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The tools of persuasion never disappeared, they evolved. What once required mass
media now rides algorithms, bots, and the endless scroll of social feeds, turning
ancient manipulation tactics into ambient influence.

1) The myth of the rational voter

Aldous Huxley drew a clean line: rational propaganda (arguments tied to fact and
self-interest) versus non-rational propaganda (appeals to passion, repetition,
scapegoating, and moral cover for base impulses). For a while, it looked as if the
rational kind had won in Western politics. Then 2016 reminded us how fragile that
assumption was.

The Enlightenment image of citizens as logic-driven choosers runs hard against
what psychologists have shown: we form beliefs first, then seek evidence that fits.
The backfire effect makes contrary facts strengthen prior beliefs. Heuristics, fast,
ancient shortcuts, steer choices below conscious awareness. “Tell people the facts
and they will reason to the same conclusion” turns out to be a poor operating
system for thought.

This does not constitute an argument against facts. This represents recognition that
cognition runs on frames, values, and narratives before it runs on data. If you start
with facts while your opponent starts with frames, you are already answering to
their script.

2) The old playbook, perfected

Huxley's list of non-rational tactics reads like a field manual still in use: repeat a
slogan until it feels true; name a scapegoat; weld base emotions to high ideals so
the worst looks like duty. As Timothy Snyder notes while channeling Victor
Klemperer's observations from the 1930s, the method is to wear down the boundary
between truth and performance.
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Modern practitioners add a few more moves, all familiar now: flood the zone with
distractions to derail scrutiny; sidestep counterarguments rather than refute them;
use peripheral cues (status signals, group identity, outrage) to project authority;
bait opponents into anger to reach potential supporters. Strategic doubt operates as
its own product line: if you cannot win on evidence, make certainty itself look naive.

Notice the pattern: none of this requires coherence, consistency, or even
likability. It requires contact, emotion, and repetition, a cadence tuned to
our heuristics.

3) The amplifier we built

The internet did not invent propaganda; it scaled it. Techniques that once depended
on captive mass audiences now piggyback on platforms whose economics reward
engagement over relevance. A short map of the 21st-century arsenal:

e Echo chambers: Social feeds and search optimize for time-on-platform. You see
more of what you already agree with, less of what challenges you.
Reinforcement becomes the default.

e Alternative news sources: From large outlets with explicit agendas to a single
influential feed, new publishers can set the cycle, define what gets attention,
and force others to follow.

* Fake news: Commercial parasites that fabricate emotion and harvest clicks add
noise and confusion. Even if you do not believe the story, it steals attention.

* Online swarms: Loyal or paid cadres can dominate threads and mentions,
manufacturing breadth of support and exhausting opponents.

» Bots: Automated accounts amplify messages and drown rebuttals, increasingly
hard to distinguish from humans.

e Psychological profiling and micro-targeting: Research shows platforms can
nudge mood and even civic participation by curating what you see. Firms such
as Cambridge Analytica claimed election-scale influence using social data and
tailored messages; the extent of their real impact is contested.

The net effect is speed, scale, and personalization. Old spin becomes ambient,
constant, and intimate. Distraction accelerates. As Huxley warned, a population's
“almost infinite appetite for distractions” can be as pacifying as overt repression.
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4) Framing beats fact-checking

George Lakoff argues that people vote their values, not spreadsheets. Frames,
metaphors, and narratives route around rebuttals. He further claims conservatives
tend to train in cognitive science and marketing, how people actually form beliefs,
while progressives often ground in policy, law, and economics, how decisions should
be made. Whether that asymmetry is universal is debatable, but the strategic gap is
visible: one side sells identity and story; the other corrects and cites.

This helps explain why fact-checks change few minds. When a claim lives inside a
resonant frame, correcting details can feel like an attack on identity. The backfire
effect does the rest. Structured thinking matters, but it must attach to lived values
and a narrative people recognize as theirs.

The lesson is not to abandon truth. The goal is to match how cognition
actually works: lead with values, name the frame, then layer facts that
reinforce it.

5) How to read, and resist, the dark arts

If 21st-century propaganda is old craft with new reach, the response must be
practical and disciplined. A few field notes:

« Name the frame before the fact: Identify the value or identity being appealed
to. Respond within a constructive frame you choose, not the one you are
handed.

» Avoid amplifying the slogan: Quoting to dunk still spreads the meme.
Paraphrase minimally, then pivot to your frame and concrete stakes.

e Refuse the distraction tax: Not every provocation earns attention. Ask, “What
is this pulling focus from?” Move attention back to material issues.

 Diversify your inputs: Build a media diet that crosses perspectives without
surrendering standards. Echo chambers feel informative while narrowing
cognition.

» Verify before sharing: Pause on headlines engineered for affect. Check source,
date, and intent. Starve low-cost falsehoods of the free reach they need.

* Avoid feeding swarms: Document harassment and manipulation; report

© John Deacon 2025 - Cognitive Systems. Structured Insight. Aligned Futures.
https://johndeacon.co.za - All rights reserved.



How 21st-Century Propaganda Exploits Minds and Machines

platform abuse. Refuse back-and-forths designed to harvest your outrage for
reach.

e Watch the peripheral cues: Authority signals (tone, symbols, group markers)
are levers. Ask who benefits when you react to the cue rather than the claim.

» Design for metacognition: Notice your own triggers. If a post makes you feel
superior, furious, or vindicated, those are precisely the moments to slow down.

 Build structured cognition habits: Keep a short checklist, What is the claim?
What evidence? What is missing? What is the frame? Who profits if | believe
this?, and apply it consistently.

e Protect attention like a scarce resource: Distraction is not neutral; it displaces
civic focus. Set time windows, turn off nonessential alerts, and reserve space
for long-form understanding.

None of this is glamorous. This represents ordinary discipline, the kind that scales
when practiced in families, teams, communities, and newsrooms. The work is to
align truth with human texture: values first, frames made explicit, facts layered with
care, repetition without manipulation. That is how rational persuasion survives in a
non-rational age.

The darker arts will not vanish. But when we stop supplying free fuel, our attention,
our unexamined reactions, our reflex to repeat, we cut their oxygen. In a landscape
engineered for the unreal, clarity becomes the quiet practice of choosing what we
reinforce.

To translate this into action, here's a prompt you can run with an Al assistant or in
your own journal.

Try this...

Before sharing any emotionally charged content, ask: What is this pulling my
attention away from? Then redirect focus to material issues that matter.
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