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The Conversation 

The Surprising Origins of Post-Truth — 

And How It Was Spawned by the Liberal Left 
 

by Andrew Calcutt 

November 18, 2016, 2:31 AM EST 

“Post-truth” has been announced as the Oxford Dictionaries’ international word of the year. It is 

widely associated with US president-elect Donald Trump’s extravagantly untruthful assertions 

and the working-class people who voted for him nonetheless. But responsibility for the “post-

truth” era lies with the middle-class professionals who prepared the runway for its recent take-

off. Those responsible include academics, journalists, “creatives” and financial traders; even the 

centre-left politicians who have now been hit hard by the rise of the anti-factual. 

On November 16, 2016 Oxford Dictionaries announced that “post-truth” had been selected as the 

word which, more than any other, reflects “the passing year in language”. It defines “post-truth” 

as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping 

public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief”.  

The word itself can be traced back as far as 1992, but documented usage increased by 2,000% in 

2016 compared to 2015. As Oxford Dictionaries’ Casper Grathwohl explained: 

We first saw the frequency really spike this year in June with buzz over the Brexit 

vote and again in July when Donald Trump secured the Republican presidential 

nomination. 

Given that usage of the term hasn’t shown any signs of slowing down, I wouldn’t 

be surprised if post-truth becomes one of the defining words of our time. 

Punditry on the “post-truth era” is often accompanied by a picture either of Donald Trump (for 

example, BBC News Online or The Guardian) or of his supporters (The Spectator). Although 

The Spectator article was a rare exception, the connotations embedded in “post-truth” 

commentary are normally as follows: “post-truth” is the product of populism; it is the bastard 

child of common-touch charlatans and a rabble ripe for arousal; it is often in blatant disregard of 

the actualité. 

The truth about post-truth 

But this interpretation blatantly disregards the actual origins of “post-truth”. These lie neither 

with those deemed under-educated nor with their new-found champions. Instead, the 

groundbreaking work on “post-truth” was performed by academics, with further contributions 

from an extensive roster of middle-class professionals. Left-leaning, self-confessed liberals, they 

sought freedom from state-sponsored truth; instead they built a new form of cognitive 

confinement — “post-truth”. 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/nov/15/post-truth-named-word-of-the-year-by-oxford-dictionaries
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/24/opinion/campaign-stops/the-age-of-post-truth-politics.html
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/post-truth
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-37995600
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-37995600
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-37995600
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/nov/15/post-truth-named-word-of-the-year-by-oxford-dictionaries
http://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/11/post-truth-politics-dont-be-so-patronising/
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More than 30 years ago, academics started to discredit “truth” as one of the “grand narratives” 

which clever people could no longer bring themselves to believe in. Instead of “the truth”, which 

was to be rejected as naïve and/or repressive, a new intellectual orthodoxy permitted only 

“truths” — always plural, frequently personalised, inevitably relativised.  

Under the terms of this outlook, all claims on truth are relative to the particular person making 

them; there is no position outside our own particulars from which to establish universal truth. 

This was one of the key tenets of postmodernism, a concept which first caught on in the 1980s 

after publication of Jean-Francois Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition: A Report On 

Knowledge in 1979. In this respect, for as long as we have been postmodern, we have been 

setting the scene for a “post-truth” era. 

And these attitudes soon spread across wider society. By the mid-1990s, journalists were 

following academics in rejecting “objectivity” as nothing more than a professional ritual. Old-

school hacks who continued to adhere to objectivity as their organising principle were scolded 

for cheating the public and deceiving themselves in equal measure.  

Nor was this shift confined to the minority who embraced war reporter Martin Bell’s infamous 

“journalism of attachment”, which supported the idea that journalists should respond personally 

to events. Under the flag of pragmatism, the professional consensus allowed for a lower-case 

version of truth, broadly equivalent to academic relativism — which nonetheless dissociated 

professional journalism from the allegedly anachronistic quest for the one true truth, as in Ivor 

Gaber’s Three Cheers For Subjectivity: Or The Crumbling Of The Seven Pillars Of Journalistic 

Wisdom. But this shift meant that journalists were already moving towards a “post-truth” age. 

Meanwhile, in the ‘creative’ economy . . . 

In the second half of the 1990s, branding comprised the core business of the newly categorised 

“creative industries”. Bright young things generated fast-growing revenues by creating a magical 

system of mythical thinking known in shorthand as “the brand”.  

Branding came to be seen as far more important than the mundane activity of product design, 

development and manufacture. In Britain, as the latter went into decline, the simultaneous 

expansion of City-type activities meant that the national economy was reconfigured around 

whatever the next person was prepared to believe in, which is as close as financial markets ever 

get to the truth. In Western economies, this system of managed perceptions and permanent PR —

promotional culture as a whole way of life — has now largely replaced the incontrovertible facts 

of large-scale manufacturing.  

Throughout the second half of the 1990s and into the new century, there was optimistic talk of a 

“new economy”, driven by the expansion of technology and the internet. It was seemingly based 

on a whole generation of “symbolic analysts” — Robert Reich’s term for “the workers who 

make up the creative and knowledge economies” — happily living on thin air.  

  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmodernism-philosophy
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2032138,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2032138,00.html
https://thatspikesnotsharp.wordpress.com/2010/12/14/journalism-of-attachment/
https://theconversation.com/theendofjournalism.wdfiles.com/local--files/ivorgaber/Ivor%20Gaber.doc
https://theconversation.com/theendofjournalism.wdfiles.com/local--files/ivorgaber/Ivor%20Gaber.doc
http://www.heartfield.org/Creativity_Gap.pdf
http://www.newstatesman.com/culture/culture/2013/01/meeting-our-makers-britain%E2%80%99s-long-industrial-decline
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/n/neweconomy.asp
http://prospect.org/article/importance-symbolic-analysts-working-america
http://prospect.org/article/importance-symbolic-analysts-working-america
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2000/feb/01/livingonthinair.extract
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Even then, there were concerns that the associated media sector was a living example of the 

Emperor’s New Clothes, as illustrated by television’s “self-facilitating media node”, Nathan 

Barley. But it is now clear that in moving inexorably towards free-floating, barely verifiable 

“intangibles” (a buzzword of the time), the millennial hybrid of creative and financial services 

was also a stepping stone to “post-truth”. 

Political post-truth 

But the political realm experienced parallel developments, too, and they were similarly aligned 

to the trend towards “post-truth”. In the US, Bill Clinton initiated the transformation of politics 

into “showbiz for uglies” — a show of inclusivity performed in a series of shared national 

experiences. In the UK this was exemplified in Tony Blair’s role at the forefront of public 

reaction to the death of Princess Diana. The extent to which such phenomena are best understood 

as myth rather than reality, has been well illustrated in the recent film HyperNormalisation by 

Adam Curtis.  

By the turn of the century, government was already less about the “truth” than about how 

“truths” could be spun. So-called “spin doctors” took centre stage; it was government by PR —

and the Iraq War was a prime example. Facts, apparently, took a back seat.  

Meanwhile, the art of government was also being dumbed down into “evidence-based” 

managerialism — the largely exclusive process with which “Washington insider” Hillary Clinton 

has been unfavourably associated.  

As further practised by Tony Blair, during his stint as UK prime minister, outgoing US president, 

Barack Obama, and their respective administrations, the subdivision of politics into (a) cultural 

experience and (b) management, has made a dual contribution to the social construction of “post-

truth”.  

As the protagonists neared the role of a priest or pop star in their near-mythical performances, so 

the Clinton-Blair-Obama triad has moved politics further away from truth and closer to the realm 

of the imagination. Meanwhile, in the hands of managerialists what was left of the truth — “the 

evidence base” — was soon recognised by the wider population as a tool for use in social 

engineering, and largely discredited as a result — hence the mounting hostility towards experts, 

on which Brexiteer Michael Gove sought to capitalise in the run-up to the EU referendum.  

On both counts, prominent representatives of the centre-left prepared the ground for the post-

politics of “post-truth”. The irony is that some of their closest relatives have been the first 

casualties of its further realisation. 

“Post-truth” is the latest step in a logic long established in the history of ideas, and previously 

expressed in the cultural turn led by middle-class professionals. Instead of blaming populism for 

enacting what we set in motion, it would be better to acknowledge our own shameful part in it. 

https://theconversation.com/the-surprising-origins-of-post-truth-and-how-it-was-spawned-by-the-liberal-left-68929 

______________________________________ 

One time permission to reproduce granted by The Conversation, May 19, 2017.

https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/feb/10/nathan-barley-charlie-brooker-east-london-comedy
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/feb/10/nathan-barley-charlie-brooker-east-london-comedy
http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/p04b183c/adam-curtis-hypernormalisation
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/alastair-campbell-spin-iraq-recurring-nightmare-about-tony-blair-gordon-brow-a6952921.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/chilcot-report-inquiry-tony-blair-iraq-war-spin-unspun-a7123741.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/06/10/michael-goves-guide-to-britains-greatest-enemy-the-experts/
https://theconversation.com/the-surprising-origins-of-post-truth-and-how-it-was-spawned-by-the-liberal-left-68929
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Forbes 

Alternative Facts in a Post-Truth World? 

 

by Jay Ogilvy 

February 2, 2017, 10:17 AM 

I began my career teaching philosophy: seven years at Yale, four years at Williams College and 

one year at the University of Texas at Austin, where Stratfor’s headquarters would eventually be 

located. There’s a point to my resume mongering: When I hear phrases like “alternative facts,” 

or “fake news,” or “truthiness,” it’s like red meat to my philosophical lion. As our political 

discourse lurches into the depths of epistemology, I can’t resist applying a little hard-earned 

professional expertise to try to relieve the skeptical despair. 

Let me reassure you: Where this column will come out is in support of a commonsensical 

realism. Yes, there are facts. We can know some things for sure and we better use our best 

science to discover as many objective truths as we can. 

But if that’s the truth, then how in the world did we get to this point of radical skepticism and 

cynicism bordering on nihilism? And what can we do about it? The point of dipping into the dark 

depths of philosophy is no less than to salvage some grasp on reality. 

The History of Doubt About the Truth 

Once upon a time there was a kind of sublime innocence about epistemology. Plato and Aristotle 

touched on the theory of knowledge — what it is to really know something rather than to just 

have an opinion about it, and what the different kinds of knowing are — but they suffered 

nowhere near the crippling doubt that Descartes infused into the Western tradition in the 17th 

century. Preoccupied with phenomena like the oar that, half in the water, looks bent even though 

we know it to be straight, Descartes came to doubt the evidence of his senses, leading him to the 

famous if potentially blasphemous question, “Could God be deceiving me?” 

Descartes’ insidious doubt motivated centuries of never-quite-satisfactory attempts to find secure 

foundations for human knowledge. Now fasten your seatbelt for a dizzyingly fast recount of 

those centuries. 

Closely following Descartes, the rationalists, Leibniz and Spinoza, argued for the importance of 

innate ideas. It’s all in your head. But then the empiricists, Locke and Hume, insisted that 

nothing could get into your head except by way of the senses. Hume’s skepticism about causality 

— he pointed out that we cannot actually see any necessary connection between causes and their 

effects — woke Immanuel Kant from his “dogmatic slumber” and drove him to erect a 

philosophical edifice that managed to resolve the subjective vs. objective, rationalist vs. 

empiricist dialectic by sweeping both sides of it into an idealism that says we never actually 

know “things-in-themselves,” but only things as filtered through our categories of understanding 

— things like causality, unity, possibility, necessity and so on. 
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While Hegel accepted Kant’s idealism, he put those categories in motion. Whereas all previous 

philosophy — from the ancients through Aquinas and Descartes, the rationalists and the 

empiricists, up to Kant — had been a long search for a kind of timeless blueprint in the sky, 

Hegel put philosophy into time and showed us that consciousness has a history; that the Greek 

worldview is not the same as the early Christian worldview; and that the rationalist 

Enlightenment was a titanic struggle with ancient superstition. 

