
 

 

To what extent did the government 
propaganda match the experience of life 
in the trenches? 
 

The experience of life in the trenches was to a very limited extent matching of what government 

propaganda presented. During World War One, the German government knew that in order for 

the war to be in their favour, they not only needed a strong fighting force from the soldiers, but 

effective use of propaganda to gain general public support.1 As a result, German propaganda 

antagonised other countries, utilised their epic mythology to suggest its traditional nature, and 

emphasised the honour of going to war. In fact, the experiences of the soldiers were vastly 

different, with there being a sense of comradery between the Germans and the Allies, new 

technology revolutionising the methods of warfare and gruesome, dirty deaths. Due to the early 

conscription laws in Germany, the propaganda was less concerned with enlistment and more 

of the morale of the public and the general attitude toward the war, which resulted in heavy 

censorship of the events and unrealistic depictions of the warfare.2 

German Propaganda during World War One was generally aimed at vilifying opposing nations. 

This was done through caricatures of the countries and by claiming moral superiority which 

aimed to unify Germany as a whole to the war effort.3 As can be seen in the propaganda 

postcard entitled “Lieb Vaterland masgt ruhig sein!” (Dear Fatherland likes quiet),4 Germany 

has parodied the countries France, Russia and France in bright colours, demonstrating that the 

countries were immature, and by Germany grasping each country, shows that it has control of 

the war. Another example of propaganda that belittles other nations is Source E from the Source 

booklet. This piece of propaganda is two maps, one of the year 1870 and one of 1914. The 

maps are of Europe and use caricatures, as well as a significant colour palate, to antagonise 

Germany’s surrounding countries, by depicting England as grumpy, Italy as observing the 

events, France as weak and Russia as power-hungry. The perception that Germany claimed 

superiority over their opponents was not reciprocated by the German soldiers in the trenches. 

For these soldiers, there was a sense of comradery, even among the Allies, as they were in the 
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same situation, regardless of side. This is demonstrated through the Christmas truce, as 

presented by Source C in the Source booklet. The source presents a lively conversation between 

the Germans and the British as well as the planting of Christmas trees with the support of the 

British. Through the shared celebration of a holiday, it is clear the soldiers didn’t consider the 

opposing side to be the enemy, as the propaganda portrayed, rather doing their job. Another 

example of understanding between sides is the capturing of British Second Lieutenant George 

Edwards at a fight at Beaumont Hamel in November, 1916. When detained by a German 

commanding officer, Edwards was given water and the ability to look through the officer’s 

telescope. When Edwards was rescued and the German became prisoner, similar decency was 

given.5 This story reinforces the tolerance of the German soldiers had for the Allies, instead of 

the mocking hatred the propaganda suggested. By deciding not to present the comradery 

between sides, the German government strengthened the nationalism within the German 

population, but they also neglected many honourable stories of their soldiers that didn’t arise 

until after the war. Form this, it is clear that the propaganda released to vilify opposing nations 

did not match the experiences of the soldiers, as there was a level of understanding between 

the Allies and the Germans, as they were in similar situations.  

German propaganda also depicted the war to be a traditional war which would easily be won 

through Germany’s pre-existing equipment and technology. This is seen through the traditional 

weaponry, medieval clothing and old fashioned font from many of the posters. In particular, 

the poster with the caption “Es gilt die letzen Schläge, den Sieg zu vollenden!” (The last beating 

is to complete the victory!)6 illustrates a medieval warrior about to slay a roaring lion with a 

sword. This symbolism gave the German public a misleading indication as to the fighting 

methods of the war as well as their position. Another poster with the same intentions is one 

captioned “Kriegsanleihe, helft den Hütern eures Glückes.” (War loans, help the guardians of 

your happiness)7. It contains a man, woman and child all dressed in medieval clothing, with 

the man holding a sword, further emphasising the ‘traditional’ nature of WWI. This was, of 

course, untrue, with many aspects of the war revolutionising warfare, as well as making many 

others redundant. A key example of this on the German side is the adaption of the soldier’s 

uniform as the war progressed. The Germans began the war with a uniform that hadn’t been 

changed since 1870, a wool material with a backpack and leather boots.8 Perhaps the most 
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significant change to the uniform was the replacing of the iconic spiked helmet (the 

