Should you
believe
everything
you see? 
Propaganda: a threat to democracy?
Media Literacy
Suitable for ages 12 - 18
Curriculum links
KS3 & 4 Citizenship
KS3 & 4 History

People's History Museum is the home of ideas worth fighting for –
where our radical past can inspire and motivate people to take
action – to shape a future where ideas of democracy, equality,
justice and co-operation are thriving.
We believe in a thriving society; one where people are engaged,
involved and actively playing their part. As the ‘go to’ place for
democratic engagement we want to help shape this future. We want
to make the world a better place!
Propaganda is all around us and influences the decisions we make
on a daily basis. By learning how to identify it, we can challenge
information we are given and make decisions based on our own
judgement; this is an important foundation of any democracy.
Technology can mean it is harder to identify messages created to
influence us. But there are many positive aspects to propaganda
that can influence positive change, if we use it responsibly.
By the end of this activity pack your group will be able to:
Understand what propaganda is and who uses it
Be able to identify the key components in effective propaganda
Make better informed decisions by challenging propaganda
messages
This resource can be used on its own or with the supporting
presentation available here. It should take approximately six hours to
complete. Some of the activities can be set as homework to reduce
time.
Contains conversations around war and racism, which may be
upsetting for those with lived experience.
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Introduction

Introduction

Icebreaker

10 minutes

Aim of activity
Get the group to use propaganda techniques before introducing the
concept.
Step 1 (slide 1)
Give a volunteer just three minutes to persuade the group to eat at
McDonald's instead of at another burger restaurant.
Step 2
Once the time is up, as a group, discuss how they tried to convince
everyone.
Emphasise that this is not focusing on how many people they
convinced or critiquing their performance, but simply analysing the
methods they used.
This might include:
Using persuasive language
Triggering emotions
Leaving out negative points, such as contributing to an unhealthy
diet
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Introduction

The power of propaganda

10 minutes

Aim of activity
Establish what the group already know about propaganda.
Step 1 (slide 2)
Explain that propaganda is information, most often of a biased
nature, used to promote one side of an argument or point of view.
We should therefore always challenge the intention of the information
provided.
Propaganda uses language and imagery to appeal to particular
emotions, it can therefore be hard to identify.
Step 2 (slide 3)
Ask the group to provide examples of where they have seen
propaganda being used, such as in product marketing and political
campaigns.
Step 3
Explain that we are affected by propaganda in many different ways,
and that this can be both positive and negative.
It can raise morale during hard times
It can unite people through ideas
It can influence change by triggering emotion
It does not reveal all the facts
It can be hard to see when it is is in use
It can be used to create divisions and hostility in society
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Introduction
Techniques

20 minutes

Aim of activity
Introduce popular techniques by relating them to real life situations.
Step 1 (slide 4)
Explain that propagandists use specific techniques to appeal to people.
Go through the techniques together and provide either hypothetical or
real examples for each of the terms. You can find a copy on the next
page if you would like to print them out as a worksheet.
Bandwagon - suggesting a lot of people are in support to encourage
others to follow
Card stacking - only promoting positive information and leaving out
negative information
Emotive language - appealing to the emotions of the listener
Glittering generalities - words that sum up values but may also have
different connotations for different people. E.g. doing something for
your country
Name calling - using negative words to describe a particular person
or group of people
Plain folks - using simple language to show a connection to the
majority of people. To suggest you are 'like them'
Repetition - repeating a message to help people remember it
Testimonial - having someone who is respected declare support for a
cause
Transfer - making connections between something people like with
yourself or dislike with an opponent
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Propaganda techniques
Bandwagon - suggesting a lot of people are in support to
encourage others to follow
example:
Card stacking - only promoting positive information and leaving out
negative information
example:
Emotive language - appealing to the emotions of the listener
example:
Glittering generalities - words that sum up values but may also have
different connotations for different people. E.g. doing something for
your country
example:
Name calling - using negative words to describe a particular
person or group of people
example:
Plain folks - using simple language to show a connection to the
majority of people. To suggest you are 'like them'
example:
Repetition - repeating a message to help people remember it
example:
Testimonial - having someone who is respected declare support for
a cause
example:
Transfer - making connections between something people like with
yourself or dislike with an opponent
example:
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Printed propaganda
Universal Suffrage or the Scum Uppermost!!!, 1819