Aristotle was confident in an eternal order in which the species of animals are fixed in both their 

nature and number. This Aristotelian confidence was undermined by Darwin’s discovery of 

evolution: Its dynamism replaced the old with the new and its proliferating pluralism replaced 

the old few with the new many. Likewise in philosophy, all aspirations toward some eternal 

order were undermined by Hegel’s demonstration of tectonic flux at the foundations — what 

Thomas Kuhn later re-discovered and called “paradigm shifts.” 

During the 19th century, the idealism of Kant and Hegel fractured into Marxism on the left and a 

series of Hegelians on the right who we leap over to get to Friedrich Nietzsche’s chilling dictum, 

from his essay “On Truth and Lying in a Nonmoral Sense”: 

“Truth is a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms, in short a 

sum of human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical 

intensification, translation and decoration […]; truths are illusions of which we 

have forgotten that they are illusions, metaphors which have become worn by 

frequent use and have lost all sensuous vigor.” 

Now we’re in trouble. The very idea of truth has fallen from the honorific height it enjoyed for 

centuries, from Plato to Kant. Now that Hegel, Marx and Nietzsche have historicized it, let’s see 

how the proliferation of disciplines in the 20th century has relativized it. 

The New Tower of Babel 

If the last section was a bullet train ride through four centuries of Western philosophy, this 

section is a NASCAR race around the modern university. Speed is of the essence, precisely to 

grasp the vast distances that separate one vision of the human condition from another. 

As the old saw has it, “If all you’ve got is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.” (Or in my 

case, a thumb.) So, too, the lengthening and deepening of our many different humanistic and 

scientific disciplines have carved our world into a series of maps and theories and portraits that 

are at times unrecognizable, one to another. It’s not just a matter of C.P. Snow’s famous “two 

cultures” — the sciences and the humanities — that make it increasingly difficult to talk with 

one another. Within the humanities and sciences themselves there is such a proliferation of 

specialties and subspecialties, schools and topic-focused institutes, that few are the college deans 

who can keep up. I should know. I’ve been a dean. 

How are we to understand ourselves? As vast stacks of computer algorithms programmed into 

the wetware of advanced primate bodies? That’s one way: Load billions of dollars in cognitive 

sciences research into the computational metaphor for the mind (it’s all in your programming) 
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onto billions more devoted to genetics and physical anthropology (it’s all in your genes) and 

presto: You get a picture of the human condition as a hybrid of armies of laptops squeezed into 

individual lives that are temporary chassis for longer-lasting selfish genes. 

Then, of course, there are other ways of understanding ourselves. As children of God for whom 

all things are gifts of God (it’s all in your predestination). As speakers of different languages, 

each of which is only partially translatable into every other, each of which allows us to 

understand our world in slightly different ways, from the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis in linguistics to 

George Lakoff’s work (it’s all in the language you happen to speak). As rational economic actors 

forever maximizing marginal utilities, from Adam Smith to John Maynard Keynes to Milton 

Friedman (it’s all in your greedy self-interest). Or, as more recent behavioral science is teaching 

us through the likes of Daniel Kahneman, Amos Tversky and Cass Sunstein, as less than 

perfectly rational beings whose biases are many and varied (it’s all in how you have been, and 

can be, nudged). 

Dizzy yet? The point of this whirlwind tour around the campus is to capture the almost 

kaleidoscopic complexity of images of humanity comprising a new Tower of Babel. The point is 

not so much that any one image is right or wrong — that’s the old, innocent, pre-Kantian way of 

thinking about truth. Rather, the point is that in their proliferation, the veracity of each and every 

image of humanity is undercut by its partiality relative to all other images. 

The problem is not too few truths, but too many. 

What Can Be Done? 

So where does this leave us when it comes to evaluating the cynical claim that we now occupy a 

“post-truth environment? The answer: Don’t believe a word of it. 

Yes, consciousness is historical, and the bad news about that is there’s no going back. There’s no 

hope of laying our weary heads on the comforting pillows of eternal truths or how things used to 

be. But the good news about our historicity is that progress is possible. 

That isn’t to say progress is inevitable, as the 19th-century progressive modernism would have it. 

Nor is the very idea of progress a mistaken dream of the rationalist Enlightenment, as 

postmodernists like Theodor Adorno and Michel Foucault would have it. But progress is 

possible. 

Yes, the university has fractured into the multiversity, and the bad news is there’s no 

comprehending the whole without traversing each of the parts — more than any one of us can do 

in one lifetime. But the good news about this proliferation of disciplines is that we are actually 

learning more and more about more and more, right down to the tribal customs of people very 

unlike us. 

Not only are there now dozens of different disciplines for understanding the nature of humanity, 

but there are also disciplines for understanding the nature of our differences. Cultural 

anthropologist Richard Shweder writes: 
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“For anthropologists the confrontation with diversity in belief, desire, and practice 

can be a radical one. Here is a short list of the things we can observe out there. . . . 

people hunting for witches, exorcising demons, propitiating dead ancestors, 

sacrificing animals to hungry gods, sanctifying temples, waiting for messiahs . . . 

flagellating themselves in public, prohibiting the eating of pork. . . ” 

The Moral of the Story 

Marx once gave us a vivid image for having inverted Hegel. He accepted Hegel’s understanding 

of the dialectical unfolding of consciousness throughout history, but he “stood Hegel on his 

head.” Rather than seeing history as the march of ideas, Marx saw history as the march of men 

and machines and the changing ownership of means of production. Similar story, but different 

stars. For Hegel it was all about the evolution of the World Historical Spirit (Weltgeist). For 

Marx it was all about the expropriation of the expropriators. 

In much the same way, I want to stand the academy, from philosophy to cultural anthropology, 

on its head. Centuries of epistemology have taught us so much about how we know that we’ve 

almost forgotten how much we know. Decades of cultural anthropology, from the works of 

Clifford Geertz to those of Richard Shweder, have taught us so much about how differently we 

know that we’ve almost forgotten how widely we know. 

But now let us stand these academic achievements on their heads: These scholarly successes are 

nothing compared with the real-life, on-the-ground experience of the pace of change and the face 

of the other. Academic theories of historical dynamism and cultural diversity are no longer just 

theories. These theories have come true. 

Forty-seven years ago, a relatively unschooled journalist named Alvin Toffler published a book 

called Future Shock in which he foretold a day when people would experience “too much change 

in too short a period of time.” Toffler’s future is our present. 

But we needn’t despair. We need only hold on to those truths that have not been rigorously 

falsified, while acknowledging that surviving truths are not necessarily eternal truths. 

Shweder puts it best: 

“People live differently in the world of Kali from the way they live in the world of 

the Virgin Mary. It is a supposition of cultural psychology that when people live 

in the world differently, it may be that they live in different worlds. It is an 

appreciation of those different worlds that cultural psychology tries to achieve.” 

Cultural psychology, behavioral science, cultural anthropology, geopolitics — we have ways to 

understand and appreciate our differences. So the next time you hear some cynic spouting 

rhetoric about truthiness in a post-truth environment, gird up your loins, grant our historicity, 

grant our diversity, grant our proclivity to wishful thinking and our unconscious biases, but insist 

that in the end we’ve got ways to deal with all of these distortions: namely, careful science and a 

free press. 
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This article was originally published by Stratfor Worldview, a leading geopolitical intelligence platform and 

advisory firm based in Austin, Texas. 

 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/stratfor/2017/02/02/alternative-facts-in-a-post-truth-world/#6bd585a73ed9 

 
______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Forbes Media LLC via Copyright Clearance Center. 
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/stratfor/2017/02/02/alternative-facts-in-a-post-truth-world/#6bd585a73ed9
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TIME 

When a President Can’t Be Taken At His Word 

by Nancy Gibb 

March 23, 2017 

In April 1966, the streets of America were crime-ridden, Southeast Asia was threatened by 

“godless communists,” and some radical theologians were weighing the heretical question that 

TIME asked on its cover: Is God dead? It was “a summons to reflect on the meaning of 

existence,” and while the story was as much about the state of the church as the health of the 

deity, it nonetheless inspired angry sermons, heartfelt letters and a lively debate at a time when 

97% of Americans told pollsters they believed in God. 

Half a century later, I suspect that about as many would say they believe in Truth, and yet we 

find ourselves having an intense debate over its role and power in the face of a President who 

treats it like a toy. The old adage that “a lie gets halfway around the world before Truth has a 

chance to get its pants on” was true even before the invention of Twitter. But it has been given 

new relevance by an early-rising Chief Executive and his smartphone. 

Like many newsrooms, we at TIME have wrestled with when to say someone is lying. We can 

point out, as we often do, when a President gets his facts wrong. We can measure distortions, 

read between lines, ask the follow-up question. But there’s a limit to what we can deduce about 

motive or intent, the interior wiring of the whopper, as opposed to its explosive impact. Even the 

nature of coverage becomes complicated: social scientists have shown that repetition of a false 

statement, even in the course of disputing it, often increases the number of people who believe it. 

For Donald Trump, shamelessness is not just a strength, it’s a strategy, as Michael Scherer 

explores in his cover story. Whether it’s the size of his inaugural crowds or voter fraud or NATO 

funding or the claim that he was wiretapped, Trump says a great many things that are 

demonstrably false. But indicting Trump as a serial liar risks missing a more disturbing question: 

What does he actually believe? Does it count as lying if he believes what he says? After a visibly 

awkward meeting, he tweets, “Despite what you have heard from the Fake news, I had a Great 

meeting with German Chancellor Angela Merkel.” Where is the line between lie, spin and 

delusion? Or, as his adviser Kellyanne Conway memorably put it, between facts and alternative 

facts, the conclusions that he wants the audience to reach vs. the conclusions warranted by the 

evidence at hand? 

During the 2016 campaign, 70% of the Trump statements reviewed by PolitiFact were false, 4% 

were entirely true, 11% mostly true. Voters were not deceived: nearly two-thirds said that Trump 

was not trustworthy, including nearly a third of the people who voted for him anyway. 

Dishonesty in a candidate, far from being disqualifying, became a badge of “disruption.” 

Now that he is the President, however, he speaks on behalf of the country, and his words have a 

vastly different weight. The prospect of a hastily tweeted insult provoking a nuclear-armed rival 

gives new urgency to the helpful suggestion “Delete your account.” For a leader who condemns 

the media so viciously, Trump consumes it voraciously, and what he takes in has become a 

http://time.com/isgoddead/
http://time.com/IsGodDead/
http://time.com/3828424/republicans-arent-the-only-ones-who-believe-in-god/
http://time.com/
http://time.com/4211927/lying-response/
http://time.com/4710456/donald-trump-time-interview-truth-falsehood/
http://time.com/4710456/donald-trump-time-interview-truth-falsehood/
http://time.com/4703327/facts-vs-alternative-facts/
http://time.com/4703327/facts-vs-alternative-facts/
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matter of global significance, most recently when he accused President Obama of outsourcing 

illegal surveillance to British intelligence. If he believes accusations leveled by a pundit on Fox 

News, whom the network’s own anchors dismiss as uninformed, it reveals a great deal about the 

sources and standards of evidence the President lives by. 

Trust is a transaction between leaders and those they lead. Throughout our history, the deeply 

held beliefs of various Presidents have taken the nation into war, delayed the pursuit of peace, 

alienated allies, appeased enemies. At other times, presidential beliefs have conquered the 

continent, freed the slaves, taken us to the moon because the President firmly believed we could 

get there. As citizens, it is vital that we be able to believe our President; it is also vital that we 

know what he believes, and why. This President has made both a severe challenge. 

© 2017 Time Inc. All rights reserved. 

http://time.com/4710615/donald-trump-truth falsehoods/?xid=homepage 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Time, Inc. via Copyright Clearance Center. 
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The Financial Times 

The Problem with Facts 

by Tim Harford 

March 9, 2017 

Tim Harford on how today’s politicians deal with inconvenient truths. 

Just before Christmas 1953, the bosses of America’s leading tobacco companies met John Hill, 

the founder and chief executive of one of America’s leading public relations firms, Hill & 

Knowlton. Despite the impressive surroundings — the Plaza Hotel, overlooking Central Park in 

New York — the mood was one of crisis. 

