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Mind Over Media

Propaganda is responsive to changes in 
culture, technology, and society

w hen the staff of the National Archives Museum in Washington, D.C. were
developing an exhibit entitled, “Rightfully Hers: American Women and 

the Vote,” they wanted to examine the history of the struggle of women to gain the 
right to vote. In developing a way to connect the present to the past, they created 
a unique and attention- getting display for the elevator lobby. They combined a 
large historic image of a 1913 photo of a women’s demonstration on Pennsylvania 
Avenue with an image from the 2017 Women’s March in Washington, D.C. using 
a lenticular printing technique, which enables viewers to see the 1913 photo from 
one vantage point and also see the contemporary photo by looking at the image 
from a slightly different point of view. 

Since the election of President Donald Trump in 2016, thousands of dem-
onstrators have gathered annually in Washington, DC and 250 other cities for 
a protest. These boisterous annual gatherings feature people of all ages carrying 
provocative signs, chanting slogans, and wearing those now famous “pussy hats.” 
But when the Washington Post reported in early 2020 that the image of the Wom-
en’s March at the National Archives exhibit on women’s protests had been edited 
to remove certain words on the signs held by the protest marchers, it reminded 
some of Nineteen Eighty Four, the dystopian novel by George Orwell. There, the 
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protagonist Winston Smith’s job is to revise history on behalf of Big Brother. As 
a non- political federal agency, the National Archives staff decided to obscure the 
protest signs that commented on Trump’s misogyny and they removed words 
relating to female genitalia. They blurred a sign that stated, “God Hates Trump” 
and one that read “Trump & GOP —  Hands Off Women.” In their careful 
design of the exhibit’s promotional materials, the staff at the National Archives 
simply wanted to avoid political controversy (Heim, 2020).

The government employees at the National Archives were not intending to 
create propaganda, but their editorial decision was perceived by some as an inten-
tional distortion of history for propaganda purposes. Their action seemed to neu-
tralize the highly partisan nature of political expression at the Women’s March. 
When the news about the altered photo was released, a firestorm of criticism 
erupted on social media as a wide variety of people were infuriated that the federal 
agency responsible for preserving our nation’s history would distort photographic 
evidence. Soon after, the National Archives issued a formal apology letter and 
removed the display, noting that the photo they used was not an archival record, 
but one they had merely licensed to use as a promotional graphic. But one critic 
explained, “The photographs of the Women’s March are not only photographs of 
events in our history. They are the artifactual records we have of our freedom of 
speech and assembly— the documents showing hundreds of thousands went into 
the streets that day to raise their voices about their worries and their dreams” 
(Clancy, 2020). 

Such a simple form of image manipulation may seem pale in comparison to 
the more sophisticated and radical forms of image manipulation that now circu-
late online. Deepfake videos take advantage of machine learning to create highly 
convincing unreal realities, making someone appear to say or do something he or 
she did not say or do. For example, in Europe, many Dutch- speaking viewers saw 
a short Facebook video of Donald Trump making a speech that asked Belgium to 
withdraw from the Paris climate agreement. In the video, which is in English but 
has Dutch subtitles, a very realistic- looking fake Trump says, “As you know, I had 
the balls to withdraw from the Paris climate agreement, and so should you.” At the 
very end of the video, the fake Trump says, “We all know climate change is fake, 
just like this video.” But this last line is not translated into Dutch in the subtitles. 
For the many Facebook viewers who watched the video without volume, reading 
only the subtitles, it looked very real indeed (Von de Burchard, 2018). 

Since then, hundreds of news stories have claimed that deepfake technology 
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is a new kind of propaganda that will soon be sweeping the Internet. Naturally 
people fear that the software could be used to cause political damage. One expert 
explained, “If deepfakes make people believe they can’t trust video, the problems 
of misinformation and conspiracy theories could get worse” (O’Sullivan, 2019). A 
convincing deepfake could further diminish our trust in audio and video as reli-
able sources of information. Fortunately, computer scientists are finding ways for 
machine learning to detect deepfakes, and Facebook is already using a system to 
filter for doctored video at the point of upload (Brandom, 2019). 

