is a statement that
denies any connection between two things. Explain that frequently writers and/or publishers of novels print a disclaimer at
the beginning of a story to make certain the reader understands that the characters and events in the book are made up and
not based on real people or their experiences. They do this, in part, to protect themselves from being sued.
To be certain students understand the importance and purpose of a disclaimer, ask, Why might some people sue an author if
they thought the author was writing about them in a book?
Return to the opening question. Why did the filmmakers intentionally omit aligning the characters with a political party?
Perhaps they were hoping to avoid any controversy by linking a corrupt politician with a specific political party. But there
may be another reason: By leaving the party affiliation open to interpretation, the audience can make its own associations.
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Explain & Explore
Display and/or distribute
graphic illustration.

Graphic Organizer 4-2: Depicting Characters in Films. Discuss the key points on the

Literary Techniques
By middle school, most students will have had some practice in identifying methods of characterization in short
stories or novels—physical appearance, behavior, speech, thoughts, and reactions. This graphic taps that knowledge
and shows how the same principles apply to film depictions. The film techniques, however, differ somewhat.
Filmmaking Techniques
Students should have no difficulty linking a character’s physical appearance to the filmmaking techniques of
costuming, hairstyle, and makeup. Likewise, behavior and dialogue written in a short story translate into behavior
and dialogue seen and heard in a movie. The one point that may be more challenging to understand is how the
filmmaker reveals a character’s thoughts. This is where framing and composition play a critical role in suggesting
meaning. Dark lighting might signal a somber mood. Suspenseful music or sound effects may signal a character’s
fright. A series of images juxtaposed—placed one after the other—or dissolving one into another may signal a
memory. Finally, filmmakers can suggest the reactions of others through dialogue and behavior but also by means
of reaction shots as well as visual and sound symbols.

Distribute
Screening Sheet 4-1: The Silver Knight. Explain that students will view a scene from the film
with the specific purpose of identifying ways the filmmaker depicts Senator Paine.
View
Film Clip 4-1: The Silver Knight. Allow time for students to complete the questions. Discuss their
observations. Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-1: The Silver Knight
Costuming, Hairstyle, Makeup
1. How are both men dressed, and what does their clothing tell you about them? Both men are dressed in suits.
Senator Paine’s is darker. The suit color might mean nothing at all. It might simply be a way of distinguishing the two
men, providing a contrast for visual interest. Suits are generally worn for formal occasions or for professional business,
therefore the suits reinforce the men’s positions as leaders, decision-makers. Some students might point out that suits also
seem to lend respectability to the wearers. In this case, they seem to cover up or disguise the true motives of the wearers.
2. Look closely at Jim Taylor’s hairstyle and coloring and compare and contrast them with Senator Paine’s.
How are they different, and what do these differences in hairstyle reveal about these two men? Some students
will easily notice the dark hair color of Taylor and the silver or gray hair of Senator Paine. Some may suggest this
signifies a difference in age. Some students may also make the connection between Paine’s silver hair and his nickname
“the Silver Knight.”

Acting
3. Throughout this scene, Taylor looks directly at Paine, talks in a sickly smooth way, laughs, smirks, and points
his finger. What does that tell you about his attitude about himself and his attitude toward Paine? He’s confident
and arrogant. He views Paine as a weakling, a dupe who can be manipulated, or controlled.
4. Describe Paine’s physical behavior in this scene. What does his body language suggest about his thoughts?
He is rigid. He barely moves. His hands are in his pockets. Unlike Taylor, he does not laugh or even smile. As the scene
progresses, he does not look Taylor in the face. This suggests he is unable to move or act against Taylor, though he has
attempted to. He looks troubled or worried more than angry.
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Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-1: The Silver Knight (cont.)

1
2
3

Dialogue

4

5. Who says, “You can’t come here and pull that steamroller stuff”? What does he mean? Paine says this. He is
referring to Taylor’s methods of bossing people around, i.e., to the Taylor political machine running over people.
6. How does Taylor manipulate, or pressure, Paine to do what Taylor wants? Answers will vary but should include
one or more of the following: He threatens him by saying he’ll send him home with the Boy Ranger (Smith), meaning
he’ll take away Paine’s power and position in the Senate. He belittles him by implying that Paine was a nobody until
Taylor made him “look” like a senator. He threatens to blackmail Smith, to “break him wide open.” Some students
may also observe that Taylor mentions the national convention, which is a reference to the nomination for president—
a suggestion that if Paine pushes through the dam project, Taylor may help Paine run for president.

Composition
7. As the scene begins, the two characters face one another. Which character, if any, is the point of emphasis?
Neither character is the point of emphasis. The camera frames them so that they are equal. Extend the discussion by
pointing out that the men have opposite viewpoints and are in a confrontation, but no one has control at the beginning
of the scene.
8. When Paine refuses to cooperate with Taylor’s efforts to destroy Jefferson Smith, Taylor walks toward the
door at the back of the room, leaving Paine in the foreground. If the scene had ended here, who would be the
point of emphasis in the frame? Senator Paine; he is the larger figure in the frame, and this emphasizes his moment
of decision.
9. As the scene ends, Paine walks into the background and Taylor is in the foreground. What does this suggest
about their relationship? Who has won the confrontation? Taylor is now the dominant figure in the frame,
the point of emphasis. He has won the confrontation and remains in control of the senator and stands there mocking
Paine’s nickname of “the Silver Knight.”

Think More About It
How does the filmmaker depict Senator Paine in this scene—favorably or unfavorably? Provide an explanation
for your answer. Unfavorably: Explanations will vary but should include the main idea that Taylor’s attitude is derisive,
condescending, threatening, and the senator’s behavior is subservient. Although Paine tries to wrest control of the
situation—and his political career—from Taylor, he fails. The scene ends with Taylor more or less sending Paine “to his
room” while Taylor takes care of business.

Close
Ask students to comment on other scenes in the film that depict Congress either favorably or unfavorably. Guide this wrapup discussion to touch upon how members of Congress react to Smith’s plea to state his side of the story on the Senate floor
(they walk out) and how they maintain a quorum—the minimum number of members—sitting in the chamber but with
their backs to Smith, not listening.
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Activity D Media Manipulations
Concept
Audiences often form their opinions of people or organizations based on media depictions. The depictions may be true or
somewhat true, false or somewhat false. An important critical-thinking skill is the ability to identify and interpret a depiction
rather than simply to accept the depiction as true or false.

Engage
Write the term sound bite on the chalkboard or overhead projector. Ask students what this term means and how it may be
similar or different from words taken out of context. Sound bites are short quotes—often a single sentence—that in a few
words communicate an idea, and tend to get used over and over. Sound bites are catchy, meaning they are memorable as
well as short.
Ask students who uses sound bites or where they might have heard or read sound bites. Answers will include advertisers,
news reporters, and politicians. Two examples of political sound bites from the last few decades include: “Read my lips.
No new taxes.” (President George H. W. Bush); and “You’ve got to dance with the one that brung ya.” (President George
W. Bush).
Next, write this phrase on the chalkboard or overhead projector: words taken out of context. Ask students to suggest
what this phrase means. It means quoting someone or making reference to something a person said without explaining
the circumstances in which the person made the statement.
Ask: Are sound bites and words taken out of context the same thing? They are not! A sound bite is a quote. It may be partial
(a sentence taken from a paragraph, a paragraph taken from a longer speech) but it is not misquoted. Words taken out
of context are almost always misleading, suggesting a meaning much different from what the person originally intended.