Scientists were publishing solid evidence of a link between smoking and cancer. From the 

viewpoint of Big Tobacco, more worrying was that the world’s most read publication, The 

Reader’s Digest, had already reported on this evidence in a 1952 article, “Cancer by the Carton”. 

The journalist Alistair Cooke, writing in 1954, predicted that the publication of the next big 

scientific study into smoking and cancer might finish off the industry. 

It did not. PR guru John Hill had a plan — and the plan, with hindsight, proved tremendously 

effective. Despite the fact that its product was addictive and deadly, the tobacco industry was 

able to fend off regulation, litigation and the idea in the minds of many smokers that its products 

were fatal for decades. 

So successful was Big Tobacco in postponing that day of reckoning that their tactics have been 

widely imitated ever since. They have also inspired a thriving corner of academia exploring how 

the trick was achieved. In 1995, Robert Proctor, a historian at Stanford University who has 

studied the tobacco case closely, coined the word “agnotology”. This is the study of how 

ignorance is deliberately produced; the entire field was started by Proctor’s observation of the 

tobacco industry. The facts about smoking — indisputable facts, from unquestionable sources — 

did not carry the day. The indisputable facts were disputed. The unquestionable sources were 

questioned. Facts, it turns out, are important, but facts are not enough to win this kind of 

argument. 

Agnotology has never been more important. “We live in a golden age of ignorance,” says Proctor 

today. “And Trump and Brexit are part of that.” 

In the UK’s EU referendum, the Leave side pushed the false claim that the UK sent £350m a 

week to the EU. It is hard to think of a previous example in modern western politics of a 

campaign leading with a transparent untruth, maintaining it when refuted by independent experts, 

and going on to triumph anyway. That performance was soon to be eclipsed by Donald Trump, 

who offered wave upon shameless wave of demonstrable falsehood, only to be rewarded with the 

presidency. The Oxford Dictionaries declared “post-truth” the word of 2016. Facts just didn’t 

seem to matter any more. 
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The instinctive reaction from those of us who still care about the truth — journalists, academics 

and many ordinary citizens — has been to double down on the facts. Fact-checking 

organisations, such as Full Fact in the UK and PolitiFact in the US, evaluate prominent claims by 

politicians and journalists. I should confess a personal bias: I have served as a fact checker 

myself on the BBC radio programme More or Less, and I often rely on fact-checking websites. 

They judge what’s true rather than faithfully reporting both sides as a traditional journalist 

would. Public, transparent fact checking has become such a feature of today’s political reporting 

that it’s easy to forget it’s barely a decade old. 

Mainstream journalists, too, are starting to embrace the idea that lies or errors should be 

prominently identified. Consider a story on the NPR website about Donald Trump’s speech to 

the CIA in January: “He falsely denied that he had ever criticised the agency, falsely inflated the 

crowd size at his inauguration on Friday . . . —” It’s a bracing departure from the norms of 

American journalism, but then President Trump has been a bracing departure from the norms of 

American politics. 

Facebook has also drafted in the fact checkers, announcing a crackdown on the “fake news” 

stories that had become prominent on the network after the election. Facebook now allows users 

to report hoaxes. The site will send questionable headlines to independent fact checkers, flag 

discredited stories as “disputed”, and perhaps downgrade them in the algorithm that decides what 

each user sees when visiting the site. 

We need some agreement about facts or the situation is hopeless. And yet: will this sudden focus 

on facts actually lead to a more informed electorate, better decisions, a renewed respect for the 

truth? The history of tobacco suggests not. The link between cigarettes and cancer was supported 

by the world’s leading medical scientists and, in 1964, the US surgeon general himself. The story 

was covered by well-trained journalists committed to the values of objectivity. Yet the tobacco 

lobbyists ran rings round them. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, journalists had an excuse for their stumbles: the tobacco industry’s 

tactics were clever, complex and new. First, the industry appeared to engage, promising high-

quality research into the issue. The public were assured that the best people were on the case. 

The second stage was to complicate the question and sow doubt: lung cancer might have any 

number of causes, after all. And wasn’t lung cancer, not cigarettes, what really mattered? Stage 

three was to undermine serious research and expertise. Autopsy reports would be dismissed as 

anecdotal, epidemiological work as merely statistical, and animal studies as irrelevant. Finally 

came normalisation: the industry would point out that the tobacco-cancer story was stale news. 

Couldn’t journalists find something new and interesting to say? 

Such tactics are now well documented — and researchers have carefully examined the 

psychological tendencies they exploited. So we should be able to spot their re-emergence on the 

political battlefield. 

“It’s as if the president’s team were using the tobacco industry’s playbook,” says Jon 

Christensen, a journalist turned professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, who 
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wrote a notable study in 2008 of the way the tobacco industry tugged on the strings of 

journalistic tradition. 

One infamous internal memo from the Brown & Williamson tobacco company, typed up in the 

summer of 1969, sets out the thinking very clearly: “Doubt is our product.” Why? Because doubt 

“is the best means of competing with the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the mind of the general 

public. It is also the means of establishing a controversy.” Big Tobacco’s mantra: keep the 

controversy alive. 

Doubt is usually not hard to produce, and facts alone aren’t enough to dispel it. We should have 

learnt this lesson already; now we’re going to have to learn it all over again.  

Tempting as it is to fight lies with facts, there are three problems with that strategy. The first is 

that a simple untruth can beat off a complicated set of facts simply by being easier to understand 

and remember. When doubt prevails, people will often end up believing whatever sticks in the 

mind. In 1994, psychologists Hollyn Johnson and Colleen Seifert conducted an experiment in 

which people read an account of an explosive warehouse fire. The account mentioned petrol cans 

and paint but later explained that petrol and paint hadn’t been present at the scene after all. The 

experimental subjects, tested on their comprehension, recalled that paint wasn’t actually there. 

But when asked to explain facts about the fire (“why so much smoke?”), they would mention the 

paint. Lacking an alternative explanation, they fell back on a claim they had already 

acknowledged was wrong. Once we’ve heard an untrue claim, we can’t simply unhear it. 

This should warn us not to let lie-and-rebuttal take over the news cycle. Several studies have 

shown that repeating a false claim, even in the context of debunking that claim, can make it stick. 

The myth-busting seems to work but then our memories fade and we remember only the myth. 

The myth, after all, was the thing that kept being repeated. In trying to dispel the falsehood, the 

endless rebuttals simply make the enchantment stronger. 

With this in mind, consider the Leave campaign’s infamous bus-mounted claim: “We send the 

EU £350m a week.” Simple. Memorable. False. But how to rebut it? A typical effort from The 

Guardian newspaper was headlined, “Why Vote Leave’s £350m weekly EU cost claim is 

wrong”, repeating the claim before devoting hundreds of words to gnarly details and the 

dictionary definition of the word “send”. This sort of fact-checking article is invaluable to a 

fellow journalist who needs the issues set out and hyperlinked. But for an ordinary voter, the 

likely message would be: “You can’t trust politicians but we do seem to send a lot of money to 

the EU.” Doubt suited the Leave campaign just fine. 

This is an inbuilt vulnerability of the fact-checking trade. Fact checkers are right to be particular, 

to cover all the details and to show their working out. But that’s why the fact-checking job can 

only be a part of ensuring that the truth is heard. 

Andrew Lilico, a thoughtful proponent of leaving the EU, told me during the campaign that he 

wished the bus had displayed a more defensible figure, such as £240m. But Lilico now 

acknowledges that the false claim was the more effective one. “In cynical campaigning terms, 
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the use of the £350m figure was perfect,” he says. “It created a trap that Remain campaigners 

kept insisting on jumping into again and again and again.” 

Quite so. But not just Remain campaigners — fact-checking journalists too, myself included. 

The false claim was vastly more powerful than a true one would have been, not because it was 

bigger, but because everybody kept talking about it. 

Proctor, the tobacco industry historian turned agnotologist, warns of a similar effect in the US: 

“Fact checkers can become Trump’s poodle, running around like an errand boy checking 

someone else’s facts. If all your time is [spent] checking someone else’s facts, then what are you 

doing?” 

There’s a second reason why facts don’t seem to have the traction that one might hope. Facts can 

be boring. The world is full of things to pay attention to, from reality TV to your argumentative 

children, from a friend’s Instagram to a tax bill. Why bother with anything so tedious as facts? 

Last year, three researchers — Seth Flaxman, Sharad Goel and Justin Rao — published a study 

of how people read news online. The study was, on the face of it, an inquiry into the polarisation 

of news sources. The researchers began with data from 1.2 million internet users but ended up 

examining only 50,000. Why? Because only 4 per cent of the sample read enough serious news 

to be worth including in such a study. (The hurdle was 10 articles and two opinion pieces over 

three months.) Many commentators worry that we’re segregating ourselves in ideological 

bubbles, exposed only to the views of those who think the same way we do. There’s something 

in that concern. But for 96 per cent of these web surfers the bubble that mattered wasn’t liberal 

or conservative, it was: “Don’t bother with the news.” 

In the war of ideas, boredom and distraction are powerful weapons. A recent study of Chinese 

propaganda examined the tactics of the paid pro-government hacks (known as the “50 cent 

army”, after the amount contributors were alleged to be paid per post) who put comments on 

social media. The researchers, Gary King, Jennifer Pan and Margaret Roberts, conclude: 

“Almost none of the Chinese government’s 50c party posts engage in debate or argument of any 

kind . . . they seem to avoid controversial issues entirely . . . the strategic objective of the regime 

is to distract and redirect public attention.” 

Trump, a reality TV star, knows the value of an entertaining distraction: simply pick a fight with 

Megyn Kelly, The New York Times or even Arnold Schwarzenegger. Isn’t that more eye-

catching than a discussion of healthcare reform? 

The tobacco industry also understood this point, although it took a more highbrow approach to 

generating distractions. “Do you know about Stanley Prusiner?” asks Proctor. 

Prusiner is a neurologist. In 1972, he was a young researcher who’d just encountered a patient 

suffering from Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. It was a dreadful degenerative condition then thought 

to be caused by a slow-acting virus. After many years of study, Prusiner concluded that the 

disease was caused instead, unprecedentedly, by a kind of rogue protein. The idea seemed absurd 

to most experts at the time, and Prusiner’s career began to founder. Promotions and research 
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grants dried up. But Prusiner received a source of private-sector funding that enabled him to 

continue his work. He was eventually vindicated in the most spectacular way possible: with a 

Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1997. In his autobiographical essay on the Nobel Prize website, 

Prusiner thanked his private-sector benefactors for their “crucial” support: RJ Reynolds, maker 

of Camel cigarettes. 

The tobacco industry was a generous source of research funds, and Prusiner wasn’t the only 

scientist to receive both tobacco funding and a Nobel Prize. Proctor reckons at least 10 Nobel 

laureates are in that position. To be clear, this wasn’t an attempt at bribery. In Proctor’s view, it 

was far more subtle. “The tobacco industry was the leading funder of research into genetics, 

viruses, immunology, air pollution,” says Proctor. Almost anything, in short, except tobacco. “It 

was a massive ‘distraction research’ project.” The funding helped position Big Tobacco as a 

public-spirited industry but Proctor considers its main purpose was to produce interesting new 

speculative science. Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease may be rare, but it was exciting news. Smoking-

related diseases such as lung cancer and heart disease aren’t news at all. 

The endgame of these distractions is that matters of vital importance become too boring to bother 

reporting. Proctor describes it as “the opposite of terrorism: trivialism”. Terrorism provokes a 

huge media reaction; smoking does not. Yet, according to the US Centers for Disease Control, 

smoking kills 480,000 Americans a year. This is more than 50 deaths an hour. Terrorists have 

rarely managed to kill that many Americans in an entire year. But the terrorists succeed in 

grabbing the headlines; the trivialists succeed in avoiding them. 

Tobacco industry lobbyists became well-practised at persuading the media to withhold or 

downplay stories about the dangers of cigarettes. “That record is scratched,” they’d say. Hadn’t 

we heard such things before? 

Experienced tobacco watchers now worry that Trump may achieve the same effect. In the end, 

will people simply start to yawn at the spectacle? Jon Christensen, at UCLA, says: “I think it’s 

the most frightening prospect.” 

