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Comic Books and WWII

• Cheap, easily read/digested by people young and 
old, comic books were an exceedingly popular 
form of entertainment in the 1930s. 

• As the U.S. moved towards WWII, comics 
became increasingly focused on the Axis threat. 
Some even pointed to the danger as early as 
1939 (well before the rest of the nation knew 
there was a threat!) 



Enter Captain America!
• Designed by Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, who were both 2nd

generation Jews. They felt strongly that the US needed to get 
involved in WWII and wanted to defy the powerful mood of  
isolationism in America. The character of  Capt. America, 
Simon said, “was our way of  lashing out at the Nazi 
menace.” 

• Kirby and Simon originally designed the character as a 
protest vehicle to stir a stubbornly isolationist America to 
action. 
• To me, the times were screaming war,” Jack Kirby recalled 

later during a radio interview. “To me the enemy was Hitler. 
The enemy was growing and growing, and I didn’t know 
where it was going to end, but every day something new 
would happen, and it was really scary. This was the kind of  
event that I felt was ruling our times and I felt it inside of  me 
and it had to come out in some way.”



Captain America & 
Isolationism

• Isolationists wanted to keep America out of the war, 
and they were doing a darn good job of it. 
– Roosevelt spent his 1940 campaign promising, “your boys 

are not going to be sent into any foreign wars.” 

• Capt. America #1 voiced the belief that many were 
quickly coming to, that joining WWII was inevitable. 
– Simon and other interventionists said that avoiding the war 

would only help to strengthen the opposition and make the 
battle that much harder when it eventually came. 



An Opportunity: Hitler the Super-villain

• Simon recalls, “With Captain 
America, the villain came first. 
Jack and I read the newspapers, 
and knew what was going on over 
in Europe. And there he was –
Adolf Hitler, with his ridiculous 
moustache, high-pitched ranting 
and goose-stepping followers. He 
was the perfect bad guy, much 
better than anything we could 
have made up, so what we needed 
was to create his ultimate 
counterpart.”



The time was right 
for an idealistic 
freedom fighter 

who possessed, in 
Kirby’s words, “the 

character to win 
and to triumph 
over evil. It is a 
simple formula, 

but very effective 
and powerful.”



• Captain America #1 debuted 
March 1941, months before Pearl 
Harbor. 
– At the time, much of the country 

was still isolationist and many in the 
media were afraid of featuring 
Nazis as explicit villains for fear of 
offending those who wanted 
America to stay out of the war.

– Captain America was the first comic 
book character to be so clear in 
advocating that America become a 
global dynamo.



Captain 
America #1

• Book #1 made a clear argument for intervention:
– The entire plot of the first issue was a rallying cry for the 

American public to support the war effort. 
– The plot of book #1 centered on a Nazi plot of subversion 

within America. Story focused on the belief that the Axis 
powers sought to destroy America.

– The argument: faced with “the danger of foreign attack,” 
Americans also needed to defend against “the threat of invasion 
from within…the dreaded fifth column.” Americans must 
“heed the call to arm for defense.” 



• The final page of the 
comic book gave young 
readers a way to 
support the cause by 
joining “Captain 
America’s Sentinel of 
Liberty” and helping 
Cap “in his war against 
the spies and enemies 
in our midst who 
threaten our very 
independence.” 



Comics & the 
War

• Once the U.S. entered the war (Dec. 1941), comics were one vehicle of 
support for the war effort: 
– Comics urged a united national front & promoted patriotic slogans. 
– Comics often depicted the enemy in vicious, racist stereotypes that played into 

people’s emotions and fears. 

• Not uncommon for a single monthly issue to sell in excess of 500,000 
copies. Comics were also quite popular with the millions of young men 
entered in military service. 

• Most popular books were Superman, Batman, Captain Marvel and the 
Walt Disney cartoon characters – often sold over 1 million copies per 
issue.





• Captain America's appeal: he was not 
born with great power, but rather 
had it bestowed upon him as a gift. 
– Steve Rogers started out as a scrawny 

man who was rejected by the Army 
and then redeemed by a dose of a 
"strange seething liquid" that turned 
him into a muscular young hero.