Explain & Explore
Display
Still 4-4: “First ‘Whiff’ of Washington.” Explain that this is an image
taken out of context. The headline is misleading, suggesting a meaning other than
what actually happened. Most students will recall that during his first interview with
reporters, Jefferson Smith demonstrated a birdcall. This headline, however, suggests a
totally different meaning—that Smith finds the nation’s capital “stinking” or “rotten.”
Emphasize that if Senator Smith actually said “first whiff of Washington” and the
newspapers quoted just that phrase, that would be an example of a sound bite.
Display
Still 4-5: “Will Be Heard From.” This photo headline as well as the
article subhead to the left of the photograph (“Ranger Smith Attacks Government
Spending: Denounces Legislation that Squanders Public Funds”) are misleading quotes.
Ask students if they remember what Jefferson Smith actually said during his first
interview with reporters. The “context” in which Smith made the statement was this:
He was explaining his idea for a boys’ camp, which the boys would fund themselves
through contributions of nickels and dimes. “The government’s got too much on its
hands already,” Smith had said. The subhead suggests a totally different meaning.
Point out that both images are examples of how the film depicts newspaper reporters.
The depiction is unfavorable because the reporters use misleading headlines and take words and photographs out of
context. The film’s depiction of the news media extends far beyond just these two images, as students will learn in the
next reading and screening activities.
Distribute
Reading Activity 4-2: Interpreting Depictions. Some teachers may consider assigning this activity
sheet as homework prior to the screening activity. Recommended answers are as follows.
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Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-2: Interpreting Depictions
Diz Moore

1

1. a. What might an audience infer about Diz from these images? He spends more time drinking and socializing than
working to find and report good news stories.
b. Is the depiction of Diz favorable or unfavorable? Provide a reason for your answer. Unfavorable: Answers
will vary but should include the main idea that Diz when first introduced is loafing on a couch in the senator’s outer
office, waiting for the story to come to him rather than actively hunting a story. Additionally, he is more frequently
seen in restaurants or courting Saunders than in a newsroom. Some students may argue, however, that he is a caring
friend to Saunders, and that could be positive. Nevertheless, his depiction as a news reporter is primarily negative.

National Press Club Reporters
2. a. What does the reporter mean by “chasing ambulances”? Some students may not be familiar with this slang
expression. The word ambulances suggests that someone is hurt. How the person got hurt may be a news story.
“Chasing ambulances” then is a rather cheap and not very ethical way of getting a story, at the expense of someone
else’s pain.
b. What attitude do the reporters have about Nosey? How do you know? They think he is inferior to them.
They are club members. Apparently, he is not. They are surprised that he has entered. And they do not respect
his tactics. (Note: Share with students this bit of trivia about the National Press Club: It was a male-only club.
Although female reporters did indeed work in Washington, they were not allowed into the club.)
3. a. What attitude do the reporters have about themselves? How do you know? They are not moved at all by
Smith’s accusations. They laugh at him. They seem to feel superior to politicians, saying they are more honest
because they don’t have to lie to the people to get reelected.
b. Does this sequence portray a positive or negative depiction of the news media? Provide a reason for your
answer. Negative: The audience has clearly seen that the headlines are misleading and out of context, yet the
reporters deny being dishonest. The sequence also seems to indicate that the reporters may sometimes treat their
job as a game or a joke.

Jim Taylor
4. a. Taylor doesn’t own all of the newspapers in the state. How does he suggest controlling those he does not
own? He bribes them with money, saying to “pay out”. He also says to threaten them, stall them, use force to keep
them from delivering the papers.
b. Is this depiction of the news media positive or negative? Provide a reason for your answer. Negative: It
suggests that one man and his allies can control the press in an entire state.
5.

When Saunders learns that Jim Taylor’s media machine has muzzled the whole state, she says sarcastically,
"Freedom of the press!" What opinion about the press is Saunders expressing? Answers will vary but should
include the main idea that Saunders is being critical of the news media. Her sarcasm suggests that she believes the
press is not entirely free, that in this particular instance, it’s being controlled and manipulated by someone who’s
not interested in reporting the truth.

Distribute
Screening Sheet 4-2: Boy Stuff v. The Taylor Machine. Now that students have practiced discussing
positive and negative depictions, they are ready to analyze depictions in a video segment.
View
Film Clip 4-2: Boy Stuff v. The Taylor Machine. After viewing, review students’ observations. Recommended
answers follow.
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Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-2: Boy Stuff v. The Taylor Machine

Boy Stuff

Filmmaking
Techniques
Images

Soundtrack

The Taylor Machine

The audience sees Saunders dictate the
story over the telephone. A few dozen
boys working in an old house set the type
by hand on an old printing press and run
off copies one at a time on this press. The
filmmaker uses a close-up shot to reveal
the newsletter headline: “Jeff Tells Truth!
Shows Taylor Up.” The lighting is high key,
allowing the viewer to see many details.

The audience sees Taylor dictate his version of the
story over the telephone. A vast array of reporters
and typesetters in big offices and factories work
on the stories. Large machines print thousands of
copies quickly. The filmmaker uses a close-up for
the Taylor newspaper headline: “Smith Lies Says
Senate.” The lighting is low key; Taylor is lit but
surrounded by shadow.

The soundtrack includes the boys’
chatter as they get to work and cheerful
strains of music.The overall mood is one
of excitement.

The sound is harsh, menacing: Taylor barks into
the phone; the machines roar and drone as they
churn out papers. The overall mood is suspenseful.

Think More About It
How does the use of machines in this montage symbolize Taylor’s control over the media? Taylor’s machines
are loud and powerful and can produce copies at a rate that the Boy Rangers’ hand-operated machine cannot.
The big newspaper machines work together to create a visual symbol of Taylor’s control—the “Taylor machine.”

Close
Ask students to comment on how multiple images contribute to an overall depiction. For example, in Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington, Diz Moore is a lazy news reporter. However, other news reporters in the film also have negative characteristics.
The reporters who interview Smith misquote and mock him in their headlines and captions. The film also shows one man,
Big Jim Taylor, controlling the content of many newspapers. Taken all together, these images create a negative depiction of
the press. Remind students, however, that it is a fictional film, not a documentary. In part, the depiction is entertainment.
Nevertheless, many people base their understanding of race, gender, social classes, cultures, and events on media depictions,
including depictions crafted in movies.

Smoking in the 1930s
Why do so many characters in this film smoke?
What did society in the 1930s know—or not know—
about the hazards of smoking? Learn more
by going to The Story of Movies Web site, at
www.storyofmovies.org.

117

Lesson 2 How Films Influence Society

1
2

Teacher Overview
While films reflect society, they can also shape society by breaking cultural stereotypes. There may be no female senators in
Congress in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, but the character of Clarissa Saunders is both independent and intelligent. She is
the driving force who teaches Jefferson Smith everything he needs to know in order to break Jim Taylor’s political machine.
And that sends a powerful message, at least to some women in the audience. Films allow audiences not only to recognize
life the way it is but also to imagine the way life could be.
The activities in this lesson focus primarily on the controversy that surrounded the release of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington
in America in 1939 and soon after in England and France, after those countries had declared war on Germany. At that time,
America remained an “isolationist” country, though clearly the news of the day focused repeatedly on the conflicts overseas.
Exploring how an audience reacts to a work of popular culture provides insight to that society’s values and social issues.
Art is often controversial, and the controversy can be educational. This film, in particular, triggered a national debate over
issues of patriotism and censorship. In commenting on the controversy, director Frank Capra wrote: “I had no idea that this
picture would create this much excitement, and frankly, I believe this sort of discussion is healthy for the country. . . . I do
hope there are more arguments about pictures. I hope more pictures will be made with ideas that provoke discussion.”

Learning Outcomes
Students will
distinguish between historical and cultural documents;
learn to recognize opinions;
explain that a film can be a primary source document;
interpret newspaper headlines for positive and negative connotations;
understand that films can have an effect on society, history, and culture.

Key Terms
(Note: Most terms are defined within the activity text that follows. You may also refer to the glossary.)
premiere

Lesson 2 Materials

Activity

DVD

Print

Still 4-6: The Premiere

Activity A
The Controversy
in Congress

Reading Activity 4-3:
The Press Backlash

Activity B
Fears Overseas

Reading Activity 4-4:
Letters of Protest

None

Activity C
When History
and Culture Meet—
Mr. Smith Goes
to Paris

Graphic Organizer 4-3:
When History and Culture Meet

None

Still 4-7: News Headlines

Reading Activity 4-5:
Cheers Overseas
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Activity A The Controversy in Congress
Concept
How an audience reacts to a film provides insight to social issues and values of the time period.

Engage
Ensure that students understand the meaning of the word controversial—arousing dispute. Ask:
1. What kind of music might be considered controversial today?
2. What type of clothing might be considered controversial today?
Not all students will agree on the type of music or clothing that is controversial. Explore their responses and why they
may differ.