On the other hand, says Christensen, there is one saving grace. It is almost impossible for the US 

president not to be news. The tobacco lobby, like the Chinese government, proved highly adept 

at pointing the spotlight elsewhere. There are reasons to believe that will be difficult for Trump. 

*** 

There’s a final problem with trying to persuade people by giving them facts: the truth can feel 

threatening, and threatening people tends to backfire. “People respond in the opposite direction,” 

says Jason Reifler, a political scientist at Exeter University. This “backfire effect” is now the 

focus of several researchers, including Reifler and his colleague Brendan Nyhan of Dartmouth. 

In one study, conducted in 2011, Nyhan, Reifler and others ran a randomised trial in which 

parents with young children were either shown or not shown scientific information debunking an 

imaginary but widely feared link between vaccines and autism. At first glance, the facts were 

persuasive: parents who saw the myth-busting science were less likely to believe that the vaccine 
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could cause autism. But parents who were already wary of vaccines were actually less likely to 

say they’d vaccinate their children after being exposed to the facts — despite apparently 

believing those facts. 

What’s going on? “People accept the corrective information but then resist in other ways,” says 

Reifler. A person who feels anxious about vaccination will subconsciously push back by 

summoning to mind all the other reasons why they feel vaccination is a bad idea. The fear of 

autism might recede, but all the other fears are stronger than before. 

It’s easy to see how this might play out in a political campaign. Say you’re worried that the UK 

will soon be swamped by Turkish immigrants because a Brexit campaigner has told you (falsely) 

that Turkey will soon join the EU. A fact checker can explain that no Turkish entry is likely in 

the foreseeable future. Reifler’s research suggests that you’ll accept the narrow fact that Turkey 

is not about to join the EU. But you’ll also summon to mind all sorts of other anxieties: 

immigration, loss of control, the proximity of Turkey to Syria’s war and to Isis, terrorism and so 

on. The original lie has been disproved, yet its seductive magic lingers. 

The problem here is that while we like to think of ourselves as rational beings, our rationality 

didn’t just evolve to solve practical problems, such as building an elephant trap, but to navigate 

social situations. We need to keep others on our side. Practical reasoning is often less about 

figuring out what’s true, and more about staying in the right tribe. 

An early indicator of how tribal our logic can be was a study conducted in 1954 by Albert 

Hastorf, a psychologist at Dartmouth, and Hadley Cantril, his counterpart at Princeton. Hastorf 

and Cantril screened footage of a game of American football between the two college teams. It 

had been a rough game. One quarterback had suffered a broken leg. Hastorf and Cantril asked 

their students to tot up the fouls and assess their severity. The Dartmouth students tended to 

overlook Dartmouth fouls but were quick to pick up on the sins of the Princeton players. The 

Princeton students had the opposite inclination. They concluded that, despite being shown the 

same footage, the Dartmouth and Princeton students didn’t really see the same events. Each 

student had his own perception, closely shaped by his tribal loyalties. The title of the research 

paper was “They Saw a Game”. 

A more recent study revisited the same idea in the context of political tribes. The researchers 

showed students footage of a demonstration and spun a yarn about what it was about. Some 

students were told it was a protest by gay-rights protesters outside an army recruitment office 

against the military’s (then) policy of “don’t ask, don’t tell”. Others were told that it was an anti-

abortion protest in front of an abortion clinic. Despite looking at exactly the same footage, the 

experimental subjects had sharply different views of what was happening — views that were 

shaped by their political loyalties. Liberal students were relaxed about the behaviour of people 

they thought were gay-rights protesters but worried about what the pro-life protesters were 

doing; conservative students took the opposite view. As with “They Saw a Game”, this 

disagreement was not about the general principles but about specifics: did the protesters scream 

at bystanders? Did they block access to the building? We see what we want to see — and we 

reject the facts that threaten our sense of who we are. 
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When we reach the conclusion that we want to reach, we’re engaging in “motivated reasoning”. 

Motivated reasoning was a powerful ally of the tobacco industry. If you’re addicted to a product, 

and many scientists tell you it’s deadly, but the tobacco lobby tells you that more research is 

needed, what would you like to believe? Christensen’s study of the tobacco public relations 

campaign revealed that the industry often got a sympathetic hearing in the press because many 

journalists were smokers. These journalists desperately wanted to believe their habit was benign, 

making them ideal messengers for the industry. 

Even in a debate polluted by motivated reasoning, one might expect that facts will help. Not 

necessarily: when we hear facts that challenge us, we selectively amplify what suits us, ignore 

what does not, and reinterpret whatever we can. More facts mean more grist to the motivated 

reasoning mill. The French dramatist Molière once wrote: “A learned fool is more foolish than 

an ignorant one.” Modern social science agrees. 

On a politically charged issue such as climate change, it feels as though providing accurate 

information about the science should bring people together. The opposite is true, says Dan 

Kahan, a law and psychology professor at Yale and one of the researchers on the study into 

perceptions of a political protest. Kahan writes: “Groups with opposing values often become 

more polarised, not less, when exposed to scientifically sound information.” 

When people are seeking the truth, facts help. But when people are selectively reasoning about 

their political identity, the facts can backfire.  

All this adds up to a depressing picture for those of us who aren’t ready to live in a post-truth 

world. Facts, it seems, are toothless. Trying to refute a bold, memorable lie with a fiddly set of 

facts can often serve to reinforce the myth. Important truths are often stale and dull, and it is easy 

to manufacture new, more engaging claims. And giving people more facts can backfire, as those 

facts provoke a defensive reaction in someone who badly wants to stick to their existing world 

view. “This is dark stuff,” says Reifler. “We’re in a pretty scary and dark time.” 

Is there an answer? Perhaps there is. 

We know that scientific literacy can actually widen the gap between different political tribes on 

issues such as climate change — that is, well-informed liberals and well-informed conservatives 

are further apart in their views than liberals and conservatives who know little about the science. 

But a new research paper from Dan Kahan, Asheley Landrum, Katie Carpenter, Laura Helft and 

Kathleen Hall Jamieson explores the role not of scientific literacy but of scientific curiosity. 

The researchers measured scientific curiosity by asking their experimental subjects a variety of 

questions about their hobbies and interests. The subjects were offered a choice of websites to 

read for a comprehension test. Some went for ESPN, some for Yahoo Finance, but those who 

chose Science were demonstrating scientific curiosity. Scientifically curious people were also 

happier to watch science documentaries than celebrity gossip TV shows. As one might expect, 

there’s a correlation between scientific knowledge and scientific curiosity, but the two measures 

are distinct. 
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What Kahan and his colleagues found, to their surprise, was that while politically motivated 

reasoning trumps scientific knowledge, “politically motivated reasoning . . . appears to be 

negated by science curiosity”. Scientifically literate people, remember, were more likely to be 

polarised in their answers to politically charged scientific questions. But scientifically curious 

people were not. Curiosity brought people together in a way that mere facts did not. The 

researchers muse that curious people have an extra reason to seek out the facts: “To experience 

the pleasure of contemplating surprising insights into how the world works.” 

So how can we encourage curiosity? It’s hard to make banking reform or the reversibility of 

Article 50 more engaging than football, Game of Thrones or baking cakes. But it does seem to be 

what’s called for. “We need to bring people into the story, into the human narratives of science, 

to show people how science works,” says Christensen. 

We journalists and policy wonks can’t force anyone to pay attention to the facts. We have to find 

a way to make people want to seek them out. Curiosity is the seed from which sensible 

democratic decisions can grow. It seems to be one of the only cures for politically motivated 

reasoning but it’s also, into the bargain, the cure for a society where most people just don’t pay 

attention to the news because they find it boring or confusing. 

What we need is a Carl Sagan or David Attenborough of social science — somebody who can 

create a sense of wonder and fascination not just at the structure of the solar system or struggles 

of life in a tropical rainforest, but at the workings of our own civilisation: health, migration, 

finance, education and diplomacy. 

One candidate would have been Swedish doctor and statistician Hans Rosling, who died in 

February. He reached an astonishingly wide audience with what were, at their heart, simply 

presentations of official data from the likes of the World Bank. 

He characterised his task as telling people the facts — “to describe the world”. But the facts need 

a champion. Facts rarely stand up for themselves — they need someone to make us care about 

them, to make us curious. That’s what Rosling did. And faced with the apocalyptic possibility of 

a world where the facts don’t matter, that is the example we must follow. 

Tim Harford, the FT’s Undercover Economist, is talking about his book ‘Messy: How to be Creative and Resilient in 

a Tidy-Minded World’ at the FT Weekend Oxford Literary Festival on April 1. 

https://www.ft.com/content/eef2e2f8-0383-11e7-ace0-1ce02ef0def9 

https://www.ft.com/content/eef2e2f8-0383-11e7-ace0-1ce02ef0def9
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 Foreign Affairs 

How American Lost Faith in Expertise 

And Why That’s a Giant Problem 

by Tom Nichols 

February 13, 2017 

In 2014, following the Russian invasion of Crimea, The Washington Post published the results of 

a poll that asked Americans about whether the United States should intervene militarily in 

Ukraine. Only one in six could identify Ukraine on a map; the median response was off by about 

1,800 miles. But this lack of knowledge did not stop people from expressing pointed views. In 

fact, the respondents favored intervention in direct proportion to their ignorance. Put another 

way, the people who thought Ukraine was located in Latin America or Australia were the most 

enthusiastic about using military force there.  

The following year, Public Policy Polling asked a broad sample of Democratic and Republican 

primary voters whether they would support bombing Agrabah. Nearly a third of Republican 

respondents said they would, versus 13 percent who opposed the idea. Democratic preferences 

were roughly reversed; 36 percent were opposed, and 19 percent were in favor. Agrabah doesn’t 

exist. It’s the fictional country in the 1992 Disney film Aladdin. Liberals crowed that the poll 

showed Republicans’ aggressive tendencies. Conservatives countered that it showed Democrats’ 

reflexive pacifism. Experts in national security couldn’t fail to notice that 43 percent of 

Republicans and 55 percent of Democrats polled had an actual, defined view on bombing a place 

in a cartoon.  

Increasingly, incidents like this are the norm rather than the exception. It’s not just that people 

don’t know a lot about science or politics or geography. They don’t, but that’s an old problem. 

The bigger concern today is that Americans have reached a point where ignorance—at least 

regarding what is generally considered established knowledge in public policy—is seen as an 

actual virtue. To reject the advice of experts is to assert autonomy, a way for Americans to 

demonstrate their independence from nefarious elites—and insulate their increasingly fragile 

egos from ever being told they’re wrong. 

This isn’t the same thing as the traditional American distaste for intellectuals and know-it-alls. 

I’m a professor, and I get it: most people don’t like professors. And I’m used to people 

disagreeing with me on lots of things. Principled, informed arguments are a sign of intellectual 

health and vitality in a democracy. I’m worried because we no longer have those kinds of 

arguments, just angry shouting matches.  

When I started working in Washington in the 1980s, I quickly learned that random people I met 

would instruct me in what the government should do about any number of things, particularly my 

own specialties of arms control and foreign policy. At first I was surprised, but I came to realize 

that this was understandable and even to some extent desirable. We live in a democracy, and 

many people have strong opinions about public life. Over time, I found that other policy 

specialists had similar experiences, with laypeople subjecting them to lengthy disquisitions on 

taxes, budgets, immigration, the environment, and many other subjects. If you work on public 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/04/07/the-less-americans-know-about-ukraines-location-the-more-they-want-u-s-to-intervene/?utm_term=.b79ae14a9fe6
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/regions/ukraine
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/regions/south-america
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/regions/australia
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/dec/18/republican-voters-bomb-agrabah-disney-aladdin-donald-trump
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policy, such interactions go with the job, and at their best, they help keep you intellectually 

honest. 

In later years, however, I started hearing the same stories from doctors and lawyers and teachers 

and many other professionals. These were stories not about patients or clients or students raising 

informed questions but about them telling the professionals why their professional advice was 

actually misguided or even wrong. The idea that the expert was giving considered, experienced 

advice worth taking seriously was simply dismissed. 