Some critics point out deepfakes haven’t taken off as propaganda because the 
public can be manipulated much more easily without all those technological bells 
and whistles. When a video of U.S. House Speaker Nancy Pelosi circulated online, 
showing her with artificially slowed speech, reporters pointed out that the Pelosi 
video did not use deepfake technology, but much simpler audio editing tools. 

Propaganda videos have created havoc round the world. One video depicted a 
person being burned alive. The video was relabeled multiple times to make it look 
like it came from Ivory Coast, South Sudan, Kenya, and Burma. In each case, the 
mislabeled video led to violent actions in each country and caused harm to inno-
cent people (B. Johnson, 2019).

Although videos using these simple techniques have been called cheapfakes, 
they are not new. You may remember that in 2010, Fox News aired a highly 
edited video created by Andrew Breitbart of a speech by Shirley Sherrod, an 
official in the Obama administration, that made it appear as if she was a racist. 
The resulting brouhaha led to Sherrod getting fired from her position at the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture in 2010. Only after the damage was done was it dis-
covered that the video was intentionally designed to harm Sherrod’s reputation 
and manipulate public opinion. Since then, this form of propaganda has become 
commonplace.

And doctored photos, deepfakes, and cheapfakes are just the tip of the iceberg. 
Propaganda comes in wide variety of forms and genres because it is an inescapable 
feature of everyday life. As we will learn in the pages that follow, it may be cre-
ated intentionally or unintentionally. It may occur when people try to influence 
attitudes and behaviors by evoking strong emotions, attacking opponents, sim-
plifying information, and appealing to the deepest hopes, fears, and dreams of a 
target audience. But first, we must consider how definitions of propaganda reflect 
changes in culture, technology, and media, and see how contemporary propaganda 
takes many forms, including some that can be challenging to spot. 
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The Propaganda Formula

There’s a timeless pattern to many forms of propaganda, one that’s rooted in both 
problems and solutions. As a propagandist, when you are promoting a solution, you 
intensify it using repetition, positive feelings, and careful design and composition. 
You make that solution seem like the best thing in the world. When you have a 
problem on your hands, you downplay it through omission, diversion, and creating 
confusion. Downplaying and intensifying are neither good nor evil: they are rhetor-
ical practices that aim to influence people to accept a version of reality that meets 
the needs of the person doing the persuading (Rank, 1991). 

You might be inclined to blame social media and the Internet as the cause of 
propaganda’s cultural dominance today. From an economic point of view, propa-
ganda is rising in visibility and influence due to the attention economy, where an 
explosive array of choices are now available to us as both consumers and creators 
of media. In this global information network, anyone can produce digital con-
tent. People can easily use the classic formula of sensationalism (with its focus on 
sex, violence, children, animals, and the mysterious unknown) to profit from viral 
sharing, where more clicks equal more revenue.

When people use emotionally intense words or images, their messages spread 
to reach a larger audience. Delight, surprise, anger, and outrage are not merely 
emotions: they are attention- getting tools. The impact of these strategies is evident 
in the home, the workplace, and in public life. 

Not only does digital propaganda evoke strong feelings, but today, we’re often 
not sure what kinds of content we can trust. When we hear the same ideas and 
phrases over and over, they begin to seem true. Finding and evaluating the source 
of information can be challenging. Often the real funder of propaganda is dis-
guised or hidden, as when organizations that deliver messages choose not to reveal 
the funding sources that support them. Because most Americans get their news 
from social media, we often experience content as headlines and snippets, without 
source information or context clues to assist in interpretation. Today, propaganda 
takes new digital forms that blur the lines between entertainment, information, 
and persuasion. 