30 minutes

Aim of activity
Analyse a historical propaganda print and identify its motive and the
techniques used to influence opinion on reform.
Step 1 (slide 5)
Look at the 'Universal Suffrage or the Scum Uppermost' print on the
next page.
Explain that it was made at a time when working class people were
demanding political reform and better representation in parliament.
The cartoon was designed to highlight the dangers of working
people having the right to vote.
The piece aimed to appeal to the wealthy upper class who were
anxious about growing demands from the poorer working class.
Step 2
Together discuss or label the image with the answers to the following
questions:
What can you see?
What emotions does the print makes you feel?
Is it a positive or negative message?
Can you identify any propaganda techniques being used?
What do you think the different images symbolise?
The dragon like creature represents working class reform.
On the dragon's tail is a cap of liberty – a provocative sign of
revolution.
The dragon is standing on what were regarded as important
pillars of British society; religion, royalty and the arts.
What is the message?
Political reform would damage the foundations of British culture.
When a group of people demand change to a system they are
not happy with, power could go to those who do not deserve it.
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'Universal Suffrage or the Scum Uppermost' print, George Cruikshank, July
1819. Image courtesy of People's History Museum
The inscription on the bottom reads 'An Allegory to demonstrate the fatal
consequences of "Radical Reform" in plain English Revolution—'
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Printed propaganda

Peterloo Massacre, 1819

30 minutes

Aim of activity
Discuss if the Universal Suffrage print could have influenced the
outcome of the Peterloo Massacre.
Step 1 (slide 6)
Together, look at the image on the next page. Discuss:
What can you see in the image?
What do you think is happening in the scene?
This handkerchief depicts the event that became known as the
Peterloo Massacre, 1819.
Explain that the 'Universal Suffrage or the Scum Uppermost' print was
published one month before the Peterloo Massacre where:
60,000 peaceful protesters gathered on St Peter's Field in
Manchester
Magistrates in charge of Manchester declared the gathering
unlawful and read the riot act
The yeomanry cavalry charged under orders to arrest the leaders
and disperse the crowd
Their use of force in doing so resulted in hundreds of people
being injured and 18 deaths
You can find out more about this event on our website.
Step 2
How might you argue that the print influenced the outcome of the
protest?
Consider:
The answers discussed in the previous activity
How the print might influence perceptions of the protesters
The call to action in the message of the Universal Suffrage print
Watch this video after the group has discussed their ideas:
'Universal Suffrage or the Scum Uppermost', anti-Reform Cartoon |
People's History Museum
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Peterloo handkerchief, 1819. Image courtesy of People's History Museum
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Propaganda in speeches
Tony Blair's Iraq War speech, 2003

20 minutes

Aim of activity
Identify how then prime minister, Tony Blair, used propaganda to win
support to enter a war in Iraq.
Step 1
Explain that another way propaganda has been used by government
leaders to manipulate public opinion is to gain support for war. In 2003
America and Britain declared war on Iraq. Their reasons:
The threat of terrorism, with US president George Bush calling the
events of 11 September 2001 the beginning of the 'war on terror'
The belief that Iraq held weapons of mass destruction
Liberating the Iraqi people who were repressed under the regime
of Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq
Step 2
Hand out copies of Tony Blair's 2003 address to the nation which
explained Britain's support for the war, found on the next three pages.
You can also listen to the speech here.
Ask the group to highlight and label examples of propaganda
techniques. Examples from the text in the order they appear:
...the British people will now be united in sending our armed forces our
thoughts and prayers (glittering generalities)
..brutal states (name calling)
Both hate our way of life, our freedom, our democracy. (repetition –
threat to Britain’s way of life mentioned throughout)
For 12 years the world tried to disarm Saddam after his wars in which
hundreds of thousands died (card stacking)
UN weapons inspectors (testimonial)
...thousands of children die every year (emotional language)

