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What Is the Committee of Public Information

The Committee of Public Information (CPI) was a pivotal entity established during World War II to manage

and control the dissemination of information to the American public. Created in 1941 under President

Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration, the CPI operated as part of the Office of War Information (OWI)

and played a critical role in shaping public perception during a time of national crisis. Its primary objective

was to ensure that citizens received accurate, consistent, and morale-boosting messages about the war

effort, while simultaneously countering propaganda from enemy forces. By centralizing control over media

and communication, the CPI aimed to prevent misinformation, maintain public support for the war, and

foster a unified national narrative. This article explores the origins, functions, and lasting impact of the CPI,

highlighting its significance in both historical and contemporary contexts.

Historical Background of the Committee of Public Information

The establishment of the Committee of Public Information was a direct response to the challenges of

managing information during World War II. As the United States entered the war in 1941, the government

recognized the need to control the flow of information to prevent panic, misinformation, and loss of public

confidence. During the early years of the war, enemy propaganda, particularly from Nazi Germany and

Imperial Japan, spread false narratives that could undermine Allied morale. The CPI was formed to

counteract these efforts by coordinating propaganda campaigns, regulating media outlets, and ensuring that

the public received messages aligned with the government’s strategic goals.

The CPI was not the first of its kind; similar bodies had existed in previous conflicts, but its scale and scope

during WWII were unprecedented. The U.S. government, under the leadership of President Roosevelt,

sought to leverage media as a tool of national unity. The CPI’s creation was part of a broader effort to

modernize propaganda techniques, incorporating new technologies such as radio, film, and print media.

Elmer Davis, a prominent journalist and former editor of the New York Times, was appointed as the first

director of the CPI. His role was to oversee the coordination of information campaigns, ensuring that

messages were clear, consistent, and emotionally resonant.

The CPI’s formation also reflected the growing recognition of the power of information in shaping public

opinion. Unlike earlier conflicts, where propaganda was often fragmented and inconsistent, the CPI

introduced a centralized approach. This allowed for a more cohesive strategy, where messages were tailored

to different audiences—ranging from soldiers and civilians to international allies. The CPI’s work was not



limited to the United States; it also collaborated with other Allied nations to share information and counter

enemy narratives.

Functions and Responsibilities of the Committee of Public Information

The Committee of Public Information had a multifaceted role,

Building upon these insights, the CPI’s legacy persists as a testament to the delicate balance between

control and trust in public discourse. Its strategies remain a subject of scholarly debate, reflecting broader

tensions between authority and autonomy. Such reflections underscore the enduring relevance of

information as both weapon and bridge.

In conclusion, the interplay of propaganda and communication continues to shape societal dynamics,

demanding vigilance and adaptability to navigate its complexities effectively.

Functions and Responsibilities of the Committee of Public Information

The Committee of Public Information had a multifaceted role that extended well beyond simple message

dissemination. Its mandate encompassed a spectrum of activities designed to shape public perception,

mobilize resources, and maintain the home front’s morale. The CPI’s core functions can be grouped into

five interrelated domains:

1. Message Development and Coordination

The CPI’s writers, artists, and designers produced a vast array of content—pamphlets, posters,

newsreels, radio scripts, and later, television spots.

A centralized editorial board reviewed all materials to ensure consistency with official policy and to

avoid contradictions that could erode confidence.

The board also balanced overt exhortation with subtle suggestion, using psychological principles

such as social proof, authority cues, and emotional appeals.

2. Media Relations and Distribution

Rather than censoring the press outright, the CPI cultivated a partnership model. Newspapers,

magazines, and wire services received “approved” stories, which were then amplified across the

national network.

The CPI supplied front‑line journalists with timely, accurate information, thereby reducing reliance

on rumor or speculation.

In the Pacific theater, the CPI worked closely with Allied broadcasters to deliver messages in

multiple languages, ensuring that occupied populations received credible information.



3. Public Education and Civic Engagement

The Committee organized “Information Days” in schools, factories, and churches, where citizens

could learn about the war effort, rationing, and the importance of industrial production.

The “Victory Loan” campaign, for example, leveraged CPI’s persuasive techniques to encourage

citizens to purchase war bonds, channeling financial support directly to the military.

Workshops on media literacy taught the public how to identify propaganda, a precursor to modern

media education initiatives.

4. Counter‑Propaganda Operations

The CPI’s “Enemy Information Division” gathered intercepted broadcasts, leaflets, and other

materials from Axis powers.

Analysts translated and contextualized these items, creating “counter‑propaganda” responses that

debunked myths and highlighted the enemy’s moral failings.

The division also monitored domestic subversive activity, coordinating with the FBI to neutralize

espionage networks.

5. International Collaboration and Cultural Diplomacy

The Committee maintained liaison offices in London, Moscow, and other Allied capitals,

exchanging best practices and joint messaging strategies.

Cultural exchanges—films, music, literature—were curated to showcase American values while

respecting local traditions, fostering goodwill and a shared sense of purpose.

The CPI’s efforts in the Middle East and Latin America were pivotal in securing strategic alliances

and preventing Axis influence in those regions.

The CPI’s Legacy in Modern Information Management

While the Committee of Public Information is often remembered for its wartime posters and radio

broadcasts, its influence reverberates into contemporary public affairs. Several key lessons emerged from

the CPI’s experience:

Centralization vs. Fragmentation: The CPI demonstrated that a unified message can enhance national

cohesion, but it also highlighted risks of homogenization, where diverse voices are muted. Modern

governments balance centralized messaging with decentralized platforms to preserve pluralism.

Media Partnerships: The CPI’s collaborative approach with private media set a precedent for

public‑private partnerships in crisis communication, a model adopted in natural disaster response and

public health campaigns today.



Psychological Insight: By incorporating behavioral science, the CPI anticipated the “behavioral

economics” movement in public policy, underscoring the importance of framing and narrative in

influencing civic behavior.

Counter‑Propaganda Foundations: The systematic study of enemy messaging laid groundwork for

today’s cybersecurity and counter‑disinformation units, emphasizing the need for rapid, evidence‑based

rebuttals.

Global Information Diplomacy: The CPI’s international outreach foreshadowed contemporary public

diplomacy initiatives, where soft power and information flows shape geopolitical landscapes.

Conclusion

The Committee of Public Information exemplified the dual capacity of information to unite and manipulate.

Its centralized coordination, strategic use of emerging media, and partnership with private outlets forged a

model that remains relevant for governments navigating today’s complex information environment. As

societies confront new challenges—digital misinformation, cyber‑propaganda, and rapid global

communication—the CPI’s legacy reminds us that effective information management requires both

vigilance against manipulation and a commitment to transparency. Balancing authority with trust, the state

can harness the power of communication to build resilient, informed communities, ensuring that the

weapon of information is wielded responsibly and ethically for the common good.
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