If you look around, you’ll see that people who use the propaganda techniques 
of intensifying and downplaying are often the most respected people in a com-
munity simply because they are compelling, effective communicators. Ministers, 
community leaders, elected public officials, educators, media professionals, and 
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even celebrities are aware that, as professional communicators who aim to coalesce 
public opinion, they face important ethical questions in their relationship with 
audiences. They make their case using the power of language to engage audi-
ences emotionally and intellectually. They also choose whether to tell the truth, to 
stretch the truth, to lie by omission, or to make stuff up. Everyone knows that an 
educator can inspire with positive words and expressions of emotion or use threats 
or negative evaluation to gain compliance. A politician makes a choice to inspire 
and unify people or divide by lying, bullying, and name calling. An activist who 
speaks at a public event can use inspire people by painting a mental picture of the 
changed world they seek, or attack opponents with a withering critique.

Intensifying and downplaying can occur through visual symbols as well as 
words. Consider the graphic designer who creates an infographic on global energy. 
She may rely on factual information to depict the differing levels of consumption 
of coal, gas, hydroelectric, wind, and other forms of energy. She will inevitably use 
subtle visual messages to signify the value of coal (or solar) in the design, color, 
and layout of the images and charts. Readers generally cannot directly interro-
gate the author to determine authorial intent. But clues in the language, imagery, 
color, design, and choice of informational content all provide tacit evidence of the 
author’s point of view and strategic goals.  

While it’s critically important to analyze propaganda, it’s also important to 
learn how to create it. When you create propaganda, you discover that it’s a chal-
lenging task that requires discipline, imagination, and tenacity. You also learn that 
propaganda is not always effective. Learning to create propaganda prepares stu-
dents for life in a democratic society because propaganda is a major way that people 
try to influence public opinion and make social change. 

Although many people think propaganda is purely negative, the term also 
applies to messages that are intended to be used for beneficial and socially desirable 
purposes. Perhaps you have seen the inspiring YouTube video that features Asian 
American singer- songwriter Clara Chung, who describes her favorite middle school 
music teacher, a woman who helped her realize that she could make choices to 
achieve her dreams (Jubilee, 2010). This video on the power of teaching was funded 
by the White House Department of Education’s Initiative on Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders. Produced by Jubilee, a media company “by changemakers, for 
changemakers,” the music and the story combine to evoke feelings about the impor-
tance of teachers in the lives of young people. Videos like this may provide viewers 
with positive feelings about the role of educators in American society. By touching 
the heartstrings and reminding us of the importance of good teachers, you may be 
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more likely to share a link to the video with your circle of friends and family. You 
may not think of videos like this as a form of propaganda, but they are. 

The study of propaganda is profoundly linked to the mission of education 
and civic learning in American schools. If schools are to fulfill their social pur-
pose of preparing people for life in a democratic society, there’s a need to help 
learners make sense of contemporary propaganda and use the power of inquiry 
to explore it. I’m deeply committed to this goal. That’s why you’ll find a wide 
variety of learning activities, like the one below, that offer examples of how to 
integrate propaganda education into any curriculum. At the companion website 
(www.mindovermedia.us), you’ll find additional online learning resources. In an 
appendix, you’ll find a complete list of Learning Activities presented throughout 
the book. These Learning Activities have two purposes: they are designed to help 
general readers visualize the instructional practices of media literacy education 
and they may also jump- start the creativity and imagination of educators who 
are looking for creative strategies for exploring the topic of propaganda with 
their students. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY

The Formula for Propaganda

Explore the power of language to make something seem terrific or awful by 
using Hugh Rank’s intensify/downplay scheme. Many forms of propaganda 
and persuasion use this formula.

Activity: Can you make someone love a topic or hate it through the use 
of the techniques? Pick a topic of interest to you and compose a mes-
sage that uses the intensify and downplay formula. Share examples 
on a digital bulletin board and notice the patterns that reoccur. 