Explain & Explore
Define history and culture as suggested below.
History
History is the study of past events and people. Historical events are real, not created.
Culture
Culture is the study of how people within a society or community live. A society’s culture, or way of life, includes
food, religion, philosophies or ideas, recreation and other forms of entertainment, music, and art.
Display
Still 4-6: The Premiere. Allow time for students to read the headline silently.
Explain that the headlines they viewed in lesson 1, activity D (“Media Manipulations”)
were not actual newspaper headlines but rather images created specifically for the film.
Those newspaper images were cultural documents. The image they are viewing now in
Still 4-6 is a historical document, an actual page from the October 18, 1939, edition of the
Times Herald, a newspaper based in Washington, D.C.
Discuss the top photograph on Still 4-6. It is a long shot of the people who attended the premiere, or first showing,
of the film. As the headline indicates, they numbered about 4,000. The caption under the photograph reads:
“Panorama of the capacity audience which filled Constitution Hall last night to witness the premiere of ‘Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington.’ Practically every member of the Senate and House of Representatives and members of the
National Press Club turned out with their wives and friends to preview the Capra-directed production.”
While Still 4-6 is displayed, draw students’ attention to some of the other headlines on the front page of this edition.
One announces a Nazi raid that damaged a British battleship. Another headline mentions a “War Roll Call.” Emphasize
that just days prior to the premiere of Mr. Smith, Adolf Hitler and his Nazi storm troopers had invaded Poland. As a
result, England and France declared war on Germany. America, however, remained a neutral country.
Emphasize that at the time the film premiered, much of the world was at war. Although America was not yet at war,
the issues of censorship and patriotism as presented in the film triggered controversy among members of the United
States Congress as well as among members of the National Press Club. Share with students this information about the
premiere of the film.
Prior to the actual showing of the film, the National Press Club held a dinner party at the club for members of Congress
and the press. Women who were usually excluded from the male-only club were allowed on this evening to attend the dinner.
Toasts were made and congratulations given to thunderous applause for director Frank Capra, even though no one had yet
seen the film.
The party moved to Constitution Hall for the showing. Within the first half hour, Capra noticed how the audience was
whispering, fidgeting, and that, he said, was a terrible sign. Then he saw the first husband and wife stand and walk out.
Jimmy Stewart hadn’t even begun his filibuster yet! When he did, Capra said, “The whispering swelled into a provoked
buzz.” More people walked out muttering loudly enough for Capra to hear comments such as “Outrage!” and “Insult!”
When the film ended and the lights came up, more than 1,000 people had left. Some of those who remained applauded,
but many more did not.
What happened?
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Display
Still 4-7: News Headlines. Again, emphasize that these are copies of
real headlines that appeared in newspapers across the country in the days following
the premiere and release of Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Select specific headlines
and phrases to read aloud and to discuss with the class.
“Capra’s Capitol Offense” suggests the director had offended all of Congress. It is also a play on words.
A capital offense is so serious a crime, such as murder, that it is punishable by death. The Capitol, on
the other hand, is the building where Congress meets.
“Senate, Ired at ‘Mr. Smith,’ to Retaliate” states that the senators who saw the film, or heard about it, are angry
and will seek revenge. The article, although unreadable on the screen, discusses possible legislation the Senate
may introduce to control how Hollywood studios distribute their films in theaters.
“Capra Comedy, or Calumny . . .” uses alliteration (the repetition of the initial letter in words) to create clever
meaning and to grab the reader’s attention. Calumny means slander. Slander is much more than name-calling.
It is a serious, even abusive, attack on a person’s character or reputation.
“Fourth Estate Tongues Wag on Bibulous Correspondent” is a challenging headline for just about anyone, let
alone a middle-school student! Break it into parts: Fourth estate is a phrase that means newspaper reporters,
editors, and photographers as a single group. Tongues wag or wagging tongues refers to gossip. Bibulous means
inclined to drink or imbibe alcoholic beverages. Bibulous is not quite the same thing as
alcoholic, but the connotation is close.
Distribute
Reading Activity 4-3: The Press Backlash. Explain that in this activity students are going to move
beyond the headlines and read what some of the senators as well as members of the National Press Club had to say
about the film. Review terms in the Word Builder boxes. After each passage, discuss the questions. Recommended
answers are below.

Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-3: The Press Backlash
Passage A
1. How many senators are quoted in this passage, and who are they? Two—Senator Barkley and Senator Byrnes;
Senator Wheeler is mentioned but not directly quoted.
2. Who—Senator Barkley or the journalist Richard Strout—believes that the film was a source of “disgust”?
Give a reason for your answer. Senator Barkley: The reporter states in the beginning that the senator is sharing
his opinions about the film. The quotation marks indicate clearly that the senator is speaking, not the reporter.
3. What specifically did Senator Barkley think was a “grotesque distortion” of how the Senate is run?
That senators would actually walk out while one of their own was addressing them in the Senate Chamber; that a
senator would listen to and be manipulated by a “crook”
4. The United States is a democracy, not a government where one person rules or dictates the lives of all.
What “totalitarian governments” is Senator Byrnes referring to in the final paragraph? Students must infer,
based in part on the mention of Nazis in the first still shown in this activity, that Byrnes is speaking of Adolf Hitler’s
Nazi Party in Germany. Other totalitarian rulers at this period in history included Benito Mussolini, the dictator of
Italy, and Emperor Hirohito in Japan. These three men would join forces to form the Axis, an alliance against which
the Allies (America, England, France, Poland, and other countries) would fight in World War II.
5. Why might the senator’s arguments about “totalitarian governments” raise concerns among the American
people in 1939? Again, students must infer that the American people were aware of the Hitler regime as well
as Mussolini’s and Hirohito’s. Senator Barkley suggests that the dictators would like their people to believe that
Americans were stupidly led by corrupt leaders, in other words, that they were weak and not a people who thought
for themselves.
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Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-3: The Press Backlash (cont.)
Passage B
1. The first paragraph is one long sentence that summarizes the plot of the film. The rest of the article is
commentary about the film. Who or what does the reporter quote in this article? He quotes a publication,
Editor and Publisher, for the press opinion, and two senators, Barkley and Byrnes, for the political opinion.
2. What does Editor and Publisher mean when it says “technically and dramatically, the picture is excellent”?
The filming techniques, such as the sets, composition, lighting, and soundtrack, the acting, and the script are very good.
3. Editor and Publisher states that the depiction of journalists and the news media is false. What specific words
or phrases does the spokesperson for Editor and Writer use to describe how the film depicts journalists?
He describes them as clowns, rumpots, and scoundrels.
4. Compare Senator Barkley’s comment in this article with his quote in passage A. They are very similar, using
the same word, crooks. In passage B, however, he comments on the ending of the film, criticizing the filmmaker for
not showing what happened to the crooked politician.
5. Compare Senator Byrnes’s comments in this article with his quote in passage A. Again the comments are very
similar. In passage B, however, he talks not only about how totalitarian governments will view the film, but also about
how the American people will interpret it, and that the film will tell them most of the senators, governments, and
press are corrupt.
6. What opinion, if any, does the reporter give of the film? Although the article contains opinionated statements, they
are not the reporter’s. He is quoting others. The reporter does not comment on the film, either positively or negatively.

Think More About It
1. What assumptions about the American people are Editor and Publisher and the two senators quoted in both
articles making? Americans will believe that everything they see on the movie screen is real.
2. Comment on the similarity of the two articles. What conclusions can you make by reading two different
articles, written by two different reporters, and published in two different newspapers in two different parts
of the country, which contain such similar information? Some students may suggest that the two senators—
Barkley and Byrnes—gave a press conference that these two reporters attended, a conference similar to the interview
Jefferson Smith gave in the film. That would account for the similarity in quotes. Another possibility
is that the senators made official statements about the film and released them to the press. In addition, teachers should
emphasize that both articles are one-sided. Neither reporter sought out or recorded any favorable responses to the film.

Close
Discuss with students the reaction of politicians and the press. Were students surprised by the reaction? Would such
a reaction occur today if a movie showed members of Congress as corrupt? Ensure that students understand that the
negative reaction of these two groups—politicians and the press—is a result of the negative depictions of the news
media and politicians in the film.
Emphasize that not all people found the film in “thoroughly bad taste.” The reaction of most of the American people
and film critics was overwhelmingly positive. They loved the film. The articles presented in this chapter are just that—
news articles relative to the historical period in which the film was made, not movie reviews. However, some students
may wish to research reviews of the film, circa 1939, for comparison.
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Activity B Fears Overseas
Concept

1

Audiences interpret and react to art, including movies, in different ways based on their lifestyles and experiences, their
history and culture.