• It could happen to anyone, even the 
ordinary reader. And part of the 
attraction was that Steve Rogers 
never became excessively gifted; he 
wasn't invulnerable - he was just 
tougher and braver and smarter than 
anyone else.





• During WWII, the American government enlisted a 
Hollywood producers and actors, as well as famous artists 
and cartoonists to support the war effort through a series 
of film shorts and cartoons.
– Many actors, like Clark Gable and James Stewart, chose to enlist 

in the Armed Forces.  

– Others toured with the newly formed USO, which was 
responsible for entertaining troops on the front.  Bob 
Hope and others helped provide entertainment and 
boost morale on the front lines.



• Walt Disney, Warner Bros. & Dr. Seuss were 
just a few of the famous artists to support the 
war effort. 

• During the war, the U.S. Army hired Disney 
& Warner Bros. studios and had the staff 
create training and instructional films for the 
military and home-front morale-boosting 
short films. 









• The Office of War 
Information (OWI) was 
created in June 1942 to 
educate the public about the 
war, to organize govt. 
information, and to 
coordinate all press, radio & 
motion pictures about the 
war.  

• In effect, the OWI was 
responsible for selling the 
war.



Paying for the War

• Wars cost a lot of money. In 
an effort to finance the war 
effort, the govt. raised taxes 
and encouraged Americans 
to buy war bonds.













The “Four Freedoms”

• On January 6, 1941, FDR addressed Congress, delivering the 
historic "Four Freedoms" speech.  He explained his dream of a 
world where other nations enjoyed some of the same freedoms that 
Americans had. 

• The speech inspired Norman Rockwell to make a series of paintings 
about the Four Freedoms. These paintings later served as the 
centerpiece of a massive U.S. war bond drive and were put into 
service to help explain the war’s aims to the American people.







Emphasis on Racial Unity
• Segregation and racism were 

common in the military and 
American life.

• Govt. was aware of the negative 
effects racial prejudice had on black 
Americans. 

• Govt. worried that racial division 
would negatively impact the war 
effort – WHY?

• To this end, the govt. promoted 
posters, pamphlets and films 
highlighting participation & 
achievement of African-Americans 
in military & civilian life





Double-V Campaign
• Despite racial discrimination at 

home and in the military, the 
majority of African-Americans 
participated in the war hoping it 
would end racial discrimination in 
American society. 
– They hoped that by fighting and 

demonstrating their patriotism in the 
war, that when the war was over, that 
Americans would no longer 
discriminate after the war (the 
“Double – V” campaign.)











The Need for Efficiency in Work



Rationing & Shortages

• The Office of Price Administration (OPA) was established in 1942 to 
stop wartime inflation (an increase in prices of goods.) It’s job included:
– Setting a maximum price on most goods: eventually 90% of food prices were 

frozen…the OPA kept prices relatively stable during the war years.
– Rationing (giving people a fixed amount of certain goods) scarce consumer goods

such as tires, silk, nylon, automobiles, sugar, gasoline, fuel, oil, 
butter, coffee, meats and processed foods.  

• By the end of 1942, gasoline rationing was limited to 4 gal./wk for those 
issued A stickers. B stickers (supplementary allowance for war workers), C 
stickers (vital occupations such as doctors), T stickers (trucks, which were 
given unlimited amounts)

– By 1945, 32,500 motorists had been arrested for using stolen or counterfeit stickers.



"An eager school boy gets his first 
experience in using War Ration Book 
Two.  With many parents engaged in 
war work, children are being taught 
the facts of point rationing for helping 
out in family marketing."
(Photo by Alfred Palmer, Feb. 1943
from Patch-NA)













• Govt. publicity reminded 
people that shortages 
occurred because they 
were going to the troops, 
and that civilians should 
do their part to conserve.

Conservation 









Concerns about national security

• “Words are ammunition. Each word an American 
utters either helps or hurts the war effort. He must 
stop rumors… He must not speak recklessly. He 
must remember that the enemy is listening.”
--Government Information Manual for the Motion Picture Industry (OWI)



Spies, Spies, Spies!









Playing on Americans’ Fears & Stereotypes