Intensify: Make something look good. The significance of an idea, prod-
uct, or person can be increased through repetition, association, and 
composition. 

• Repetition. Repetition of words or images makes messages more 
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memorable, and it also leads people to accept what is being repeated 
as being true. 

• Association. Persuaders link an idea, product, or person with some-
thing people naturally desire or fear. 

• Composition. Creative use of design, variations in sequence, and 
patterns to help attract and hold the audience’s attention. 

Downplay: Make something look small, bad, or unimportant. Something 
can be made to seem insignificant by diverting attention from it, or 
reducing people’s attention to it by distracting them with something 
more interesting. 

• Diversion. Provide something more entertaining, interesting or 
important for people to focus on.

• Omission. Do not call attention to a message you dislike; instead, 
simply ignore it. 

• Confusion. Shower people with too much information on a topic you 
want to downplay, so that they feel overwhelmed and their attention 
is diminished. 

The Takeaway: The creative use of language can shape people’s percep-
tions and interpretations of reality. 

—Adapted from H. Rank (1991), The Pitch

Persuasion, Information, Entertainment, and Power

The relationship between propaganda and persuasion is complicated. These two 
terms are very closely related and have been debated and discussed for thousands 
of years. Both refer to efforts that use communication and symbolic expression to 
influence people’s beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors. Scholars have defined persua-
sion in relation to a communicator’s intention to change or reinforce the beliefs, 
attitudes, or behaviors of another (Jowett & O’Donnell, 2012). To identify ele-
ments of persuasion, terms from classical Greek rhetoric are often used to acknowl-
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edge how persuasion occurs through these modes: the credibility and character of 
the speaker (ethos), the quality of ideas presented (logos), and the emotions activated 
in the listener (pathos). Persuasion also occurs in a particular context, at the right 
moment in time (kairos).

The term propaganda refers to a form of persuasion that aims to influence the 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of a large audience, not just a single individual or 
small group. Before the rise of social media, some scholars used to generally think 
of persuasion as part of interpersonal communication, while the term propaganda 
referred to mass communication (Ross, 2002). You would typically use the term 
persuasion to describe how you convinced your friends to try that new restaurant, 
while you could use the term propaganda when referring to a television public ser-
vice announcement on the importance of preventing forest fires. 

But today, you probably see the blurriness between the two terms. With the rise 
of the Internet and social media, the distinction between mass communication and 
interpersonal communication is eroding because so many of our important social 
relationships are now mediatized. We now interact daily with friends and family 
through social media, sharing images, textual language, and recorded music and 
sound. Your text messages may reach a few people or many; a photo that you share 
on your Facebook may reach a large audience under some conditions. Misunder-
standing and confusion can result when content intended for a single individual is 
read or seen by a mass audience. In some cases, it can even create dangerous risks 
and potential harm. When interpersonal and mass communication collide, the 
meaning of a message in one context can be transformed by its shift into another 
context, a concept that has become known as context collapse (Marwick & Boyd, 
2011). When people share content online, nearly any message has the capacity and 
potential to go viral and reach a wide, diverse audience.

Propaganda is not merely a type of persuasion: it also stands at the inter-
section of information and entertainment. The versatility of propaganda to 
inform, entertain and persuade is why it is used by those in power or those 
who seek power. Throughout history, military, religious, and political leaders 
have all used informational propaganda to accomplish their goals. For exam-
ple, the Athenian naval commander Themistocles tricked his opponent with 
false information about the location and movement of his troops. Julius Caesar 
created his own fantastic and entertaining legends about himself to make him 
appear to be supernatural, inspiring the awe of the public. The Catholic popes 
told atrocity stories about Muslims to inspire the Crusades while Protestant 
reformer Martin Luther used entertaining dialogues in his printed sermons to 
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expose the corruption of the pope, activating people’s emotions (Auerbach & 
Castronovo, 2013b). 