Pickelhaube) by the steel pot during 1915.9 This shows how the German government was 

forced to adapt their previous war methods for practicality reasons. Another reason World War 

One was not a traditional war as previously understood was the development of new technology 

which contributed to the allied victory. These inventions included tanks, which attempted to 

end the stalemate, flamethrowers, which were used during trench warfare and tracer bullets, 

which allowed a soldier to see where they were shooting in the dark.10 With the German 

soldiers constantly being surprised by new inventions, old fashioned, medieval propaganda 

being released appears irrelevant to the conflict. This may have been enacted by the German 

government to justify many army General’s stubbornness to maintain old fashioned battle 

tactics; however, the public was completely uninformed of the nature of the conflict, creating 

an ignorant population. The propaganda representing a traditional conflict did not match at all 

the nature of trench warfare, as WWI revolutionised many aspects of warfare, making it a very 

unusual war for its time. 

Perhaps the most universal message of propaganda during World War One was the mantra that 

there was honour in going to fight for your country. Germany was no exception, with much of 

their propaganda utilising a powerful posture and an enlarged scale for their subjects to 

exaggerate their authority. In the propaganda poster entitled “Fest steht und true die Wacht am 

Rhein” (The Watch/Guard on the Rhine is faithful),11 two men are bearing a German flag, with 

them being taller than the mountains below. “Die Wacht am Rhein” is a German patriotic 

anthem that was used heavily during WWI and whose lyrics discuss being a guardian for 

Germany and protecting the ‘fatherland’.12 This demonstrates the perceived perception of 

nobility surrounding war. Another manipulative poster in this sense is one entitled “Dein 

Vaterland ist in Gefahr, melde dich!” (Your fatherland is in danger, sign up!)13 With the 

presence of a grenade, a rifle and flames in the background, the soldier appears strong and 

fearsome, an attractive quality for a young male. Due to propaganda, such as this, German 

soldiers entered the war with high levels of morale. This, however, quickly diminished, due to 

such loses as the Battle of Passchendaele. This battle commonly known as the ‘Battle of Mud’, 

and in total had 260 000 German casualties.14 As German General Ludendorff stated, after the 
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Battle of Passchendaele, his army no longer displayed the “firmness”, which he had hoped 

for.15 This does not match the presented propaganda, as no piece of propaganda presented the 

war as ‘dirty’ or ‘messy’. Source A from the Source booklet also presents the war in a gritty 

manner, contrasting propaganda. Source A is an extract from a diary and describes being 

attacked by artillery fire and anticipating being injured at any moment, as well as watching 

your fellow soldiers suffer from injuries. He specifically comments on the media, and how their 

manipulation of facts and vague comments give no indication as to the actual events of the war. 

The German government clearly didn’t provide authentic experiences of the war as they 

believed that it would detract from the interest in the war and the general support in the country. 

By doing this though, many soldiers were exposed to many horrific situations without any 

forewarning and experienced many mental health conditions as a result. Overall, the 

experiences of the soldiers in the trenches was not in any way an honourable or noble 

experience, contrasting the information provided by German propaganda. 

Overall, German propaganda, to a very limited extent matched the experiences of soldiers in 

trenches. While the German propaganda displayed the soldiers to vilify the opponent, WWI to 

be a traditional war and very honourable to go to fight in, the authentic experiences of the 

soldiers varied greatly. The soldiers shared a mutual respect for the opponent, many inventions 

that came as a result of the war revolutionised warfare to this day and the deaths of many of 

the soldiers were gruesome and drawn out. The purpose of the German propaganda was to 

censor the actual events to protect and conserve the nationalism and public support of the war. 

Their goal had been successful with the content they had produced; however, much of the 

public remained ignorant as to the atrocities of the war and the duties of the soldiers were not 

properly recognised. This has led to the production of German propaganda during WWI to be 

viewed very unfavourably, as it did not adequately match the experiences of the soldiers in the 

trenches. 
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