2
3

Engage

4

Explain that in this activity, students will read a historical document written in November 1939 by Joseph P. Kennedy.
Kennedy was the United States ambassador to England. At the time he wrote this letter, England was at war with Germany.
You may also wish to share with the class that Joseph Kennedy was the father of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, who would in
the very near future serve as an officer in the United States Navy in World War II, and in 1960 would become the president
of the United States.

Explain & Explore
Distribute
Reading Activity 4-4: Letters of Protest. Explain that this reading activity has three parts and includes
correspondence between Ambassador Kennedy, President Roosevelt, and Frank Capra and Harry Cohn. Cohn was the
head of Columbia Pictures, which produced Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. Review terms in all of the Word Builder
boxes. Students will read all passages and then discuss the social issues the letters of protest raise.
(Note: The arguments presented here are as relevant today as in the mid-20th century. Teachers may adjust this lesson
for reading ability by using a DRTA (Directed Reading-Thinking Activity) approach, reading at key points in the letters
and asking comprehension questions.)

Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-4: Letters of Protest
Passage A
1. Where did the ambassador see the film? in London, England
2. What is the ambassador’s purpose in writing the telegram to Hays? Answers will vary but should include the
main idea that Kennedy is very upset by the way the film depicts politics in America. His purpose in writing is to
express his concern to the movie industry.
3. What is the ambassador’s purpose in sending a copy to the president? Students must infer from Kennedy’s
tone, e.g., “most disgraceful” and “criminal,” that his purpose in sending a copy to the president is to alert him to
the possible negative impression the film may leave on foreign audiences.

Passage B
1. What opinion do Cohn and Capra state about the film? Contrary to Kennedy’s opinion, the film is patriotic
and uplifting and portrays Americanism.
2. What argument and/or supporting details do Cohn and Capra provide to back up their opinion? The film
has received great critical acclaim from newspapers around the country, in both reviews and editorials. Cohn and
Capra provide direct quotes from articles about the film, that it is perceived as patriotic and honoring democracy.
In short, they tell Kennedy that so many people can’t be wrong.
3. In your opinion, is their argument convincing? Answers will vary. Most students are likely to agree that the
filmmakers present a good case for their point of view by citing so many different sources of information. However,
emphasize that most of the sources cited are movie critics. As students will see, the response from Kennedy that
follows indicates that they have not convinced him, because he is not looking at the film through the eyes of a filmmaker or a film critic.
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Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-4: Letters of Protest (cont.)
Passage C
1. What does Mr. Kennedy mean when he says “we are looking at this picture through different eyes”? He sees
the film from different points of view than Cohn and Capra do. Encourage students to think about Kennedy’s role
as an ambassador. He represents American interests in a foreign country. He must be alert to anything that may
damage America’s image in England.
2. In paragraph two, what example does Mr. Kennedy provide to support his statement that people in
England have the impression that the United States is run by gangsters and crooked politicians? The English
newspapers gave first-page coverage to gangster Al Capone being released from prison, but only one newspaper ran
a story about a Supreme Court justice who had died.
3. Mr. Kennedy says, “We must be more careful.” What does he mean? By “We” he is referring to Americans and
specifically to Hollywood studios that make motion pictures and distribute them to foreign audiences. By “careful”
he means that filmmakers should create films that show foreign audiences the best side of America and Americans.

Close
Ask students if they agree that people in foreign countries learn about America through the movies we make. Extend the
discussion to include movies they have seen recently that portray or depict foreign cultures. Although many students may
be hard-pressed to name a movie about a foreign country or made in a foreign country, you can still emphasize the point
that our understanding of other people, other lifestyles, other cultures—even history—are shaped, in part (and often in large
part), by media depictions. Teenagers in particular are likely to see more movies than international news broadcasts and thus
may be more influenced by cultural depictions than historical ones.

Activity C When History and Culture Meet—Mr. Smith Goes to Paris
Concept
Historical events often trigger cultural reactions. Just as history shapes a society’s culture, so too does culture shape how
people react to historical events.

Engage
Introduce this lesson’s final activity by telling students that the controversy over whether Mr. Smith Goes to Washington
was a patriotic film or a film that could harm America has one more episode. Three months after many members of
Congress walked out of the premiere and after Ambassador Kennedy wrote his letters of protest, the film played to audiences in France. The situation in France at the time was quite grim. Hitler’s Nazi army had defeated the French in 1940 and
occupied the country.

Explain & Explore
Review the difference between history and culture, as presented at the beginning of this lesson. History is the study of
past events and people. Culture is the study of how people within a society or community live.
Display and/or distribute
Graphic Organizer 4-3: When History and Culture Meet. Discuss the key points on
the graphic organizer by asking the questions which follow to emphasize how history and culture are often related by
cause-and-effect relationships.
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1939—Historical Event
Adolf Hitler and his Nazi storm troopers invade and conquer Poland. As a result, England and France declare war
on Germany.
1. Why is this a historical and not a cultural event? The invasion and declaration of war were real events that
happened to people, and therefore are historical. By contrast, the uniforms the Nazis wore, the patriotic songs
the French and British and Poles might have sung in defiance of the Nazis, or a novel written about the invasion,
etc., would be cultural expressions.
2. What cause-and-effect relationship is stated in this example? Because Hitler invaded Poland, France and
England declared war on Germany.
1939—Cultural Event
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington plays in movie theaters in America to very good critical reviews. Some members of
Congress, however, think the film is mean-spirited and unpatriotic because it portrays American politicians as corrupt.
3. Why is this a cultural and not a historical event? The film is an artistic creation meant to entertain and
perhaps even to inspire society, and as such, it reflects social attitudes and interests of the period and the culture.
4. What cause-and-effect relationship is stated in this example? The film’s themes and characters triggered
two reactions—favorable reviews by critics and unfavorable comments by some members of Congress.
1942—History and Culture Meet
The Nazi army now occupies most of France. The Nazis ban all American films. The last one shown before the ban goes
into effect is Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. The French people cheer when the word liberty appears on the screen.
5. The two events in 1939 were separate and unrelated. Hitler did not invade Poland because Mr. Smith
Goes to Washington was released in theaters, or vice versa. But a cause-and-effect relationship did occur
in 1942 between the occupation of France and the film. What is that cause-and-effect relationship?
A historical event (the occupation of France) triggered a cultural reaction (the banning of American films).
6. In your opinion, why did the Nazis ban American films? Students must infer that movies influence
the attitudes of the audience. The Nazis wished to control the French people, and banning cultural experiences,
especially one such as viewing a film that espouses democracy, was one way to do that.
Distribute
Reading Activity 4-5: Cheers Overseas. Review the Word Builder terms. Discuss the questions.
Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-4: Letters of Protest

1. What information about Mr. Smith Goes to Washington is given in paragraph one? It was shown in France
as the last film before the ban on American and British films went into effect. The paragraph also states that French
audiences cheered the film.
2. Where was the film shown? Throughout France, in provincial—rural or country—movie houses
3. At what points during the film did the French audience applaud and/or cheer? When the word liberty
appeared on the screen during the Lincoln Memorial scene, and when Mr. Smith argued in Congress for the rights
and dignity of men and women
4. Explain in your own words the meaning of the last sentence in this article. Answers will vary but should
focus on the main idea that the film seemed to capture the hopes and dreams of all France, a country that had lost
its liberty.
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Close
Link the past with the present. Although students may not agree with Ambassador Kennedy that Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington is unpatriotic, even criminal in its depiction of American government, he is correct in saying that people
learn about Americans from the films we make. Ask students to discuss whether they think that people around the world
still learn about the United States from the American films they see. If so, why is that so? What other types of cultural
documents might also influence their perceptions of America and Americans? Answers will vary. Some students might suggest
that since 1942, the use of television has provided additional “images” of America and Americans. But other students might also cite
artwork, literature, and music as ways people learn about this country.

Hold a Panel Discussion
Director Frank Capra said, “I had no idea that this picture would create
this much excitement, and frankly, I believe this sort of discussion is healthy
for the country. . . . I do hope there are more arguments about pictures.
I hope more pictures will be made with ideas that provoke discussion.”
Continue this dialogue by holding a panel discussion on a contemporary
movie that has triggered social controversy. Go to The Story of Movies
Web site, at www.storyofmovies.org, to learn more about this topic.
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Lesson 3 World War I and Frank Capra’s Documentary Films
Teacher Overview

1

Are movies political? If so, how can we as educators best prepare students to identify and interpret political messages or
ideologies in movies? Ideologies sounds like a very big word for middle-grade students. And yet children are exposed to
political messages daily through television news, entertainment, and commercials, as well as movies.