ENTERTAINMENTINFORMATION

PERSUASION

PROPAGANDA

Propaganda at the Intersection of Persuasion, Information, and Entertainment

Information, art, culture, and entertainment can all function as propaganda. 
Writers, artists, and activists use stories, music, paintings, photography, or film 
to express ideas about possible worlds in the hope that they will shape and influ-
ence public opinion. Through propaganda, people can connect new information 
to people’s existing beliefs, strategically using information to create unreal reali-
ties. The information provided by a propagandist may be true, partly true, false, or 
even pants- on- fire false. During the Enlightenment, propagandists used satire and 
political cartoons to express their ideas. American colonists portrayed minor skir-
mishes (at Lexington and Concord) as major victories and even the Declaration of 
Independence was designed as a form of propaganda to influence public opinion 
and justify the need for political independence (Jowett & O’Donnell, 2012). 

A variety of 19th- century popular American authors (like Harriet Beecher 
Stowe and Mark Twain) used the power of fictional stories to imaginatively blend 
realistic events into fictional narratives in ways that addressed larger emotional 
truths about racism and inequality. During the Civil War, photography was a new 
technology that enabled people to see the horrors of the battlefield. Some pho-
tographers expressed their sentiments about the tragic loss of life by moving the 
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dead bodies into dramatic positions and occasionally adding props to intensify 
the drama of the visual image. By the 19th century, propaganda was fully insti-
tutionalized as part of the democratic political process and it was fueled by the 
rise of newspapers and magazines, which enabled politicians to more easily reach 
vast audiences. Political philosophers began to comment on the ways in which the 
increasingly sophisticated activation of both emotion and reason was influencing 
the practice of civic decision making.

Entertaining fictions can sometimes function more effectively as propaganda 
than information. While the greater availability of political information enables 
people to learn more about politics and the political process, many people take 
advantage of greater choice of content to tune out of politics completely (Prior, 
2005). The blurring of entertainment and propaganda can be observed by simply 
noticing how entertainment techniques have become commonplace in political 
discourse and how political and social topics are embedded in music, movies, TV 
shows and video games. Creative producers, musicians, athletes, and celebrities 
often embed political messages into movies, television, music, sports, and art. 
Because people let down their critical guard when they are being entertained, they 
may fail to notice how deeply propaganda messages are embedded in spectacle or 
amusement.

Entertainment storytelling has long helped to shape social norms. At the turn 
of the 20th century, audiences thrilled to D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915) 
because of its epic and visually compelling storytelling. But the film also depicted 
post– Civil War Reconstruction in ways that presented Black leaders as dangerous 
and evil. The racist political ideology expressed in the film outraged many African 
American leaders and white liberals. But the film’s emotional power emboldened  
white politicians and inspired efforts to quash the political and social rights of 
African Americans through overtly discriminatory practices in law, real estate, 
education, business, transportation, and public life (Lehr, 2014). 

Storytelling can be used to sell lifestyles. In the 1930s, Hollywood studios 
released sponsored films that were disguised advertising for cars, clothes, and new 
houses. By the middle of the century, critics observed that entertainment film could 
convey powerful ideological messages about society and politics (Sproule, 1994). 
Today, first- person military shooter games prepare children and young people for 
combat training. Video games also connect the military with potential recruits; 
journalists have documented the relationship between U.S. military recruiting and 
the video game industry. Even professional soldiers easily recognize how first- person 
shooter games function as propaganda for war (Romaniuk & Burgers, 2017). 
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The Internet and meme culture bring even more entertaining propaganda to 
our doorstep. According to artist and activist An Xiao Mina, it’s the silly stuff of 
the Internet that opens the door to social activism. Selfies, YouTube parodies, and 
cat videos are intertwined with human rights and social justice issues, storytelling, 
and culture. For example, in the spring of 2016, during the debate about whether 
the United Kingdom should leave the European Union, the hashtag #CatsAgain-
stBrexit was popular for a time. It started with a post that featured a sad- looking 
cat, with the phrase, “My cat is sad because #Brexit. If you agree RT w/ your cat.” 
Through creating, sharing, and liking emotionally evocative and playful online 
content, we let others know who we are and what we value. These messages may 
have special persuasive power when they are shared by family members, friends, 
and co- workers via social media. The repetition and affirmation of playful mes-
sages can also lead to the synchronization of opinion, which is a function of propa-
ganda (Mina, 2019). Yet, people may not be fully aware of how they acquire shared 
attitudes and beliefs through propaganda that blurs the boundaries between per-
suasion, entertainment, and information. 