I fear we are moving beyond a natural skepticism regarding expert claims to the death of the 

ideal of expertise itself: a Google-fueled, Wikipedia-based, blog-sodden collapse of any division 

between professionals and laypeople, teachers and students, knowers and wonderers—in other 

words, between those with achievement in an area and those with none. By the death of 

expertise, I do not mean the death of actual expert abilities, the knowledge of specific things that 

sets some people apart from others in various areas. There will always be doctors and lawyers 

and engineers and other specialists. And most sane people go straight to them if they break a 

bone or get arrested or need to build a bridge. But that represents a kind of reliance on experts as 

technicians, the use of established knowledge as an off-the-shelf convenience as desired. “Stitch 

this cut in my leg, but don’t lecture me about my diet.” (More than two-thirds of Americans are 

overweight.) “Help me beat this tax problem, but don’t remind me that I should have a will.” 

(Roughly half of Americans with children haven’t written one.) “Keep my country safe, but 

don’t confuse me with details about national security tradeoffs.” (Most U.S. citizens have no clue 

what the government spends on the military or what its policies are on most security matters.)   

The larger discussions, from what constitutes a nutritious diet to what actions will best further 

U.S. interests, require conversations between ordinary citizens and experts. But increasingly, 

citizens don’t want to have those conversations. Rather, they want to weigh in and have their 

opinions treated with deep respect and their preferences honored not on the strength of their 

arguments or on the evidence they present but based on their feelings, emotions, and whatever 

stray information they may have picked up here or there along the way.   

This is a very bad thing. A modern society cannot function without a social division of labor. No 

one is an expert on everything. We prosper because we specialize, developing formal and 

informal mechanisms and practices that allow us to trust one another in those specializations and 

gain the collective benefit of our individual expertise. If that trust dissipates, eventually both 

democracy and expertise will be fatally corrupted, because neither democratic leaders nor their 

expert advisers want to tangle with an ignorant electorate. At that point, expertise will no longer 

serve the public interest; it will serve the interest of whatever clique is paying its bills or taking 

the popular temperature at any given moment. And such an outcome is already perilously near.   

A Little Learning Is a Dangerous Thing 

Over a half century ago, the historian Richard Hofstadter wrote that “the complexity of modern 

life has steadily whittled away the functions the ordinary citizen can intelligently and 

comprehendingly perform for himself.”   
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In the original American populistic dream, the omnicompetence of the common 

man was fundamental and indispensable. It was believed that he could, without 

much special preparation, pursue the professions and run the government. Today 

he knows that he cannot even make his breakfast without using devices, more or 

less mysterious to him, which expertise has put at his disposal; and when he sits 

down to breakfast and looks at his morning newspaper, he reads about a whole 

range of vital and intricate issues and acknowledges, if he is candid with himself, 

that he has not acquired competence to judge most of them.   

Hofstadter argued that this overwhelming complexity produced feelings of helplessness and 

anger among a citizenry that knew itself to be increasingly at the mercy of more sophisticated 

elites. “What used to be a jocular and usually benign ridicule of intellect and formal training has 

turned into a malign resentment of the intellectual in his capacity as expert,” he noted. “Once the 

intellectual was gently ridiculed because he was not needed; now he is fiercely resented because 

he is needed too much.”   

In 2015, the law professor Ilya Somin observed that the problem had persisted and even 

metastasized over time. The “size and complexity of government,” he wrote, have made it “more 

difficult for voters with limited knowledge to monitor and evaluate the government’s many 

activities. The result is a polity in which the people often cannot exercise their sovereignty 

responsibly and effectively.” Despite decades of advances in education, technology, and life 

opportunities, voters now are no better able to guide public policy than they were in Hofstadter’s 

day, and in many respects, they are even less capable of doing so.  

The problem cannot be reduced to politics, class, or geography. Today, campaigns against 

established knowledge are often led by people who have all the tools they need to know better. 

For example, the anti-vaccine movement—one of the classic contemporary examples of this 

phenomenon—has gained its greatest reach among people such as the educated suburbanites in 

Marin County, outside San Francisco, where at the peak of the craze, in 2012, almost eight 

percent of parents requested a personal belief exemption from the obligation to vaccinate their 

children before enrolling them in school. These parents were not medical professionals, but they 

had just enough education to believe that they could challenge established medical science, and 

they felt empowered to do so—even at the cost of the health of their own and everybody else’s 

children.   

Don’t Know Much  

Experts can be defined loosely as people who have mastered the specialized skills and bodies of 

knowledge relevant to a particular occupation and who routinely rely on them in their daily 

work. Put another way, experts are the people who know considerably more about a given 

subject than the rest of us, and to whom we usually turn for education or advice on that topic. 

They don’t know everything, and they’re not always right, but they constitute an authoritative 

minority whose views on a topic are more likely to be right than those of the public at large.  

How do we identify who these experts are? In part, by formal training, education, and 

professional experience, applied over the course of a career. Teachers, nurses, and plumbers all 
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have to acquire certification of some kind to exercise their skills, as a signal to others that their 

abilities have been reviewed by their peers and met a basic standard of competence. 

Credentialism can run amok, and guilds can use it cynically to generate revenue or protect their 

fiefdoms with unnecessary barriers to entry. But it can also reflect actual learning and 

professional competence, helping separate real experts from amateurs or charlatans.  

Beyond credentials lies talent, an immutable but real quality that creates differences in status 

even within expert communities. And beyond both lies a mindset, an acceptance of membership 

in a broader community of specialists devoted to ever-greater understanding of a particular 

subject. Experts agree to evaluation and correction by other experts. Every professional group 

and expert community has watchdogs, boards, accreditors, and certification authorities whose job 

is to police its own members and ensure that they are competent and live up to the standards of 

their own specialty.   

Experts are often wrong, and the good ones among them are the first to admit it—because their 

own professional disciplines are based not on some ideal of perfect knowledge and competence 

but on a constant process of identifying errors and correcting them, which ultimately drives 

intellectual progress. Yet these days, members of the public search for expert errors and revel in 

finding them—not to improve understanding but rather to give themselves license to disregard 

all expert advice they don’t like.   

Part of the problem is that some people think they’re experts when in fact they’re not. We’ve all 

been trapped at a party where one of the least informed people in the room holds court, 

confidently lecturing the other guests with a cascade of banalities and misinformation. This sort 

of experience isn’t just in your imagination. It’s real, and it’s called “the Dunning-Kruger 

effect,” after the research psychologists David Dunning and Justin Kruger. The essence of the 

effect is that the less skilled or competent you are, the more confident you are that you’re 

actually very good at what you do. The psychologists’ central finding: “Not only do [such 

people] reach erroneous conclusions and make unfortunate choices, but their incompetence robs 

them of the ability to realize it.” 

To some extent, this is true of everybody, in the same way that few people are willing to accept 

that they have a lousy sense of humor or a grating personality. As it turns out, most people rate 

themselves higher than others would regarding a variety of skills. (Think of the writer Garrison 

Keillor’s fictional town of Lake Wobegon, where “all the children are above average.”) But it 

turns out that less competent people overestimate themselves more than others do. As Dunning 

wrote in 2014, 

A whole battery of studies . . . have confirmed that people who don’t know much 

about a given set of cognitive, technical, or social skills tend to grossly 

overestimate their prowess and performance, whether it’s grammar, emotional 

intelligence, logical reasoning, firearm care and safety, debating, or financial 

knowledge. College students who hand in exams that will earn them Ds and Fs 

tend to think their efforts will be worthy of far higher grades; low-performing 

chess players, bridge players, and medical students, and elderly people applying 
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for a renewed driver’s license, similarly overestimate their competence by a long 

shot.   

The reason turns out to be the absence of a quality called “metacognition,” the ability to step 

back and see your own cognitive processes in perspective. Good singers know when they’ve hit a 

sour note, good directors know when a scene in a play isn’t working, and intellectually self-

aware people know when they’re out of their depth. Their less successful counterparts can’t 

tell—which can lead to a lot of bad music, boring drama, and maddening conversations. Worse, 

it’s very hard to educate or inform people who, when in doubt, just make stuff up. The least 

competent people turn out to be the ones least likely to realize they are wrong and others are 

right, the most likely to respond to their own ignorance by trying to fake it, and the least able to 

learn anything.   

Surreality-Based Community 

The problems for democracy posed by the least competent are serious. But even competent and 

highly intelligent people encounter problems in trying to comprehend complicated issues of 

public policy with which they are not professionally conversant. Most prominent of those 

problems is confirmation bias, the tendency to look for information that corroborates what we 

already believe. Scientists and researchers grapple with this all the time as a professional hazard, 

which is why, before presenting or publishing their work, they try to make sure their findings are 

robust and pass a reality check from qualified colleagues without a personal investment in the 

outcome of the project. This peer-review process is generally invisible to laypeople, however, 

because the checking and adjustments take place before the final product is released.  

Outside the academy, in contrast, arguments and debates usually have no external review or 

accountability at all. Facts come and go as people find convenient at the moment, making 

arguments unfalsifiable and intellectual progress impossible. And unfortunately, because 

common sense is not enough to understand or judge plausible alternative policy options, the gap 

between informed specialists and uninformed laypeople often gets filled with crude 

simplifications or conspiracy theories.  

Conspiracy theories are attractive to people who have a hard time making sense of a complicated 

world and little patience for boring, detailed explanations. They are also a way for people to give 

context and meaning to events that frighten them. Without a coherent explanation for why 

terrible things happen to innocent people, they would have to accept such occurrences as nothing 

more than the random cruelty of either an uncaring universe or an incomprehensible deity.   

And just as individuals facing grief and confusion look for meaning where none may exist, so, 

too, will entire societies gravitate toward outlandish theories when collectively subjected to a 

terrible national experience. Conspiracy theories and the awed reasoning behind them, as the 

Canadian writer Jonathan Kay has noted, become especially seductive “in any society that has 

suffered an epic, collectively felt trauma.” This is why they spiked in popularity after World War 

I, the Russian Revolution, the Kennedy assassination, the 9/11 attacks, and other major 

disasters—and are growing now in response to destabilizing contemporary trends, such as the 

economic and social dislocations of globalization and persistent terrorism.  
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At their worst, conspiracy theories can produce a moral panic in which innocent people get hurt. 

But even when they seem trivial, their prevalence undermines the sort of reasoned interpersonal 

discourse on which liberal democracy depends. Why? Because by definition, conspiracy theories 

are unfalsifiable: experts who contradict them demonstrate that they, too, are part of the 

conspiracy.   

The addition of politics, finally, makes things even more complicated. Political beliefs among 

both laypeople and experts are subject to the same confirmation bias that plagues thinking about 

other issues. But misguided beliefs about politics and other subjective matters are even harder to 

shake, because political views are deeply rooted in a person’s self-image and most cherished 

beliefs. Put another way, what we believe says something important about how we see ourselves, 

making disconfirmation of such beliefs a wrenching process that our minds stubbornly resist.  

As a result, unable to see their own biases, most people simply drive one another crazy arguing 

rather than accept answers that contradict what they already think about the subject—and shoot 

the messenger, to boot. A 2015 study by scholars at Ohio State University, for example, tested 

the reactions of liberals and conservatives to certain kinds of news stories and found that both 

groups tended to discount scientific theories that contradicted their worldviews. Even more 

disturbing, the study found that when exposed to scientific research that challenged their views, 

both liberals and conservatives reacted by doubting the science rather than themselves.  

Welcome to the Idiocracy  

Ask an expert about the death of expertise, and you will probably get a rant about the influence 

of the Internet. People who once had to turn to specialists in any given field now plug search 

terms into a Web browser and get answers in seconds—so why should they rely on some remote 

clerisy of snooty eggheads? Information technology, however, is not the primary problem. The 

digital age has simply accelerated the collapse of communication between experts and laypeople 

by offering an apparent shortcut to erudition. It has allowed people to mimic intellectual 

accomplishment by indulging in an illusion of expertise provided by a limitless supply of facts.   