2

The focus of this lesson is Prelude to War and The Nazis Strike, the first two films in Major Frank Capra’s World War II
documentary series Why We Fight, produced by and for the United States Army and released in 1943. Capra created the
film series after enlisting in the armed services soon after America entered the war. In creating the films in his series, he
used primary source documents, specifically propaganda films of Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and Japan. He also found in
government warehouses copies of German, Italian, and Japanese newsreels from the 1920s and 1930s. In this lesson, students
will view some of this rare and important historical footage. But first—in order to understand, to make conclusions, and to
form opinions about what they are watching—they must learn to identify propaganda strategies and the use of visual and
sound symbolism.
The screening activities in this lesson are challenging and require sufficient time for both pre- and post-viewing discussions.
For those teachers who integrate literature and social studies or who cover propaganda, the causes of World War II, or science
and technology in their curricula, this lesson will be particularly valuable. Nevertheless, teachers should preview the film to
determine if it is appropriate for their students in terms of content and comprehension. For those teachers who wish to show
the first film, Prelude to War, in its entirety, the film may be available at their local public libraries or can be ordered online or
through any number of DVD or videotape outlets. The entire film runs approximately 53 minutes.

Learning Outcomes
Students will
explain the difference between a documentary film and a fictional film;
define symbol and identify examples of visual symbols in a video segment;
explain how a visual or sound metaphor suggests meaning;
define propaganda;
identify and understand three propaganda approaches, or strategies—fear appeal, bandwagon appeal, and
authority/celebrity appeal;
identify and understand three techniques of creating propaganda messages—repetition, associations, and emotionloaded words, images, or sounds.

Key Terms
(Note: Most terms are defined within the activity text that follows. You may also refer to the glossary.)
propaganda, documentary, symbol, voice-over, subtitle

Lesson 3 Materials

Activity
Activity A
What Is a
Documentary?

DVD

Print
Reading Activity 4-6: Major Capra
Makes a Documentary

None

Still 4-8: Map of Japan

Activity B
Visual Symbolism—
Maps and Metaphors

Still 4-9: Map of the Black Dragon
Still 4-10: Map of Germany
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Lesson 3 Materials (cont.)

Activity

DVD

Print

Still 4-11: Map with Swastika
Still 4-12: Map of Italy

Activity C
What Is Propaganda?

Activity D
Enrichment—
The Power of Moving
Images and Sound

Screening Sheet 4-3:
Visual Symbolism—
Maps and Metaphors

Film Clip 4-3: Visual Symbolism—
Maps and Metaphors

Graphic Organizer 4-4:
Propaganda Strategies

Still 4-13: Deliver Us from Evil

Reading Activity 4-7:
The Axis Powers in 1939
Screening Sheet 4-4:
The Axis Powers in 1939

Film Clip 4-4: The Axis Powers
in 1939

Screening Sheet 4-5, Enrichment:
Propaganda in Wartime

Film Clip 4-5, Enrichment:
Propaganda in Wartime

Activity A What Is a Documentary?
Concept
A documentary is a nonfiction movie that portrays real people or real events in an accurate way, often using primary
source materials to tell a story. Rather than to entertain an audience, the main purpose of a documentary is to inform;
often its purpose is also to persuade.

Engage
Write the word documentary on a chalkboard or overhead projector. Underline the root word document. Ask students
to explain what they think a documentary film is and how it might differ from a fictional movie. Allow some discussion
before sharing with them the following information:
A documentary is a film that portrays real people or real events in an accurate way. Often the filmmaker writes the
script using primary source materials, such as diaries, letters, and eyewitness accounts, to tell the story. Documentaries
are different from fictional movies in this way: The characters and settings are real. Documentaries are similar to fictional
movies in this way: They use visual images and a soundtrack to tell a story and control what the audience sees and how.
In other words, even though a documentary uses real images and historical sources to tell a true story, the filmmaker selects
what information to use and then decides how to frame and sequence the information visually. Documentaries, therefore,
often express a point of view as well as present information.
Ask: Are home movies documentaries? Answers will vary but, in fact, many film archivists consider home videos a type of
documentary. Not all home movies are of good quality or tell a nonfiction narrative. Nevertheless, if the videos document
or show how real people live and behave, then they have some value as documentary films.
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Explain & Explore

1

Distribute
Reading Activity 4-6: Major Capra Makes a Documentary. Review the Word Builder terms and
discuss the questions. Recommended answers are below.

2
3
4

Answer Key for Reading Activity 4-6: Major Capra Makes a Documentary

1. What was the problem General Marshall said the country faced? What was Marshall’s “greatest worry”?
The problem was to raise an army of eight million soldiers and train them. His greatest worry was that they would
not understand why they were fighting.
2. What assignment, or mission, did General Marshall give Major Capra? To create a documentary film that
explained why America was going to war and why her soldiers must fight
3. Why was Capra not confident he could do what the general asked? He had never made a documentary film
before, and he didn’t know the answers to the questions “Why was America at war?” and “Why must her soldiers fight?”
4. What did Capra learn about Hitler and the Nazis from watching Triumph of the Will? That the Nazis glorified
Hitler as a god, and that Hitler had a hypnotic control over his soldiers.
5. Why did Capra want to get his hands on enemy propaganda films? He wanted to show America what was
happening in Europe and the Pacific. The images of Hitler and Nazi Germany in the films had chilled Capra.
He wanted to convince America’s soldiers that Hitler was a real threat, that Hitler wanted to enslave the world.

Think More About It
In what way can a film become a weapon? Moving-image technology can become a tool of propaganda.
A carefully crafted film controls what the audience sees and how, thereby influencing or attempting to influence
what they think and feel. A film can be used to destructive ends, just as a weapon can be.

Close
Write the word propaganda on the chalkboard or overhead projector. This term was briefly defined on the reading activity
sheet, but share this longer definition with students: Propaganda is the spreading of ideas, information, or allegations in
order to influence or control public opinion and behavior. Instead of teaching how to think, propaganda strategies teach
what to think. Tell students that they will study propaganda in more detail later in this lesson.

Activity B Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors
Concept
A symbol is an object that stands for or represents something else, usually an abstract idea or a quality.
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Engage
Ask students to explain the purpose of maps. The obvious answer is that maps show the location of
places or geographic features, such as rivers, lakes, boundaries, etc. Encourage discussion to include
the following points:
Maps can be geographic, but they can also be political, cultural, and historical.
Maps can illustrate change over a period of time.
Maps need not be photographs and usually aren’t.
Finally, ask students if maps can do more than inform. Can they, for example, persuade?

Explain & Explore
Explain that a map is a visual symbol. The geography of a map is usually represented by drawings. As you progress
through showing the next five still images, prompt critical thinking with the guided discussion questions indicated
after each one.
Guided Discussion
Display
Still 4-8: Map of Japan. After viewing the image, ask the
following questions.
1.

What countries and bodies of water are identified on this map? Japan, USSR
(explain that the USSR no longer exists; this would be a reference to present-day Russia), Korea, and China (some
of the letters are cut off). The Sea of Japan is also identified.

2.

Which country is the point of emphasis, and how do you know? Japan is in the center of the frame and
is also the only country shown in black, which makes it stand out.

Display
Still 4-9: Map of the Black Dragon. After using the questions below to discuss the image,
you may consider viewing Still 4-8 again so the class can see that, geographically,
the islands of Japan somewhat resemble the shape of the dragon.
3.

How has the map changed? Japan is not drawn geographically but rather
symbolically as a dragon.

4.

What do you think the dragon symbolizes? Students may respond that the dragon
is a fearful creature and appears aggressive in this depiction. It therefore represents danger or aggression.
Others may say that the dragon represents the country of Japan. Both would be correct. Explain that the
black dragon was a symbol of Emperor Hirohito’s army.

Display
Still 4-10: Map of Germany. Prompt discussion with the
questions below.
5.

What does this map emphasize, and what other countries does it show?
Germany is the point of emphasis and again is shown in black to stand out. Some of
the bordering countries have their names partially printed. You may wish to review
these clockwise: East Prussia, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Switzerland, France, Belgium, Netherlands. At the
very top would be Denmark.

Display
Still 4-11: Map with Swastika. Continue the guided discussion as
indicated below.
6.