Definitions of Propaganda

Definitions of propaganda are situational and contextual, rooted in time and space. 
In Germany and around the world, the term is closely linked to the Third Reich. 
For those in eastern Europe, the word is deeply nuanced with cultural memories 
of life under communism. In the United States, public relations professionals have 
worked hard to distance themselves from the word, even though it was the origi-
nal term used for the profession (Bernays, 1928/2005). People of different cultural 
and political backgrounds may differ in their use of the term, and those of differ-
ent generations may also have nuanced and sometimes divergent interpretations. 
That’s why Neil Postman (1979) once wrote that of all the words we use to talk 
about talk, the word “propaganda” is the most mischievous.

Propaganda originally had a meaning that was rooted in Truth with a capital 
T. As used by the Catholic Church in the 17th century, propaganda referred to the 
propagation of the faith, spreading the good news of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
Religious scholars have pointed out that the missionary spirit of spreading the 
good news is a form of beneficial propaganda, and it is baked into the very founda-
tions of early Christianity through the Apostle Paul’s systematic efforts to deliber-
ately to extend the gospel across all parts of the known world through land and sea 
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(Bowers, 1980). In his many travels to reach early Christian audiences, Saint Paul 
was a pioneering propagandist. Even today, Christian propaganda can be under-
stood as bringing the world a gift of spiritual redemption through advancing an 
ideology of love and forgiveness. 

During and immediately after World War II, communication scholars reflected 
on how the power of propaganda helped to strengthen democracy and fight fas-
cism. In the U.S., Hollywood played an active role in supporting the war effort, 
working in close coordination with the government. After the war, the process 
of de- Nazification in Germany involved actively promoting democratic values 
by repealing Nazi laws, obliterating swastikas, and changing street names. The 
U.S. government also created libraries in many German cities to help with the 
re- education process. As a result, some scholars described propaganda in quite 
positive terms, as “one means by which large numbers of people are induced to act 
together” (Lasswell, 1948). 

But later in the 20th century, definitions of propaganda began to take a nar-
rower focus, emphasizing intentional political manipulation through untruths and 
lies. One English philosopher described propaganda as the “cold- blooded manip-
ulation of popular impulse and thought by professional politicians” (Qualter, 
1962). In the 1960s, when television’s cultural and economic power was rising and 
advertisers were tapping into psychoanalytic thought to persuade, propaganda was 
defined in relation to human psychology, as “a form of information that panders to 
our insecurities and anxieties” (Ellul, 1973). As concerns about commercial culture 
flooded into every sector of cultural life, propaganda was defined as “intentionally- 
designed communication that invites us to respond emotionally, immediately, and 
in an either- or manner” (Postman, 1982). 

When new approaches to public relations were being pioneered in the 1980s, 
propaganda was defined in relation to it as “the deliberate, systematic attempt to 
shape perceptions, manipulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response 
that furthers the desired intent of the propagandist” (Jowett & O’Donnell, 1986). 
In the 21st century, as corporate and special interest lobbyists were accelerating the 
scope of their incursion into Washington, DC politics, definitions of propaganda 
acknowledged its indifference to ethics, truth, and morality, as “strategic commu-
nication that uses any means to accomplish its ends” (Cunningham, 2002). 