9

Tony Blair's Iraq War speech, 2003
Address to the nation page 1 of 3
On Tuesday night I gave the order for British forces to take part in military action
in Iraq.
Tonight British servicemen and women are engaged from air, land and sea.
Their mission: to remove Saddam Hussein from power and disarm Iraq of its
weapons of mass destruction.
I know that this course of action has produced deep divisions of opinion in our
country but I know also the British people will now be united in sending our armed
forces our thoughts and prayers - they are the finest in the world and their families
and all of Britain can have great pride in them.
The threat to Britain today is not that of my father's generation.
War between the big powers is unlikely, Europe is at peace, the Cold War already
a memory.
But this new world faces a new threat of disorder and chaos born either of brutal
states like Iraq armed with weapons of mass destruction or of extreme terrorist
groups.
Both hate our way of life, our freedom, our democracy. My fear, deeply held,
based in part on the intelligence that I see is that these threats come together
and deliver catastrophe to our country and our world.
These tyrannical states do not care for the sanctity of human life - the terrorists
delight in destroying it.
Some say if we act we become a target the truth is all nations are targets.
Bali was never in the frontline of action against terrorism, America didn't attack alQaeda - they attacked America.
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Tony Blair's Iraq War speech, 2003
Address to the nation page 2 of 3
Britain has never been a nation to hide at the back but even if we were it wouldn't
avail us.
Should terrorists obtain these weapons now being manufactured and traded
around the world the carnage they could inflict to our economies, to our security,
to world peace would be beyond our most vivid imagination. My judgement as
prime minister is that this threat is real, growing and of an entirely different nature
to any conventional threat to our security that Britain has faced before.
For 12 years the world tried to disarm Saddam after his wars in which hundreds of
thousands died.
UN weapons inspectors say vast amounts of chemical and biological poisons
such as anthrax, VX nerve agent and mustard gas remain unaccounted for in
Iraq.
So our choice is clear: back down and leave Saddam hugely strengthened or
proceed to disarm him by force. Retreat might give us a moment of respite but
years of repentance at our weakness would, I believe, follow.
Retreat might give us a moment of respite but years of repentance at our
weakness would, I believe, follow.
It is true that Saddam is not the only threat but it is true also as we British know
that the best way to deal with future threats peacefully is to deal with present
threats with resolve.
Removing Saddam will be a blessing to the Iraqi people: four million Iraqis are in
exile, 60% of the population dependent on food aid, thousands of children die
every year through malnutrition and disease, hundreds of thousands have been
driven from their homes or murdered.
I hope the Iraqi people hear this message. We are with you. Our enemy is not you
but your barbarous rulers.
Our commitment to the post-Saddam humanitarian effort will be total.
We shall help Iraq move towards democracy and put the money from Iraqi oil in
a UN trust fund so it benefits Iraq and no-one else.
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Tony Blair's Iraq War speech, 2003
Address to the nation page 3 of 3
Neither should Iraq be our only concern. As so often before on the courage
and determination of British men and women serving our country the fate of
many nations rest.
President Bush and I have committed ourselves to peace in the Middle East
based on a secure state of Israel and a viable Palestinian state.
We will strive to see it done. But these challenges and others that confront us:
poverty, the environment, the ravages of disease require a world of order
and stability.
Dictators like Saddam. Terrorist groups like al-Qaeda, threaten the very
existence of such a world.
That is why I've asked our troops to go into action tonight.
As so often before on the courage and determination of British men and
women serving our country the fate of many nations rest.
Thank you.
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Propaganda in speeches
Under the Shadow Just Cause

One hour

Aim of activity
Think about how propaganda can be used for positive change by
using the same techniques used to write an anti war speech.

Under the Shadow Just Cause Placard, Clive Bonelle, exhibited as part
of People's History Museum's 2019 exhibition Disrupt: Peterloo & Protest.
Step 1 (slide 7)
Explain that this placard was picked up by Clive Bonelle at a
Stop This War demonstration held in London in 2003.
Clive said "I thought I would start making a piece of artwork around it,
going into the history of the legality of the war, the truth and the lies
around it and if anyone can actually suss out whether getting rid of
Saddam was good thing or not. War is always a contentious agenda
isn’t it?".
This was believed to be the largest protest in British history at that time,
with over one million people attending.
The 2012 Chilcot report into the Iraq war declared it was based on
'flawed intelligence' and that Saddam Hussein posed 'no imminent
threat at the time of invasion'.
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The impact of the Iraq War has been devastating. As of 2020 it is
believed:
Unemployment in Iraq is currently at around 60% due to loss of
infrastructure and a damaged economy
4 million people were displaced due to the destruction of their
homes
While official numbers are disputed, it is widely agreed that close to
one million civilians lost their lives
Over 4,000 American and nearly 200 British troops also lost their lives
Step 2
Discuss how the group feels about what they have learnt:
After reading / listening to the speech - how did you feel?
How did your feelings change after hearing about the anti war
protests, the findings of the Chilcot report and the impact of war?
Step 3
Imagine you have a chance to go back in time and write an
alternative speech to gain support for not going to war.
As a group or individually, take some time to think about:
What would your key message be?
Which information is likely to appeal to the public?
Write an anti war speech using at least three propaganda
techniques.
This could be set as homework to allow the group more time to plan
their speech.
Step 4
Ask for volunteers to read out their speech either to the class or in small
groups. Reflect on whether the tone and the techniques used differed
from Tony Blair's speech.
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Online propaganda
The psychology behind social media

20 minutes

Aim of activity
Introduce the role of propaganda in the digital age by first addressing
how technology impacts our daily lives and is designed to encourage
addictive behaviour.
Step 1 (slide 8)
Ask the group the following questions:
By show of hands who uses: email, internet browsers, various social
media platforms e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat
What do you use these online platforms for?
How long do you think you spend online each day?
You can find out how much time you spend on each app on your
phone settings. You may likely find it is a lot more than you estimated.
Step 2
Explain that just as print revolutionised society in the 19th century, the
age of technology is changing the way we communicate and influence
opinion today.
Technology has been developed using psychology to better understand
how our brains work and to influence our behaviour without us being
aware it is even happening.
The more we become addicted to online platforms, the more time we
spend on them, and the more information they gather about us.
Everything we do online is monitored and documented through
algorithms. Over time they can predict our behaviour by knowing our:
interests, emotions and beliefs.
How does the group feel about this?
Were they aware this took place?
Can they think of any examples?
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Online propaganda

Surveillance capitalism

30 minutes

Aim of activity
Learn what surveillance capitalism is and how it influences what we
see online.
Step 1 (slide 9)
Ask the group what they think surveillance capitalism means.
It might help to break it up:
'surveillance' - monitoring, observing or recording of information
'capitalism' - capitalising on a system or service for profit making
The term refers to data produced by algorithms being used to make a
profit.