But facts are not the same as knowledge or ability—and on the Internet, they’re not even always 

facts. Of all the axiomatic “laws” that describe Internet usage, the most important may be the 

predigital insight of the science fiction writer Theodore Sturgeon, whose eponymous rule states 

that “90 percent of everything is crap.” More than a billion websites now exist. The good news is 

that even if Sturgeon’s cynicism holds, that yields 100 million pretty good sites—including those 

of all the reputable publications of the world; the homepages of universities, think tanks, research 

institutions, and nongovernmental organizations; and vast numbers of other edifying sources of 

good information. 

The bad news, of course, is that to find any of this, you have to navigate through a blizzard of 

useless or misleading garbage posted by everyone from well-intentioned grandmothers to 

propagandists for the Islamic State (or ISIS). Some of the smartest people on earth have a 

significant presence on the Internet. Some of the stupidest people, however, reside just one click 

away. The countless dumpsters of nonsense parked on the Internet are an expert’s nightmare. 

Ordinary people who already had to make hard choices about where to get their information 
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when there were a few dozen newspapers, magazines, and television channels now face endless 

webpages produced by anyone willing to pay for an online presence.   

Of course, this is no more and no less than an updated version of the basic paradox of the 

printing press. As the writer Nicholas Carr pointed out, the arrival of Gutenberg’s invention in 

the fifteenth century set off a “round of teeth gnashing” among early humanists, who worried 

that “printed books and broadsheets would undermine religious authority, demean the work of 

scholars and scribes, and spread sedition and debauchery.” The Internet is the printing press at 

the speed of fiber optics.   

The convenience of the Internet is a tremendous boon, but mostly for people already trained in 

research and who have some idea what they’re looking for. It does little good, unfortunately, for 

a student or an untrained layperson who has never been taught how to judge the provenance of 

information or the reputability of a writer.  

Libraries, or at least their reference and academic sections, once served as a kind of first cut 

through the noise of the marketplace. The Internet, however, is less a library than a giant 

repository where anyone can dump anything. In practice, this means that a search for information 

will rely on algorithms usually developed by for-profit companies using opaque criteria. Actual 

research is hard and often boring. It requires the ability to find authentic information, sort 

through it, analyze it, and apply it. But why bother with all that tedious hoop jumping when the 

screen in front of us presents neat and pretty answers in seconds?   

Technological optimists will argue that these objections are just so much old-think, a relic of 

how things used to be done, and unnecessary now because people can tap directly into the so-

called wisdom of crowds. It is true that the aggregated judgments of large groups of ordinary 

people sometimes produce better results than the judgments of any individual, even a specialist. 

This is because the aggregation process helps wash out a lot of random misperception, 

confirmation bias, and the like. Yet not everything is amenable to the vote of a crowd. 

Understanding how a virus is transmitted from one human being to another is not the same thing 

as guessing the number of jellybeans in a glass jar. And as the comedian John Oliver has pointed 

out, you don’t need to gather opinions on a fact: “You might as well have a poll asking, ‘Which 

number is bigger, 15 or 5?’ or ‘Do owls exist?’ or ‘Are there hats?’ ”  

Moreover, the whole point of the wisdom of crowds is that the members of the crowd supposedly 

bring to bear various independent opinions on any given topic. In fact, however, the Internet 

tends to generate communities of the like-minded, groups dedicated to confirming their own 

preexisting beliefs rather than challenging them. And social media only amplifies this echo 

chamber, miring millions of Americans in their own political and intellectual biases.  

Expertise and Democracy 

Experts fail often, in various ways. The most innocent and most common are what we might 

think of as the ordinary failures of science. Individuals, or even entire professions, observe a 

phenomenon or examine a problem, come up with theories about it or solutions for it, and then 
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test them. Sometimes they’re right, and sometimes they’re wrong, but most errors are eventually 

corrected. Intellectual progress includes a lot of blind alleys and wrong turns along the way.   

Other forms of expert failure are more worrisome. Experts can go wrong, for example, when 

they try to stretch their expertise from one area to another. This is less a failure of expertise than 

a sort of minor fraud—somebody claiming the general mantle of authority even though he or she 

is not a real expert in the specific area under discussion—and it is frequent and pernicious and 

can undermine the credibility of an entire field. (I recognize that I myself risk that transgression. 

But my observations and conclusions are informed not only by my experience of being an expert 

in my own area but also by the work of scholars who study the role of expertise in society and by 

discussions I have had with many other experts in a variety of fields.) And finally, there is the 

rarest but most dangerous category: outright deception and malfeasance, in which experts 

intentionally falsify their results or rent out their professional authority to the highest bidder.   

When they do fail, experts must own their mistakes, air them publicly, and show the steps they 

are taking to correct them. This happens less than it should in the world of public policy, because 

the standards for judging policy work tend to be more subjective and politicized than the 

academic norm. Still, for their own credibility, policy professionals should be more transparent, 

honest, and self-critical about their far-from-perfect track records. Laypeople, for their part, must 

educate themselves about the difference between errors and incompetence, corruption, or 

outright fraud and cut the professionals some slack regarding the former while insisting on 

punishment for the latter. As the philosopher Bertrand Russell once wrote, the proper attitude of 

a layperson toward experts should be a combination of skepticism and humility:   

The skepticism that I advocate amounts only to this: (1) that when the experts are 

agreed, the opposite opinion cannot be held to be certain; (2) that when they are 

not agreed, no opinion can be regarded as certain by a non-expert; and (3) that 

when they all hold that no sufficient grounds for a positive opinion exist, the 

ordinary man would do well to suspend his judgment.  

As Russell noted, “These propositions may seem mild, yet, if accepted, they would absolutely 

revolutionize human life’’—because the results would challenge so much of what so many 

people feel most strongly.   

Government and expertise rely on each other, especially in a democracy. The technological and 

economic progress that ensures the well-being of a population requires a division of labor, which 

in turn leads to the creation of professions. Professionalism encourages experts to do their best to 

serve their clients, respect their own knowledge boundaries, and demand that their boundaries be 

respected by others, as part of an overall service to the ultimate client: society itself.   

Dictatorships, too, demand this same service of experts, but they extract it by threat and direct its 

use by command. This is why dictatorships are actually less efficient and less productive than 

democracies (despite some popular stereotypes to the contrary). In a democracy, the expert’s 

service to the public is part of the social contract. Citizens delegate the power of decision on 

myriad issues to elected representatives and their expert advisers, while experts, for their part, 
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ask that their efforts be received in good faith by a public that has informed itself enough—a key 

requirement—to make reasoned judgments.   

This relationship between experts and citizens rests on a foundation of mutual respect and trust. 

When that foundation erodes, experts and laypeople become warring factions and democracy 

itself can become a casualty, decaying into mob rule or elitist technocracy. Living in a world 

awash in gadgets and once unimaginable conveniences and entertainments, Americans (and 

many other Westerners) have become almost childlike in their refusal to learn enough to govern 

themselves or to guide the policies that affect their lives. This is a collapse of functional 

citizenship, and it enables a cascade of other baleful consequences.   

In the absence of informed citizens, for example, more knowledgeable administrative and 

intellectual elites do in fact take over the daily direction of the state and society. The Austrian 

economist F. A. Hayek wrote in 1960, “The greatest danger to liberty today comes from the men 

who are most needed and most powerful in modern government, namely, the efficient expert 

administrators exclusively concerned with what they regard as the public good.”   

There is a great deal of truth in this. Unelected bureaucrats and policy specialists in many 

spheres exert tremendous influence on the daily lives of Americans. Today, however, this 

situation exists by default rather than design. And populism actually reinforces this elitism, 

because the celebration of ignorance cannot launch communications satellites, negotiate the 

rights of U.S. citizens overseas, or provide effective medications. Faced with a public that has no 

idea how most things work, experts disengage, choosing to speak mostly to one another.  

Meanwhile, Americans have developed increasingly unrealistic expectations of what their 

political and economic systems can provide, and this sense of entitlement fuels continual 

disappointment and anger. When people are told that ending poverty or preventing terrorism or 

stimulating economic growth is a lot harder than it looks, they roll their eyes. Unable to 

comprehend all the complexity around them, they choose instead to comprehend almost none of 

it and then sullenly blame elites for seizing control of their lives.   

“A Republic, If You Can Keep It”  

Experts can only propose; elected leaders dispose. And politicians are very rarely experts on any 

of the innumerable subjects that come before them for a decision. By definition, nobody can be 

an expert on China policy and health care and climate change and immigration and taxation, all 

at the same time—which is why during, say, congressional hearings on a subject, actual experts 

are usually brought in to advise the elected laypeople charged with making authoritative 

decisions.  

In 1787, Benjamin Franklin was supposedly asked what would emerge from the Constitutional 

Convention being held in Philadelphia. “A republic,” Franklin answered, “if you can keep it.” 

Americans too easily forget that the form of government under which they live was not designed 

for mass decisions about complicated issues. Neither, of course, was it designed for rule by a tiny 

group of technocrats or experts. Rather, it was meant to be the vehicle by which an informed 
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electorate could choose other people to represent them, come up to speed on important questions, 

and make decisions on the public’s behalf.   

The workings of such a representative democracy, however, are exponentially more difficult 

when the electorate is not competent to judge the matters at hand. Laypeople complain about the 

rule of experts and demand greater involvement in complicated national questions, but many of 

them express their anger and make these demands only after abdicating their own important role 

in the process: namely, to stay informed and politically literate enough to choose representatives 

who can act wisely on their behalf. As Somin has written, “When we elect government officials 

based on ignorance, they rule over not only those who voted for them but all of society. When 

we exercise power over other people, we have a moral obligation to do so in at least a reasonably 

informed way.” Like anti-vaccine parents, ignorant voters end up punishing society at large for 

their own mistakes. 

Too few citizens today understand democracy to mean a condition of political equality in which 

all get the franchise and are equal in the eyes of the law. Rather, they think of it as a state of 

actual equality, in which every opinion is as good as any other, regardless of the logic or 

evidentiary base behind it. But that is not how a republic is meant to work, and the sooner 

American society establishes new ground rules for productive engagement between educated 

elites and the society around them, the better.   

Experts need to remember, always, that they are the servants of a democratic society and a 

republican government. Their citizen masters, however, must equip themselves not just with 

education but also with the kind of civic virtue that keeps them involved in the running of their 

own country. Laypeople cannot do without experts, and they must accept this reality without 

rancor. Experts, likewise, must accept that they get a hearing, not a veto, and that their advice 

will not always be taken. At this point, the bonds tying the system together are dangerously 

frayed. Unless some sort of trust and mutual respect can be restored, public discourse will be 

polluted by unearned respect for unfounded opinions. And in such an environment, anything and 

everything becomes possible, including the end of democracy and republican government itself. 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2017-02-13/how-america-lost-faith-expertise?cid=int-

now&pgtype=hpg&region=br1 
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Stratfor.com 

Why So Few Thought Trump Would Win 

by Jay Ogilvy 

December 7, 2016 

This column is not about why Donald Trump won the U.S. presidential election, but why 

neither the polls nor the pundits saw it coming. Following on David Judson’s latest 

column, with which I wholly agree, this column is about ignorance, misperceptions and 

mistakes. Why did so many get it so wrong? 

There are two reasons. First, coming from the right, Charles Murray saw in advance that the rich, 

white elite had peeled away from the rest of society in the five decades between 1960 and 2010. 

During that time, those occupying the top 3–5 percent of the income ladder became 

progressively more insulated from and ignorant of the ills of those in the bottom 30 percent. 

Second, coming from the left, George Lakoff saw in advance that most of the illuminati, pundits 

and sophisticated commentators had utterly missed the importance of society’s deep 

unconscious, the id of politics. 

But the genius of democracy is its ability to tap into society’s unconscious. 

The Secession of the Successful 

In his 2012 book, Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010, Murray paints an 

alarming portrait of a country increasingly divided between rich and poor. The book is portioned 

into thirds that talk about “The Formation of a New Upper Class,” “The Formation of a New 

Lower Class” and “Why it Matters,” all against the background of Gallup data — not cited by 

Murray, but important for context — showing that more than half of Americans still think of 

themselves as upper-middle or middle class. 

https://www.stratfor.com/article/truth-about-post-truth
https://www.stratfor.com/article/truth-about-post-truth
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Murray defines “the new upper class as the most successful 5 percent of adults ages 25 and older 

who are working in managerial positions, in the professions (medicine, the law, engineering and 

architecture, the sciences, and university faculty), and in content-production jobs in the media.” 