Today, some people think that propaganda and public lying are synonymous 
while others blame digital technologies for the rising influence of propaganda. Pro-
paganda has been defined in relation to the abuse of power, as “shaping perceptions 
and actions through the manipulation of information, often involving some form 
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of deception, lying, omission, distortion or misdirection” (Robinson, 2015). The 
term computational propaganda has been used to refer to “the manipulation of 
public opinion through platforms and digital devices” (Wooley & Howard, 2019). 
Algorithmic personalization enables propaganda to spread through personalized 
advertising and entertainment as well as the differential display of filtered search 
results on search engines.

But one person’s propaganda can be another person’s art, education, or news. 
Perhaps you have encountered a person who believes that your most reliable news 
source is a form of propaganda. Many forms of propaganda are designed for ben-
eficial public purposes and rely on the delivery of truthful information and the 
transparent display of persuasive purpose. But philosophers like to point out that 
some forms of propaganda are rooted in flawed ideologies or false beliefs (Stanley, 
2015). Some forms of propaganda present structural inequalities, cultural hierar-
chies, and other social power dynamics as “natural.” Since we are inevitably posi-
tioned within these systems, we may accept attitudes and beliefs that prevent us 
from seeing these hierarchies and inequalities in all their complexity. For this rea-
son, it takes considerable self- awareness and humility to engage in the examination 
of contemporary propaganda. 

Some forms of propaganda are straightforward, while other forms can be devi-
ously sophisticated and tricky. Propaganda may appear to appeal to public values 
while actually seeking to undermine those values. For example, when Republican 
politicians claimed that America had a significant voter fraud problem, they pro-
posed the use of tactics designed to suppress the vote. In this case, they used a par-
ticular social value (the integrity of elections) to actually undermine the integrity 
of elections (Stanley, 2015). 

The study of persuasion and propaganda can help us better understand the 
myriad ways that humans seek to influence each other using the power of com-
munication and expression. The expression of a world view (about democracy, 
feminism, capitalism, automation, racism, globalization, or a million other topics) 
functions as a form of social power. Becoming aware of how power relations are 
baked into the meaning- making process is an important dimension of lifelong 
learning. But inherent subjectivity is also involved in the study of persuasion and 
propaganda because we are situated within it, as both audiences and authors. 

Think of it this way: Propaganda is in the eye of the beholder. You may have 
interpreted that doctored National Archives image of the Women’s March as a 
form of political propaganda, while I may see it merely as an innocent marketing 
display. You may see that video game as an entertaining thrill ride, while I may 
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see its gratuitous display of violence as a dehumanizing spectacle that encourages 
people to love war. Although scholars and experts may quibble about the precise 
scope of their definitions, most agree that:

1. Propaganda appears in a variety of forms.
2. It is strategic and intentional.
3. Propaganda aims to influence public opinions, attitudes, and behaviors.
4. It can be beneficial or harmful.
5. It may use truth, half- truths, or lies.
6. To be successful, propaganda taps into our deepest values, fears, hopes, 

and dreams.
7. Propagandists may use any means to accomplish their goals (Luckert & 

Bachrach, 2009).

Definitions of propaganda like this have their merits, but they have their dis-
advantages, too. Through trial and error in the classroom, I have discovered that it 
shortchanges the learning experience to merely offer students a definition of propa-
ganda on a PowerPoint slide or in a handout. Learners benefit from opportunities 
to wrestle with the various definitions that have developed over time and iden-
tify the features or elements that make sense to them. This helps them own their 
understanding of the term. When they appreciate that definitions of propaganda 
are constructed by people situated in a particular moment in time and space, they 
are more willing to construct definitions that relate to their lived experience. As 
they learn more about the topic, they are able to revise their personal definitions. 
This is why I like to engage learners in constructing their own definition of pro-
paganda at the beginning and at the end of the semester. I like to ask learners to 
review a variety of definitions and underline or highlight ideas that resonate with 
them. They then remix phrases and ideas from the work of previous scholars and 
thinkers, selecting those that make sense to them. I then ask learners to discuss 
their choices with a partner to explain which elements of the definitions are most 
important to them. 

