
The Gunpowder Plot: Terrorist 
Attack or Government Conspiracy?

Learning Objectives:
• To investigate the real 

cause behind the Gunpowder 
Plot

• To come to a judgement on 
whether the Gunpowder Plot 
was an attack or a 
conspiracy 



Terrorism: The use of violence to 
intimidate or attack.

Conspiracy: An evil, illegal plan, created 
in secret by two persons or more.

Bias: to cause favoritism in a person, 
preventing an honest assessment.

Key terms…







• Who was involved? 
• Why did they want to blow up the Houses of 

Parliament? 
• When did they want to do it? 
• Who were they trying to kill? 
• Why weren’t they successful?

Become the detective! Find out the key information 
on what happened and fill in the table on the next 

slide. Use this link to help: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fk7ty/revision/1

Investigate! 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fk7ty/revision/1


Investigate! 

Key Question What can you find out?

Who was involved? 

Why did they want 
to blow up the 

Houses of 
Parliament? 

When did they want 
to do it? 

Who were they 
trying to kill? 

Why weren’t they 
successful?



Terrorist Attack: The 
Traditional View:
A Catholic plot to blow up 
the Houses of Parliament 
and assassinate King James. 
One of the conspirators 
wrote a letter to a friend, 
worried they would be killed 
in the explosion. This raised 
suspicion and the plot was 
uncovered. 
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Government Conspiracy?
Some people disagree with 
this view. They believe that 
Robert Cecil – the King’s 
Chief Adviser and a devout 
Protestant – planned the 
whole thing to discredit 
Catholics and force King 
James to punish them. 



You and your team have been called in to 
investigate the cause behind the Gunpowder Plot. 
It is your job to examine the evidence and 
decide which interpretation is best supported.
As you look at the sources, consider whether you 
can trust them – remember bias!
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How to analyse sources…
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ELIABILITY

SEFULNESS

What does it tell us?

Type? Who wrote it?

Why was it produced?

How trustworthy is it?

All sources are useful…



Challenge: Which pieces of 
evidence did you find the most 
and least reliable? Explain why.

Investigation Task: Using the sources, complete the table. Use 
the sections of the table to help you take a critical look at 
them!

Once you have examined all of the sources, write an 
investigation report saying whether the evidence suggests it 
was a Terrorist Attack, Government Conspiracy or whether 
you have insufficient evidence to come to a conclusion.
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So
ur

ce Content of the source 
(what does it 
say/show?)

Does it support 
Terrorist Attack 
or Conspiracy 

Theory?

Origin of the 
source (where 

did it come 
from?)

Purpose of the 
source (why has 
the source been 
written/made? 

Motivation)

Reliability of the 
source (Can we 

trust the 
source?)

Usefulness of the 
source (does the 
source add to our 
understanding of 

the event?

A

B

C

D

Investigation: Using the sources, complete the table. Once you have 
examined all of the sources, write an investigation report saying whether 
the evidence suggests it was a Terrorist Attack, Government Conspiracy or 
whether you have insufficient evidence to come to a conclusion.



Evidence A:	Written	by	an	Italian,	
Catholic	visitor	in	1605.

“Some	hold	it	as	certain	that	there	
has	been	foul	play	and	that	some	
of	the	government	secretly	spun	a	
web	to	entangle	these	poor	
gentlemen”.	



Evidence	B.	Left:		The	normal	
signature	of	Guido	Fawkes.
Right:	Guido	Fawkes’	signature	on	
his	confession.



Evidence	C:	King	James’	orders	
about	Guido	Fawkes’	
interrogation,	1605.	

“If	he	will	not	otherwise	confess,	
the	gentler	tortures	are	to	be	used	
first,	and	then	the	uttermost	pain.”



Evidence	D:	Part	of	Guido	Fawkes’	
confession,	1605.

“He	said	he	did	not	intend	to	set	
fire	to	the	fuse	until	the	King	had	
come	into	Parliament.”



NEW EVIDENCE: At that time (1605) all 
gunpowder was controlled by the 
government. All supplies were kept in the 
Tower of London. The records for 1605 
have mysteriously disappeared.

NEWS FLASH

How will it affect your 
investigation report? Does 
it support your verdict or 
make you question your 

decision?