Step 2
Ask the group to take a moment to think about a time when they have
been online and ads have popped up to recommend a product they
might be interested in. They do not need to share their example.
Data gathered from one individual can also include data about their
friends and even their offline friends (shadow profiling) through
information about them they include on their social media accounts.
Explain that political campaigns can use this to influence voters, in the
same way businesses use it to encourage us to buy products.
Note: a political campaign group is not the same as a political party.
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Step 3
Now ask the group:
What information might a political campaign group use to decide
whether to target you?
Eg, news articles you read linked to policy, people you follow who
have particularly strong views, if your constituency is in a safe seat
What information might a political campaign group send to you?
Propaganda focusing on things you are interested in, eg the
environment, immigration, NHS
Step 4
As of 2020 there are no regulations in place to control who can access
our data and how they might use it.
Ask the group: What problems might be caused by a lack of
regulations?
Consider:
The right to privacy: being unaware of what data is being collected
or who is accessing it
Targeting vulnerable people: online platforms can be a place of
community, or somewhere to turn to if we are worried or needing
support
Spreading disinformation: it is difficult to identify the source
Ask the group: What might the challenges of creating regulation be?
Consider:
Freedom of speech and opinion is a human right, who chooses
what to censor?
How to identify fake news? Computer algorithms cannot tell real
from fake news.
Social media platforms are free because they make money
through advertising - how important is it to keep them free?
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Online propaganda

Brexit

40 minutes

Aim of activity
Use the case study of the Brexit referendum in 2016 to identify how
propaganda has been used in the digital age to influence events.
Step 1 (slide 10)
Print out a selection of the Facebook adverts in this article:
Vote Leave's targeted Brexit ads released by Facebook
Ask the group to work in pairs and discuss the below questions and
annotate the adverts with their the answers:
What is their message?
Who do you think they targeted?
What propaganda techniques can you identify?
Step 2
Explain that in 2016 Britain held a referendum asking the nation
'Should the United Kingdom remain a member of the European Union
or leave the European Union?'.
Political campaign groups such as BeLeave ran Facebook
campaigns that used millions of Facebook users' data without their
consent to identify individuals most likely to be persuaded to vote to
leave.
Advertisements were then made to promote the leave campaign's
key messages, often using emotive messages about topics they knew
people felt strongly about.
Step 3 (slide 11)
What would you say to someone who had seen one of these adverts
before the referendum?
Consider:
Challenging the source of the information
What emotion does it make you feel?
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Discussion

How to identify propaganda

One hour

Summary of activity
Work together to make a useful guide to help others be less
susceptible to online propaganda using lessons learnt from this
resource.
Step 1 (slide 12)
In small groups write the word 'propaganda' in the middle of a large
piece of paper.
Create a mind map around it with answers to the following questions,
reflecting on the lessons learnt from this resource:
What is propaganda?
How is propaganda used?
How can you identify online propaganda?
Things I have learnt about propaganda.
Step 2
Together, discuss the responses to the questions; are there any points
that came up a lot?
Decide on three of the most important points that people need to
consider to not be as susceptible to online propaganda.
Step 3 (slide 13)
Individually, ask them to design, either hand drawn or digitally, a
simple poster that will help inform other people.
It can cover one or all of the points with the aim of educating the
public so they can make better informed decisions.
Step 4
Together decide on a winning design that can be displayed publicly
in your educational setting or shared online using social media.
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Discussion
Is propaganda a threat to democracy?

One hour

Summary of activity
Consider and discuss if propaganda is a threat to democracy.
Step 1 (slide 14)
Ask the group to vote by show of hands if they agree or disagree Propaganda is a threat to democracy.
Step 2
Explain that they will now have the opportunity to explore this
statement further.
Split the group into two sides and randomly select one side as 'agree'
and one side as 'disagree'.
Allow some time for individuals to formulate and research their
argument either in class or as homework.
They might want to consider:
How would you define a democracy and what are the key
components of it?
Is there a difference between traditional and new forms of
propaganda?
Examples of when propaganda has worked, who it influenced
and what the consequences were
Together, discuss the statement, taking it in turns to hear from both
sides.
Step 3
Ask the group to vote again by show of hands if they agree or
disagree - Propaganda is a threat to democracy.
Has anyone changed their minds?
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