How has the map of Germany changed? A type of cross now dominates the frame.
The word Germany is no longer on the map.

7.

What do you think the symbol means? Some students may associate the swastika
symbol with Nazi Germany. In this case, the symbol has little to do with the geographic outline of the country.
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Share this information about the swastika with students, as it will be useful for interpreting subsequent
screening activities.
Four Ls make up the cross. Some anthropologists (people who study the cultures of past societies) say these
four Ls represented Luck, Light, Love, and Life. The swastika is among the oldest symbols in the world.
Evidence of the swastika has been found in ancient Rome and ancient Greece. It has also been found on Buddhist
idols and on Chinese coins dated 315 B.C. In Ireland, a similar symbol, called St. Brigit’s Cross, is still placed in
kitchens or above doorways for good luck. Among other cultures that adopted the symbol as a peace or good-luck
symbol are the Ashanti of Africa, the Tlingit of Alaska, the Cuna of Panama, and the Navajo and the Hopi of
the United States.
In the 20th century, the German people, specifically the political Nazi Party, adopted the swastika as its symbol.
For the Nazis, the symbol came to represent a belief in its superior power and in world domination. But for the
Allies in World War II, the cross came to symbolize Nazi brutality and evil.
Display
Still 4-12: Map of Italy. Conclude the guided discussion of the still
images with the questions below.
8.

Describe what this map shows. Like the previous maps, this image focuses on one
key country, but that country is obstructed by a large black symbol. Some students
will infer from the geography of bordering countries that this is Italy. Some students
may describe the symbol as a type of ax.

9.

Have you ever seen this symbol before, and do you know what it might stand for or represent? The fasces
symbol will not be as familiar to the students, but they can infer from its placement on the map that it stands for or
represents Italy.

Share this information about the fasces symbol, as it will be useful to them in subsequent screening activities.
Like the swastika, the fasces was originally an ancient symbol, specific to the Roman Empire. It is a bundle of sticks
or rods bound together around an ax. The ancient Romans used the sticks to flog criminals, and therefore the fasces
became a symbol of power or authority. In the years prior to and during World War II, the symbol came to represent a
dictatorial political party in Italy, led by Benito Mussolini. Mussolini’s followers called themselves Fascists, as a way to
link themselves to the glorious warriors of ancient Rome.
Discuss how these maps differ from present-day maps of Japan, Germany, and Italy. Explain that these maps were drawn
during World War II by the War Department specifically to illustrate ideas about the enemy to American troops.
Distribute
Screening Sheet 4-3: Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors. This screening activity has three segments, the first of which will show the animation of two of the images just studied, Stills 4-8 and 4-9. Parts 2 and 3 will
show other maps from Capra’s documentary. Explain that through animation and a sequence of shots, a map can be put
into motion to create meaning. Emphasize that in addition to pictures, words and numbers are also symbols.
View
Film Clip 4-3: Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors, Parts 1 and 2. These first two segments have no
soundtrack. The DVD will stop after each segment to allow time for students to record and/or discuss their observations. Discuss each segment. Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key to Screening Sheet 4-3:
Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors, Parts 1 and 2
Part 1—Geography and Political Symbols
1. The images in the animated map are the same as the maps you just viewed as Stills 4-8 and 4-9. How does
movement change your understanding of the symbols and the meaning the symbols suggest? Some will say
the moving pictures are more interesting to watch. Others may interpret the movement itself, indicating that in this
sequence Japan is a country that turns into a dragon. This moving alteration of the images implies meaning: Japan
was not always (nor is it today) a military-controlled country that aggressively sought world domination.
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Answer Key to Screening Sheet 4-3:
Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors, Parts 1 and 2 (cont.)
Part 2—Land and Water
1. How does the map change in this sequence of shots? The map shows countries that move toward one another,
blending together to form a solid, dark circle in the center of the world.
2. What symbols does the filmmaker use to convey meaning? Numbers or percentages, words, and drawings of
countries on a circular map or globe
3. What main idea does this animated map communicate? Water makes up 75 percent of the earth’s surface, and
land makes up 25 percent.
4. Would the meaning be as clear if there were no words or numbers? No, the countries moving together into a
solid circle could have multiple interpretations. Movement alone does not create meaning. The words and numbers
are necessary.

Introduce and view
Film Clip 4-3: Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors, Part 3. This segment has a
soundtrack. Although you don’t see the narrator, you can hear his voice. This is called a voice-over (VO). The narrator
begins this segment by stating, “Control the land, and you control the world. That was Hitler’s theory.” As you view the
segment, you will see a rather different interpretation of the world’s geography: It is a political interpretation of how to
divide and conquer the world. The narrator uses the term geo-politicians. Geo- stands for geography. Politicians are those
who run the government.

Answer Key to Screening Sheet 4-3:
Visual Symbolism—Maps and Metaphors, Part 3

Part 3—Hitler’s Plan for World Domination
1. According to this explanation, the world could be divided into two areas. What are those two areas?
The Western Hemisphere and the World Island
2. In which area would the United States fall? The Western Hemisphere
3. Which region has more land and more people? The World Island
4. What is the “Heartland”? The heart or central area of the World Island
5. Complete the following cause-and-effect sequence, based on the information in the video:
“Conquer Eastern Europe, and you dominate the Heartland.
Conquer the Heartland, and you dominate the World Island.
Conquer the World Island, and you dominate the world.”
6. What symbols does the filmmaker use to illustrate the difference between conquering and dominating?
Conquering is represented by solid black coloring. Dominating is represented by black and white stripes.
7. Describe the final frame. Include not only the symbols but also their color and size. The round white circle
represents the planet or the world. The swastika represents the Nazis. It is black and so large that it covers the world.

Close
Point out that the Nazi flag of World War II was red. In the center was a white circle, and superimposed on that circle, more
or less covering it as illustrated in the final frame of part 3 above, was the black swastika. Conclude the activity by assuring
students that symbols are a part of everyday life and not just icons of war. Ask students to supply examples of some positive
symbols in their world.
131

Activity C What Is Propaganda?
Concept

1

Propaganda is the spreading of ideas, information, or allegations in order to influence or control public opinion and behavior.
Instead of teaching how to think, propaganda strategies teach what to think.

2
3

Engage

4

Begin with a warm-up discussion about television commercials as a way to identify the power of persuasion. Ask students to
name and describe a commercial they have seen recently that attempts to persuade them to drink a certain brand of beverage
or wear a specific brand of clothing. List the brands on the chalkboard or overhead projector. For each brand, ask students to
think of ways in which the advertiser is attempting to persuade or in some way influence public opinion or behavior.

Explain & Explore
Display and/or distribute
Graphic Organizer 4-4: Propaganda Strategies. Why are people inclined to believe
what they see? They do, in part, because of how a message is constructed. This graphic illustrates two key elements
in constructing a propaganda message—the concepts and the techniques. Review the key points below.
The Concepts
Concepts are overall approaches of propaganda messages. The graphic identifies three different approaches,
although there are more.
Fear Appeal: Ask students to list things that people fear. They should have little difficulty suggesting a variety,
such as heights; water; closed, tight spaces; spiders; loneliness; death, etc. In the fear approach, the propaganda
message controls or influences behavior by frightening the audience.
Bandwagon Appeal: Another human motivation, at least for some people, is wanting to be a part of the crowd.
In this approach, the propaganda message plays on popularity, as if to say, “Everybody is doing this, so you
should, too.”
Authority/Celebrity Appeal: This approach uses an expert or professional (a doctor, a teacher, a military leader,
etc.) or a celebrity (a sports star, a movie star) who endorses the message, product, or concept being promoted.
The Techniques
The techniques refer to language, or how the concept is communicated through word choice, images, and/or sounds.
Repetition: Repeating a word, an image, or a sound is a powerful persuader. Repetition causes people to
remember. Repetition also reinforces the propaganda idea. Someone who might not have been influenced
by a message the first time might very well believe it after the fourth or fifth time.
Associations: These are implied comparisons between two things that are unrelated. The comparison suggests
a likeness between the two things. Associations are often constructed using visual and sound symbolism.
Emotional words, images, or sounds: Images and sounds, just like words, can trigger emotional responses in
people. The person creating a propaganda message, therefore, carefully selects the words, images, or sounds
for their connotations or suggested meanings rather than their literal or dictionary definitions.
Prompt critical thinking by reading aloud one or both of the following examples and asking the questions that follow.
Guided Discussion
Fear Appeal, Example A
The streets of our country are in turmoil. The universities are filled with students rebelling and rioting. Communists
are seeking to destroy our country. Russia is threatening us with her might and the Republic is in danger. Yes—danger from
within and without. We need law and order! Without it our nation cannot survive.
—Adolf Hitler, from a 1932 speech
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Fear Appeal, Example B
If you fight England’s battle, your soldiers will fall like autumn leaves.
—From Nazi pamphlets dropped by airplane over France
1.

