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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Theme: Propaganda 
Subject area: Depicting the enemy 

Rationale 
When teaching or learning about World War One, it is easy to focus on the British experience. 

However depictions of the enemy in propaganda played a major role in motivating troops and 

civilians in all the fighting nations. For different countries, the reality of the enemy was either 

very close or far away. In this lesson students will be introduced to the various ways in which 

the enemy (including Britain for some countries) was viewed. 

 

Students will explore how propaganda about opponents is used to motivate the soldiers and 

civilians during wartime. They will also reflect on the impact of this on long-term attitudes 

towards different countries. 

Content 
Historical sources: 

 Postcard - Britannia rules the waves 
 Postcard - ‘Are we afraid? No!’ A propaganda postcard depicting the British Empire 

 Book with illustration - The English Beast  
 Map - Defence of Hindenburg line. German artillery positions from captured German 

maps 

 Poster - The ravings of Wilhelm 
 Poster - Russian Propaganda: communication, patriotism and hatred poster and poem 

 Booklet with illustrations - Germany’s impending doom. Open letter to Maximilian 
Hardin; cartoons by Hugh Thompson 

 Report - Bryce report: Committee on alleged German outrages 

 Poster - Remember German crimes 

 Poster - The voice of the ruins 
 Poster - The German changes clothes but he is always the same German! Remember! 
 Poster - Our French allies have a cart full of dead Germans and our English brothers – a 

whole basket too 

Recommended reading (short article): 
Atrocity propaganda by Professor Jo Fox 
Children’s experiences and propaganda by Ian Cooke 

External links: 

BBC  

The National Archives  

http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/britannia-rules-the-waves
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/are-we-afraid-no
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-english-beast
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/defence-of-hindenburg-line-german-artillery-positions
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/defence-of-hindenburg-line-german-artillery-positions
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/ravings-of-wilhelm
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/russian-propaganda-communication-patriotism-hatred-poster
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/germanys-impending-doom-open-letter-to-herr-maximillian-harden
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/germanys-impending-doom-open-letter-to-herr-maximillian-harden
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/bryce-report-committee-alleged-german-outrages
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/remember-german-crimes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/voice-of-ruins
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/german-changes-clothes-same-german
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/our-french-allies-have-a-cart-full-of-dead-germans-and-our-english-brothers--a-whole-basket-too
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/our-french-allies-have-a-cart-full-of-dead-germans-and-our-english-brothers--a-whole-basket-too
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/atrocity-propaganda
http://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/childrens-experiences-and-propaganda
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/britain_wwone/cousins_at_war_01.shtml#three
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pathways/firstworldwar/first_world_war/origins_conflict.htm
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Key questions 

 How do different countries portray the fighting nations? 

 What was the relationship between some of these countries before the war started? 

 Does the type of relationship that existed pre-war affect how countries portray their 

enemies? 

 What might propaganda motivate people to do? 

 Can war propaganda about the enemy affect how countries behave towards one 

another during peacetime? 

 How accurate or distorted are the messages depicted in the sources listed above? 

Activities 
1.) Introduce some of the key countries involved in the war and an overview of the 

relationship between them e.g. Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Hungary and Italy. 

2.) Ask the students if they know what propaganda is and its purpose. 

3.) Working in small groups, distribute downloads of the items listed above and ask the 

students to organise it by country. They could also include a summary of how the 

enemy is portrayed and what impact it might have on the audience for which it is 

intended. 

4.) Ask the students to compare and contrast the various depictions, and to discuss the 

different impressions the items create.  

5.) Is propaganda that spreads inaccurate and distorted messages fair in war? 

6.) Ask the students to give their views about whether the pre-war relationship makes a 

difference to the propaganda or if a country’s status makes a difference. 

7.) Discuss and ask students to present views on what might be the different outcomes of 

the depictions on (a) soldiers and (b) civilians. 

8.) Going back to the impact of propaganda, ask the students to discuss what effect those 

portrayals might have on peace and attitudes after the war. 

Extension activities  

 Can students find other examples of propaganda used during the war? How is it used 

for different audiences? 

 Using the resources on this site about Prisoners of War, contrast and compare the 

reality with the propaganda.  

 