These are not new occupations, nor is “the most successful 5 percent” a new category. So what’s 

so new about this “new upper class”? 

The substance of Murray’s argument revolves around “a new kind of segregation,” or what he 

calls more musically, “the secession of the successful.” It’s not just about money or race. Rather, 

as we move into a world where brains have progressively more earning power than brawn, and 

schools and colleges act as sorting mechanisms to generate a new narrow elite, people of 

privilege have isolated themselves in enclaves Murray describes as “Super ZIPs.” Think 

Scarsdale, Beverly Hills, Marin County and dozens of other communities that have become 

economically inaccessible to most ordinary mortals. 

“Many of the members of the new upper class are Balkanized. Furthermore, their 

ignorance about other Americans is more problematic than the ignorance of other 

Americans about them. It is not a problem if truck drivers cannot empathize with 

the priorities of Yale professors. It is a problem if Yale professors, or producers of 

network news programs, or CEOs of great corporations, or presidential advisers 

cannot empathize with the priorities of truck drivers.” 

To give his portrait color that goes beyond the statistics he draws on so scientifically, Murray 

creates two fictional community types very like Belmont, Massachusetts (a Super ZIP), and 

Fishtown, a white working-class neighborhood in northeastern Philadelphia. For what follows, 

remember that “Fishtown” and “Belmont” are not their real namesakes but statistical constructs 

describing rich and poor communities scattered across the United States. 

Fishtown’s Revenge 

Murray’s portrait of Fishtown is grim and grimmer. Only 8 percent of its occupants had college 

degrees in 2000. But that’s hardly the worst of it. In graph after graph, we see steep declines in 

measures of marriage, employment and social engagement. 

As Robert Putnam first pointed out in his 2000 book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival 

of American Community, social capital is crumbling across the country. The following national 

numbers Murray quotes from Putnam are doubtless worse for Fishtown. Between the years 1973 

and 1994, the number of people who: 

 Attended a public meeting on town or school affairs fell by 22 percent 

 Served as an officer of some club or organization fell by 42 percent 

 Worked for a political party fell by 42 percent 

 Served on a committee for some local organization fell by 39 percent 

Putnam’s list goes on to cover declines in PTA memberships, how often people entertain friends 

at home, how often families eat meals together, United Way contributions, and the numbers that 

give Putnam’s book its name: “Membership in men’s bowling leagues per 1,000 men ages 20 
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and older: Down 73 percent from 1963 to 1998 (while the number of bowlers continued to 

increase).” 

And here, for the purpose of this column, is the real kicker: The number of people who voted in 

presidential elections dropped by 22 percent from 1960 to 1996. Murray takes Putnam’s analysis 

even further: “It looks as if voting in presidential elections in Fishtown dropped by about a third 

from 1960 to 2008, while voting in Belmont remained extremely high.” 

This explains why most of the models were wrong. The residents of Fishtown were not regarded 

as “likely voters” because they had not been voting much for decades. On Nov. 8, we saw 

Fishtown’s revenge against pollsters whose models were blind to their plight. 

The Metaphors We Live and Vote By 

George Lakoff is an emeritus professor of Cognitive Science and Linguistics at Berkeley and the 

director of the Center for the Neural Mind and Society. On Nov. 22, he blogged about how and 

why the pundits misperceived the election. “I will argue that the nature of mind is not a mere 

technical issue for the cognitive and brain sciences, but that it had everything to do with the 

outcome of the 2016 election — and the failure of the pollsters, the media, and Democrats to 

predict it.” 

As Lakoff has been arguing for decades in a series of books including Moral Politics: How 

Liberals and Conservatives Think and Don’t Think of an Elephant!, the mind is a funny thing, 

most of which remains unconscious most of the time. The conscious mind is like the tip of a 

neural iceberg, little of which pokes above the surface. 

He makes a strong case that our worldviews, and the frames through which we perceive events, 

are powerfully shaped by metaphors we use to both live and vote by. Related to politics, he 

argues that our neurally grounded understandings of the family guide our perceptions of the 

government. Liberals would like to see and consequently perceive the nation as a nurturing 

mother. Conservatives would like to see and consequently perceive the nation as needing a strict 

father. 

With this brain-based and politically oriented theory as his foundation, Lakoff erects an 

interpretation of the 2016 election as a triumph of the conservative mind frame over the liberal 

mind frame. The Democrats simply didn’t get it. They used the wrong images, the wrong 

metaphors and the wrong narratives when it came to appealing to the American electorate, whose 

brains were tuned in ways that Trump did understand. 

Note, this argument has little to do with facts or policies. It appeals to unconscious mechanisms 

— as earlier described, the id of politics. Once again, the genius of democracy is its capacity to 

tap into the social unconscious. 

The recent election was not about some old debate between the right and left — a tired debate 

about political ideologies that is, today, as irrelevant as theological debates about the divine right 

of kings. The point is instead to argue that the political debates between right and left are as 
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irrelevant today as theological debates were at the time of the First Reformation. We are now 

undergoing a Second Reformation during which the relevant question is not whether big 

government or small government is best, but whether government is in principle better or worse 

than a decentralized marketplace in which peer-to-peer exchange largely replaces a centralized 

system for the allocation of scarce resources. 

Linking Demographics to Psychographics 

Most of the residents of Fishtown are good people. They may not believe as you or I do. They 

may worship and pray in ways that you and I may find foolish, childish and even sometimes 

offensive. But for the most part, they are decent people: kind, caring and self-sacrificing for their 

kin and often for strangers as well. 

Yes, there are some racists and xenophobes out there. But the image of the snaggle-toothed guy 

in the pickup truck who blows away Dennis Hopper at the end of Easy Rider just because he has 

long hair and rides a motorcycle — that image that made many of us despise know-nothing 

bigots — is itself a creation of Hollywood, very much like the villains in the movie Deliverance. 

Such images are accurate only for an extreme few, just as are the images of corporate executives 

like Michael “Greed is good” Douglas in Wall Street, or the excesses of Leonardo di Caprio 

in The Wolf of Wall Street. Excess makes for good show business. This list of movies could 

extend to the executive skullduggery depicted in Michael Clayton, Bulworth, Enron: The 

Smartest Guys in the Room, Erin Brockovich, Syriana and many more, the point being that not 

just our conscious minds but, more important, our unconscious emotions have had stock 

archetypes of cruel bigots and greedy executives seared into them, archetypes that operate at an 

unconscious level. 

Beware of what you read . . . and watch. As Judson put it in his recent piece on post-truth, we 

need to be aware of the false narratives and memes that feed unconscious archetypes. 

 

This article was originally published by Stratfor Worldview, a leading geopolitical intelligence platform and 

advisory firm based in Austin, Texas. 
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Christian Science Monitor 

Competing Polls: 
Does Handpicked Data Deepen Political Divides? 

 
by Amanda Hoover 

February 9, 2017 

 
There are many polls – but no consensus – on how Americans feel about President 

Trump’s immigration order. 

 
How do Americans feel about President Trump’s controversial immigration order? 

 

Well, it’s not so easy to say, really. 

 
While thousands of protesters have crowded airports, city and town halls, and streets to loudly 

and visibly decry Mr. Trump’s executive immigration order over the past two weeks, polls have 

revealed varying levels of support or opposition to the orders overall. Discrepancies in polling 

data is nothing new, and results are generally contextualized with a degree of uncertainty. But 

using the data to support a policy, viewpoint, or agenda can be a polarizing, and sometimes 

misleading, tactic. 

 
On Wednesday, Trump tweeted a graphic with numbers from a Politico/Morning Consult poll, 

showing that 55 percent of respondents approved of the order, while 38 percent disapproved. 

He added the quote, “Immigration Ban Is One of Trump's Most Popular Orders So Far.” 

 
The measure, which has raised national security and legal questions, temporarily bars green card 

and visa holders from seven predominantly Muslim nations including Syria, Iraq, Iran, Libya, 

Somalia, Sudan, and Yemen as well as other refugees from entering the United States. A federal 

Seattle judge has temporarily halted the orders, and an appeals court is reviewing that decision. 

 
Other recent polls seemingly contradict the findings tweeted by Trump, creating dissonance in 

gauging public opinion. Yet, just as the president has chosen to cry “fake news” when confronted 

with reports he views as opposition to his agenda and allowed those in the administration to 

provide “alternative facts” when discussing his inauguration crowd size, Trump’s tweeted poll 

reflects a tendency to promote information that confirms his success at the exclusion of evidence 

of any unpopularity. 

 
Public opinion polling is far from a perfect science, as a majority of pollsters proved during the 

2016 election after data wrongly predicted that Hillary Clinton would win the race. Misleading 

wording or even constructions that lack proper nuance for complex issues and scenarios can 

create discrepancies in responses to questions that are similar at their core. Timing, question 

order, and response choices can also lead to very different results. Conducting polls regarding 

policy proves even trickier than trying to gauge whether a candidate will win an election, 

adding another layer of uncertainty to results surrounding the immigration orders. 

 
Still, polls can show how Americans feel about policies, which in turn can inform leaders and 

allow them to make decisions that more closely reflect the will of the people. But if 

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/829414457126313986
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politicians handpick poll results that affirm their own agendas to the exclusion of 

contradicting data, the findings can further polarize the already divisive political climate, says 

Kirby Goidel, a communications and public policy professor at Texas A&M University. 

 
“The polls themselves are not the danger,” Dr. Goidel tells The Christian Science Monitor in a 

phone interview. “The danger is their misrepresentation by politically interested parties who are 

trying to use them in ways that they shouldn’t be used, and attempting to provide a level of 

certainty around an issue where there is probably not a level of certainty.” 

 
Recent polls from Gallup, CBS News, Quinnipiac University, and CNN/ORC have all showed 

that between 51 and 55 percent of respondents are opposed to the immigration orders, 

contrasting the Politico/Morning Consult poll. All except for the Politico and Quinnipiac polls 

were conducted prior to the temporary restraining order instituted last Friday. 

 
The Quinnipiac poll found that 50 percent of voters oppose "suspending immigration from 'terror 

prone' regions, even if it means turning away refugees,” while 44 percent support the measure. 

That revelation contrasts the findings of an early January Quinnipiac poll, taking before Trump’s 

inauguration. Then, voters supported the measure by 48 percent, with 42 percent opposing. 

 
These results come even after 70 percent of American voters said it is "very likely" or 

"somewhat likely" that there will be a terrorist attack in the United States resulting a large loss of 

life, according to the poll. A majority agreed, however, that homegrown terrorists were more 

likely to perpetrate mass, organized attacks than immigrants or refugees, as a recent study 

examining post-9/11 attacks shows. 
 
"Message to President Donald Trump: 'Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses 

yearning to breathe free' still has profound resonance with Americans," Tim Malloy, assistant 

director of the Quinnipiac University Poll, said in a statement. "Significant pushback on 

immigration tells the president that many voters are not on board with a ban on refugees and that 

voters are strongly opposed to holding back those most threatened, Syrian refugees." 

 
And while Democrats in opposition to the orders as well as protesters who have gathered nearly 

daily in cities and towns across the nation to decry them as un-American would likely take that 

view, it’s just as easy for the Trump administration and its supporters to use the Politico poll to 

argue for their agenda. 

 
Another poll from public polling agency Rasmussen Reports also found a majority supported 

Trump’s order after posing the question: “Do you favor or oppose a temporary block on visas 

prohibiting residents of Syria, Iraq, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen from entering the 

United States until the federal government improves its ability to screen out potential terrorists 

from coming here?” 

 
By placing an emphasis the possible presence of terrorists, or as Quinnipiac did, on Syrian 

refugees who have been caught in a widely reported crisis, pollsters can see variation in results. 