One student may call attention to the idea that propaganda taps into people’s 
existing values, which also helps explain why propaganda is not always effective. 
Propaganda is not a magic bullet that affects all people in the same way. Another 
learner may point out that propaganda may use factual information, carefully 
selected and arranged. When a student points out that propaganda may use any 
means to accomplish its goal, there’s an opportunity to introduce the importance of 

MindOverMedia_txt_final.indd   14MindOverMedia_txt_final.indd   14 8/11/20   2:54 PM8/11/20   2:54 PM



Mind Over Media • 15

framing the study of propaganda through an ethical lens. The study of propaganda 
enables us to consider the moral and social responsibilities of communication by 
demonstrating respect for the whole human person. The study of contemporary 
propaganda is a near- perfect entrée to explore ethics and moral philosophy because 
it helps learners reflect on the social responsibilities of both the people who create 
messages and those who consume them. 

But in order for genuine learning to occur, we must shed some of the negative 
connotations of the term itself. One thing is certain: debating whether a particular 
message is or is not propaganda is educationally unproductive. People can’t really 
wrestle with issues concerning the ethics of communication if they simplistically 
believe that propaganda is by definition bad or that the use of propaganda is inher-
ently immoral or unethical. The topic must be approached with intellectual curi-
osity and an open mind. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY

Remix a Definition of Propaganda

Because propaganda changes in response to media, technology, and cul-
ture, definitions of propaganda are situated in time and space.

Activity: After reviewing these definitions of propaganda, identify the 
most meaningful phrases and ideas. Then craft your personal defini-
tion by using the most relevant elements from older definitions along 
with ideas that reflect your own experiences with propaganda as part 
of everyday life. 

Propaganda is . .   .

1. . . . a form of communication aimed toward influencing the attitude 
of a population toward some cause or position (Wikipedia, entry on 
propaganda, 2009) 

2. . . .  a form of information that panders to our insecurities and anxi-
eties (Jacques Ellul, author of Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s 
Attitudes, 1962) 
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3. . . .  indifferent to truth and truthfulness, knowledge and under-
standing; it is a form of strategic communication that uses any 
means to accomplish its ends (Walter Cunningham, author of The 
Idea of Propaganda, 2002) 

4. . . .  the deliberate, systematic attempt to shape perceptions, manip-
ulate cognitions, and direct behavior to achieve a response that 
furthers the desired intent of the propagandist (Garth Jowett and 
Victoria O’Donnell, authors of Propaganda and Persuasion, 1986). 

5. . . .  a form of purposeful persuasion that attempts to influence the 
emotions, attitudes, opinions, and actions of specified target audi-
ences for ideological, political or commercial purposes through the 
controlled transmission of one- sided messages (which may or may 
not be factual) via mass and direct media channels (Richard Alan 
Nelson, author of A Chronology and Glossary of Propaganda in the 
United States, 1995). 

6. . . .  intentionally designed communication that invites us to respond 
emotionally, immediately, and in an either- or manner (Neil Postman, 
author of “Propaganda,” 1979). 

The Takeaway: Definitions of propaganda shift in response to changes in 
society, technology, and culture. People’s definitions of propaganda 
will vary depending on their media use experiences, cultural back-
ground, values, and other factors. 

 — Adapted from Mind Over Media: Analyzing Contemporary Propaganda (Media 
Education Lab, 2018)

Where Propaganda Can Be Found

Propaganda appears in a variety of forms: it can be found in news and journalism, 
advertising and public relations, and education— and in all aspects of daily life. It 
is present in information from government, business, religious and nonprofit orga-
nizations, and in many forms of entertainment including music, TV shows, mov-
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