In example A, who is the intended audience? Students must infer from the speaker and the context that Hitler is
speaking to the German people.

2.

In example B, who is the intended audience? The people of France

3.

In example A, what fear does Hitler promote? That the country is in danger of being overrun by Communists and
other countries and by its own rebellious young people

4.

What words in particular does Hitler use to promote this fear? turmoil, rebelling, rioting, destroy, threatening,
danger, cannot survive

5.

In example B, what fear does the pamphlet promote? Fear of death

6.

What association, or comparison, does this pamphlet make? It compares France’s soldiers to dying leaves.
Emphasize that this metaphor is subtle (not obviously frightening) but nevertheless effective. What happens in autumn?
Leaves fall and the trees remain bare.

Display
Still 4-13: Deliver Us from Evil. Explain that this is a poster created by the
United States Office of War Information. It too is propaganda because it uses persuasive
symbolism to influence public opinion and behavior. Read aloud the guided discussion
questions as indicated below.
Guided Discussion
1.

What symbols are used in this poster? A child who is dirty, sad, listless; a swastika;
cloudy skies; and, of course, the words

2.

What does each symbol mean? The child represents a victim of Hitler’s war,
indicated by her face in the middle of the swastika. She is caught in the middle of
this fighting. The swastika represents Hitler and his political Nazi Party. The dark sky
represents troubled times, but it is also a reference to the words quoted. The words are
from The Lord’s Prayer, a prayer of the Christian faiths.

3.

Who is the intended audience for this poster? Students must infer from the meaning suggested by all the symbols,
including the three blue words at the bottom—Buy War Bonds— that the audience is the American people.

4.

What does this poster urge this audience to do? To purchase war bonds. You may need to explain that selling war
bonds was a way of raising money to pay for building an army and weapons to fight the enemy.

5.

What concept does this poster use—fear appeal, bandwagon appeal, or authority/celebrity appeal? Fear appeal

Distribute
Reading Activity 4-7: The Axis Powers in 1939. Explain that in activity B students saw some of the
maps that were created for Capra’s World War II documentary film series. This reading activity sheet provides a small
excerpt from the first film in the series, Prelude to War. The text is the script—the narrator’s lines—for a segment of the
film. Students will first read the script and discuss it. Later they will view the segment. Review with students the terms
in the Word Builder box.
Guided Discussion
1.

Scan the script, looking for phrases that the narrator repeats, and circle them. “Stop thinking” is repeated
three times, one for each of the Axis leaders. “Each system did away with . . .” is repeated to introduce the steps taken
to control the people. The use of repetition here is to show how the three Axis powers were alike.

2.

How did the Axis powers control the people in their country? By abolishing free speech, changing laws, removing
court systems, controlling the media and culture, and silencing those who opposed them through secret police forces
and violence
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3.

Why would a totalitarian power want to control the theater and the movies? Theater performances and movies
are means through which people express their culture, and culture includes ideas and values and religion. To allow this
free expression might spread ideas to others and would threaten the party leaders.

Distribute
Screening Sheet 4-4: The Axis Powers in 1939. Explain that the purpose of this screening activity is
to analyze how moving images and sounds work together with words to create meaning. Now that students understand
the narrator’s meaning, having read and discussed the script on Reading Activity 4-7, they can concentrate on the visual
and sound symbols added to the script to enhance meaning.
View
Film Clip 4-4: The Axis Powers in 1939. For part 1, play just the opening frame, then hit the DVD pause
button. Replay the opening frame so that students can hear the music, then pause again. Discuss the questions. Then
continue with the rest of the video segment and answer the questions for part 2. Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-4:
The Axis Powers in 1939, Part 2—Control of the People
1. The opening frame is a still image. The three men you see never posed together for this photograph. In your
opinion, why did the filmmaker choose to put these three images together in one frame? The image is a collage.
The filmmaker took three separate photographs and placed them together to form one image and then photographed it
for the movie. Why he did so is speculation, but it is likely that he wanted to show a connection between the three.
Each was a leader of a totalitarian government, and they had signed peace pacts promising to support one another,
thus forming the Axis powers.
2. What type of music is playing as this image is being shown? The filmmaker selected this particular music to
create meaning. What do you think the filmmaker is suggesting? It is circus music. The implication is that these men
are clowns, albeit dangerous clowns, or that they wield power like sinister ringmasters, turning their world into a
dangerous three-ring circus.

Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-4:
The Axis Powers in 1939, Part 1—The Opening Frame

Images

Sounds
What sounds in particular do you notice? What
effect do these sounds have?

List six images from the film that in your opinion
illustrate, in particularly powerful and persuasive
ways, what the narrator is saying.

Answers will vary and may include any of the following:
Hitler’s voice; German crowds shouting “Sieg heil!”;
Mussolini speaking; cheering Italian crowds; Japanese
crowds shouting “Bonzai!”—these all have the chilling
effect of showing how easily the three leaders could
persuade and control their people. Frightening music
imbues the film with sinister overtones. A shrill whistle
and a Nazi guard barking orders show how force was
used to regiment the laborers. A gun firing at the end
has the effect of shocking viewers and leaving them with
a sense of danger.

Answers will vary but should include any six of the
following: An angry-looking Hitler giving a speech and
waving his fists; a stage with huge swastika banners;
crowds saluting Hitler; Mussolini speaking to the masses
and also using his fists; crowds waving handkerchiefs;
Hirohito addressing his subjects; Japanese people tipping
flags, bowing, and raising their hats; three government
buildings looking abandoned—the Reichstag, the House
of Deputies, and the Diet; a poster saying that public
assembly is “forbidden”; newspapers with propaganda;
bare-chested slave laborers digging ditches and saluting
guards; a gun butt battering a door; a sign authorizing
“brute force”; crowds holding up knives and waving
helmets on rifles and bayonets; a brownshirt hefting his
gun; a blackjack and a firing gun
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Close
Ask students to compare the text on Reading Activity 4-7 to the moving pictures. How do the images and the sounds
change students’ understanding of the text?

Activity D Enrichment —The Power of Moving Images and Sound
Concept
A montage is a series of shots edited together to suggest associations and thereby to create meaning. A montage can be a
powerful propaganda tool.

Engage
Introduce the screening activity by sharing the information below with students:
People communicate with one another in a variety of ways: They speak and tell stories; they write using words. Some people
express themselves through images, such as paintings and photographs and sculptures. Still others communicate through
music, creating sounds and lyrics.
In the 1920s moving-image technology was a relatively new communication tool. It began with images that moved at about
24 frames per second. A major technological development came soon after—sound. Here was a technology that took all the
ways people could communicate—speaking, text, images, sound—and rolled them into one. By the 1930s, movies were
popular entertainment, but they were also a powerful propaganda tool.

Explain & Explore
Distribute
Screening Sheet 4-5, Enrichment: Propaganda in Wartime. Assign partners for students to
work with. Explain that this screening activity has three parts. The DVD will stop between them. Each film segment
is from authentic film footage from the 1920s and 1930s. The segments are taken from Major Capra’s World War II
documentary films Prelude to War and The Nazis Strike. Share this information about the first film, Prelude to War,
with students:
The film’s purpose was to explain visually to America’s soldiers in World War II why they were fighting. Toward the end
of Prelude to War, the narrator states, “You will see what they did to the men and women of Nanking, Hong Kong, and
Manila. Imagine the field day they’d enjoy if they marched through the streets of Washington.” By 1945, approximately
nine million soldiers had viewed the film. The film also played in theaters across the country, no doubt an effort by the
Office of War Information to sway pubic opinion to support the war effort. Prelude to War won the first-ever Academy
Award for Best Documentary. Did the film succeed in boosting military morale and influencing public opinion? Studies
suggest it did indeed educate soldiers about events in history and the enemy’s military goals, but it did not necessarily inspire
them to fight. The film is an important historical and cultural document and a fascinating counterpoint to Mr. Smith Goes
to Washington.
Prior to viewing part 1: The German Classroom, explain what a subtitle is. It is a printed translation of dialogue in a
foreign-language film. The original propaganda film shown in Germany would not have had subtitles. The subtitles
were added here in the United States by the Office of War Information as a way to let the American public understand
the meaning of the song the children are singing.
View
Film Clip 4-5, Enrichment: Propaganda in Wartime, Part 1—The German Classroom. Allow time
for students to complete the Screening Sheet chart. You may need to run the film segment more than once. Discuss
students’ observations. Recommended answers follow
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Answer Key for Screening Sheet 4-5, Enrichment:
Propaganda in Wartime, Part 1—The German Classroom

Film Language
Images
What do you see?
Describe specific details
of composition, including
the placement of objects
and people. Consider also
lighting and camera angles
and distances.

Soundtrack
What do you hear?
Describe not only the
sounds but also the tone
or mood of the sounds.
Subtitles
Rather than voice-over
narration, this segment
uses subtitles to translate
the words of the song.
What is the meaning of
the song? What is the link
between the subtitles and
the images shown?

Film Clip A
The first image is of a teacher who gives a stiff-arm salute; the second image is of
a classroom of boys all in uniform. They too salute as they sing. The teacher has a
pointer, which she uses to emphasize the beat of the song and the words written in
German on a chalkboard. The teacher is shown from a low angle, which seems to
give her more power. Children’s drawings appear to be on the wall above the board.
The camera pans, or moves from right to left to show a poster of “Der Führer,”
Hitler in a white uniform holding a Nazi banner. On either side of the poster are
Nazi flags with swastikas. The next image of the classroom shows all girls. They
too are dressed alike, stand at attention, and salute while they sing. There is an
image of an eagle on the wall. The light is bright with high contrast, and the
camera distances include medium to long shots. The only close-up is of the poster
of “Der Führer,” in which he is made to look like a white knight.
There is no dialogue, just the sound of children singing. Their voices are high,
indicating their youth. They sing in unison, all in the same key. The rhythm is slow
and steady. The tone is singsong, reverent almost, although not cheerful or playful.

The song glorifies Hitler, calling him a noble being, hero, and savior. As translated
into English, the words are emotional. The children call Hitler “Lord” and sing that
they will live for Hitler and die for Hitler. The link between the lyrics and the images
of the children saluting is uniformity and unquestioned loyalty.

Think More About It
1. What don’t you see or hear in this film clip? No one is misbehaving or inattentive. No one is looking away or
daydreaming, making faces, whispering, or doodling. No one is singing out of order or out of key or refusing to sing.
No one is laughing or crying. No child is shown in close-up, so even if one were disobedient, i.e., not singing, the
camera would not reveal it.
2. Who was the intended audience for this film clip? Students must infer that because this is a Nazi-developed film
segment, the audience would have been the people of Germany.
3. If seeing is believing, what would this film clip have you believe? That all German children are obedient and
unquestioningly loyal to the Führer, and that Hitler is godlike, a benevolent hero.

Introduce the second segment, The Nuremberg Congress. Explain that Nuremberg is a city in Germany and that a
congress is a gathering of members. Each year from the early 1920s until 1938, the Nazi Party members rallied at
Nuremberg in a show of military prowess and lockstep loyalty to Hitler and his ideas. In some years, as many as a
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million people assembled. Remind students of the Nazi-made film Frank Capra researched. Tell them that the first
segment they will view is from that Nazi-made documentary, Triumph of the Will. The scene they will see is the one
Capra described in Reading Activity 4-6 (see activity A). It is from the 1934 Nuremberg Congress. The film segment
will be shown without any music or soundtrack.
View
Film Clip 4-5, Enrichment: Propaganda in Wartime, Part 2—The Nuremberg Congress. Allow time
for students to complete the screening chart. You may need to run the film segment more than once. Discuss students’
observations. Recommended answers are below.

Answer Key to Screening Sheet 4-5, Enrichment:
Propaganda in Wartime, Part 2—The Nuremberg Congress

Film Language
Images
What do you see?
Describe specific details
of composition, including
the placement of objects
and people. Consider also
lighting and camera angles
and distances. Finally, pay
attention to visual symbols.

Film Clip B
Answers will vary but should include the following: The symbol of the Nazi Party,
the swastika, on flags and armbands. The long shots establish more than setting.
They establish the immensity of the gathering, rows upon rows—seemingly endless—
of soldiers at attention. In contrast, Hitler is shown close up so that the viewer can see
his expression, which is serious, determined, focused (Capra used the word hypnotic).
The camera angle on Hitler is often from below, to make him seem larger than life.
Soldiers are holding standards, or flags, for their divisions. Hitler takes them by the
forearm in a salute. The lighting is bright, not dark or shadowed or menacing.
The filmmaker wants the audience to see everything.

Think More About It
How do these shots depict Hitler—favorably or unfavorably? Give a reason to support your answer. Reactions,
and therefore answers, will vary. Hitler is shown as strong and in control of an immense army, and for the Germans that
would indeed be favorable. If the viewer, however, is an American or one of the Allied soldiers, the image might be chilling,
as it was for Capra when he viewed the film. While some students may also have that reaction and thus argue that the
image is unfavorable, emphasize that Hitler is not shown to be stupid or vicious or silly or insane—all of which would
indeed be unfavorable. The depiction is favorable, but that does not mean we believe what we see.

Introduce the third segment. Explain that this segment is a montage of images. All the images are real. Some are from
the Japanese and German newsreels that Frank Capra discovered in the government warehouse (as mentioned in
Reading Activity 4-6 in activity A). Capra used these moving images to create his own film. He not only selected which
shots to use but also decided in what order to use them. This segment does not have subtitles. Nor does it have dialogue. The soundtrack, however, does have music. Again, director Frank Capra carefully selected the music and sound
effects with a persuasive purpose in mind.
View
Film Clip 4-5, Enrichment: Propaganda in Wartime, Part 3—Marching to War. Allow time for students to
complete the screening chart. You may need to run the film segment more than once. Discuss students’ observations.
Recommended answers follow.
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Answer Key to Screening Sheet 4-5, Enrichment:
Propaganda in Wartime, Part 3—Marching to War

Film Language

Film Clip C

1
2
3
4

Images
What do you see?
Describe specific details
of composition, including
the placement of objects
and people. Consider also
lighting and camera angles
and distances. Finally, pay
attention to visual symbols.
Soundtrack
What do you hear?
Describe not only the
sounds but also the tone
or mood of the sounds.

Answers will vary but may include the following: beating of drum; flags in the
wind; small children in uniform; a toddler saluting. Long shots show huge numbers
of children. Some of the girls are shot from a low angle to make them seem bigger.
There are close-ups on feet and boots and legs marching. We also see weapons;
stern faces; shadows of salutes on the pavement, shot from above; a child clapping;
hands linked on each others’ belts; and a numb look in the eyes of an old man.

Answers should focus on the repetition of the march. The filmmaker uses the
same music when showing the three different countries (Japan, Germany, Italy).
The music, as is the marching, is relentless. The repetition suggests conformity.
The length (or pacing) of the segment is also long, creating a sense of endlessness.
Throughout the entire segment, the music never changes, never quits.

Think More About It
1. This montage begins with images of children marching. How do the images change as the montage continues?
As the montage progresses, the images are no longer of little boys and girls but of older children, then teenagers. By the
end of the sequence, adult soldiers are marching.
2. Why might Major Capra have arranged the images in this order? To create meaning and emotional effect.
Emphasize that although there are no words, the images in this sequence indicate that the Axis powers are indoctrinating
children who will eventually grow into disciplined soldiers.

Reinforce the idea that this montage of images and sounds is propaganda. Capra’s purpose was not just to inform the
viewer about who the enemy was or the size of the army. His purpose was also to persuade the audience (remember—
Capra’s audience was American servicemen) that this formidable opponent was determined to conquer the world.

Close
Share this information with students about German filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl:
Riefenstahl made films for and about Hitler, including Triumph of the Will and Olympia. Olympia was about the Olympic
Games held in Berlin in 1936. She denied being a member of the Nazi Party. But after the war and the horrible revelations
of the concentration camps and other atrocities the Nazis had carried out on the people they conquered, she was an outcast
in the filmmaking industry.
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