 
“Even really minor question wording changes can lead to very different responses by citizens,” 

Rosalee Clawson, head of the political science Department at Purdue University, tells the 

Monitor. “That’s not liberal bias or conservative bias, that’s just a fact of polling.” 

http://www.gallup.com/file/poll/203279/170202TrumpOrders.pdf
https://www.scribd.com/document/338306835/CBS-News-poll-on-Trump-travel-ban-record-low-approval-rating-for-Trump#from_embed
https://poll.qu.edu/national/release-detail?ReleaseID=2427
http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2017/images/02/03/rel2a.-.trump.pdf
https://morningconsult.com/2017/02/08/trump-approval-rating-slides-despite-support-travel-ban/
https://www.newamerica.org/in-depth/terrorism-in-america/part-i-overview-terrorism-cases-2001-today/
https://www.newamerica.org/in-depth/terrorism-in-america/part-i-overview-terrorism-cases-2001-today/
https://www.newamerica.org/in-depth/terrorism-in-america/part-i-overview-terrorism-cases-2001-today/
https://www.newamerica.org/in-depth/terrorism-in-america/part-i-overview-terrorism-cases-2001-today/
http://www.rasmussenreports.com/public_content/politics/current_events/immigration/january_2017/most_support_temporary_ban_on_newcomers_from_terrorist_havens
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Still, those answers matter, even when taken with an eye to uncertainty. 

 
“We do get a sense of whether policy is following along with public wishes, even with the 

squishiness of public opinion,” Goidel says. “[We see] where people are in a democracy and if 

their wishes are being followed.” 
 
For citizens who want the full picture, it’s important to pay attention to a question’s context and 

when the poll was taken, experts say. Many respondents are swayed by the last information they 

heard on an issue and could poll differently depending on the day and current news. 

 
But boiling a complicated issue down to just one of several polls and portraying its vast findings 

in a simple graphic can create more division, Goidel and Dr. Clawsons say. Contextualizing 

public opinion is crucial to understanding how polls derived their data, and what portions of a 

complex order are resonating with the public. 

 
Trump's tweet, on the other hand, lacks that nuanced approach, Clawson says. 

 
“The kind of way in which [Trump] has used technology to go around the media, that’s the 

new phenomena. By using Twitter, this is a technological way to communicate directly with 

citizens where you don’t have journalists acting as a filter,” she says. “With Twitter, he does 

have a platform there were he can pick one poll, and put it out. Citizens, if they want to be 

informed, need to go beyond that.” 
 

 
 
 
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2017/0209/Competing-polls-Does-handpicked-data-deepen-
political-divides  
  
 
 

Reproduced with permission of Christian Science Monitor via Copyright Clearance Center. 

http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2017/0209/Competing-polls-Does-handpicked-data-deepen-political-divides
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2017/0209/Competing-polls-Does-handpicked-data-deepen-political-divides
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2017/0209/Competing-polls-Does-handpicked-data-deepen-political-divides
http://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Politics/2017/0209/Competing-polls-Does-handpicked-data-deepen-political-divides
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Five-Thirty-Eight.com 

Who Will Debunk the Debunkers? 
 

by Daniel Engber 

April 28, 2016 

 

In 2012, network scientist and data theorist Samuel Arbesman published a disturbing thesis: 

What we think of as established knowledge decays over time. According to his book “The Half-

Life of Facts,” certain kinds of propositions that may seem bulletproof today will be forgotten by 

next Tuesday; one’s reality can end up out of date. Take, for example, the story of Popeye and 

his spinach. 

Popeye loved his leafy greens and used them to obtain his super strength, Arbesman’s book 

explained, because the cartoon’s creators knew that spinach has a lot of iron. Indeed, the 

character would be a major evangelist for spinach in the 1930s, and it’s said he helped increase 

the green’s consumption in the U.S. by one-third. But this “fact” about the iron content of 

spinach was already on the verge of being obsolete, Arbesman said: In 1937, scientists realized 

that the original measurement of the iron in 100 grams of spinach — 35 milligrams — was off by 

a factor of 10. That’s because a German chemist named Erich von Wolff had misplaced a 

decimal point in his notebook back in 1870, and the goof persisted in the literature for more than 

half a century. 

By the time nutritionists caught up with this mistake, the damage had been done. The spinach-

iron myth stuck around in spite of new and better knowledge, wrote Arbesman, because “it’s a 

lot easier to spread the first thing you find, or the fact that sounds correct, than to delve deeply 

into the literature in search of the correct fact.” 

Arbesman was not the first to tell the cautionary tale of the missing decimal point. The same 

parable of sloppy science, and its dire implications, appeared in a book called “Follies and 

Fallacies in Medicine,” a classic work of evidence-based skepticism first published in 1989.1 It 

also appeared in a volume of “Magnificent Mistakes in Mathematics,” a guide to “The Practice 

of Statistics in the Life Sciences” and an article in an academic journal called “The Consequence 

of Errors.” And that’s just to name a few. 

All these tellings and retellings miss one important fact: The story of the spinach myth is itself 

apocryphal. It’s true that spinach isn’t really all that useful as a source of iron, and it’s true that 

people used to think it was. But all the rest is false: No one moved a decimal point in 1870; no 

mistake in data entry spurred Popeye to devote himself to spinach; no misguided rules of eating 

were implanted by the sailor strip. The story of the decimal point manages to recapitulate the 

very error that it means to highlight: a fake fact, but repeated so often (and with such 

sanctimony) that it takes on the sheen of truth. 

In that sense, the story of the lost decimal point represents a special type of viral anecdote or 

urban legend, one that finds its willing hosts among the doubters, not the credulous. It’s a rumor 

passed around by skeptics — a myth about myth-busting. Like other Russian dolls of distorted 

http://archive.boston.com/bostonglobe/ideas/articles/2010/02/28/warning_your_reality_is_out_of_date/
http://www.ocdqblog.com/home/popeye-spinach-and-data-quality.html
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2270959/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/who-will-debunk-the-debunkers/?ex_cid=538email#fn-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1299297/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1299297/
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facts, it shows us that, sometimes, the harder that we try to be clear-headed, the deeper we are 

drawn into the fog. 

No one knows this lesson better than Mike Sutton. He must be the world’s leading meta-skeptic: 

a 56-year-old master sleuth who first identified the myth about the spinach myth in 2010 and has 

since been working to debunk what he sees as other false debunkings. Sutton, a criminology 

professor at Nottingham Trent University, started his career of doubting very young: He 

remembers being told when he was still a boy that all his favorite rock stars on BBC’s “Top of 

the Pops” were lip-synching and that some weren’t even playing their guitars. Soon he began to 

wonder at the depths of this deception. Could the members of Led Zeppelin be in on this 

conspiracy? Was Jimmy Page a lie? Since then, Sutton told me via email, “I have always been 

concerned with establishing the veracity of what is presented as true, and what is something 

else.” 

As a law student, Sutton was drawn to stories like that of Popeye and the inflated iron count in 

spinach, which to him demonstrated both the perils of “accepted knowledge” and the importance 

of maintaining data quality. He was so enamored of the story, in fact, that he meant to put it in an 

academic paper. But in digging for the story’s source, he began to wonder if it was true. “It drew 

me in like a problem-solving ferret to a rabbit hole,” he said. 

Soon he’d gone through every single Popeye strip ever drawn by its creator, E.C. Segar, and 

found that certain aspects of the classic story were clearly false. Popeye first ate spinach for his 

super power in 1931, Sutton found, and in the summer of 1932 the strip offered this iron-free 

explanation: “Spinach is full of vitamin ‘A,’ ” Popeye said, “an’ tha’s what makes hoomans 

strong an’ helty.” Sutton also gathered data on spinach production from the U.S. Department of 

Agriculture and learned that it was on the rise before Segar’s sailor-man ever starting eating it. 

What about the fabled decimal point? According to Sutton’s research, a German chemist did 

overestimate the quantity of iron in spinach, but the mistake arose from faulty methods, not from 

poor transcription of the data.2 By the 1890s, a different German researcher had concluded that 

the earlier estimate was many times too high. Subsequent analyses arrived at something closer to 

the correct, still substantial value — now estimated to be 2.71 milligrams of iron per 100 grams 

of raw spinach, according to the USDA. By chance, the new figure was indeed about one-tenth 

of the original, but the difference stemmed not from misplaced punctuation but from the switch 

to better methodology. In any case, it wasn’t long before Columbia University analytical chemist 

Henry Clapp Sherman laid out the problems with the original result. By the 1930s, Sutton argues, 

researchers knew the true amount of iron in spinach, but they also understood that not all of it 

could be absorbed by the human body.3 

The decimal-point story only came about much later. According to Sutton’s research, it seems to 

have been invented by the nutritionist and self-styled myth-buster Arnold Bender, who floated 

the idea with some uncertainty in a 1972 lecture. Then in 1981, a doctor named Terence Hamblin 

wrote up a version of the story without citation for a whimsical, holiday-time column in the 

British Medical Journal. The Hamblin article, unscholarly and unsourced, would become the 

ultimate authority for all the citations that followed. (Hamblin graciously acknowledged his 

mistake after Sutton published his research, as did Arbesman.) 

https://www.bestthinking.com/thinkers/science/social_sciences/sociology/mike-sutton?tab=blog&blogpostid=10536
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/who-will-debunk-the-debunkers/?ex_cid=538email#fn-2
https://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/foods/show/3167
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/who-will-debunk-the-debunkers/?ex_cid=538email#fn-3
https://www.bestthinking.com/articles/science/chemistry/biochemistry/the-spinach-popeye-iron-decimal-error-myth-is-finally-busted
https://www.bestthinking.com/articles/science/chemistry/biochemistry/the-spinach-popeye-iron-decimal-error-myth-is-finally-busted
http://www.wired.com/2012/09/opinion-errors-knowledge-crowdfixing/
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In 2014, a Norwegian anthropologist named Ole Bjorn Rekdal published an examination of how 

the decimal-point myth had propagated through the academic literature. He found that bad 

citations were the vector. Instead of looking for its source, those who told the story merely 

plagiarized a solid-sounding reference: “(Hamblin, BMJ, 1981).” Or they cited someone in 

between — someone who, in turn, had cited Hamblin. This loose behavior, Rekdal wrote, made 

the transposed decimal point into something like an “academic urban legend,” its nested sourcing 

more or less equivalent to the familiar “friend of a friend” of schoolyard mythology. 

Emerging from the rabbit hole, Sutton began to puzzle over what he’d found. This wasn’t just 

any sort of myth, he decided, but something he would term a “supermyth”: A story concocted by 

respected scholars and then credulously disseminated in order to promote skeptical thinking and 

“to help us overcome our tendency towards credulous bias.” The convolution of this scenario 

inspired him to look for more examples. “I’m rather a sucker for such complexity,” he told me. 

Complicated and ironic tales of poor citation “help draw attention to a deadly serious, but 

somewhat boring topic,” Rekdal told me. They’re grabby, and they’re entertaining. But I suspect 

they’re more than merely that: Perhaps the ironies themselves can help explain the propagation 

of the errors. 

It seems plausible to me, at least, that the tellers of these tales are getting blinkered by their own 

feelings of superiority — that the mere act of busting myths makes them more susceptible to 

spreading them. It lowers their defenses, in the same way that the act of remembering sometimes 

seems to make us more likely to forget. Could it be that the more credulous we become, the more 

convinced we are of our own debunker bona fides? Does skepticism self-destruct? 

Sutton told me over email that he, too, worries that contrarianism can run amok, citing 

conspiracy theorists and anti-vaxxers as examples of those who “refuse to accept the weight of 

argument” and suffer the result. He also noted the “paradox” by which a skeptic’s obsessive 

devotion to his research — and to proving others wrong — can “take a great personal toll.” A 

person can get lost, he suggested, in the subterranean “Wonderland of myths and fallacies.” 

In the last few years, Sutton has himself embarked on another journey to the depths, this one far 

more treacherous than the ones he’s made before. The stakes were low when he was hunting 

something trivial, the supermyth of Popeye’s spinach; now Sutton has been digging in more 

sacred ground: the legacy of the great scientific hero and champion of the skeptics, Charles 

Darwin. In 2014, after spending a year working 18-hour days, seven days a week, Sutton 

published his most extensive work to date, a 600-page broadside on a cherished story of 

discovery. He called it “Nullius in Verba: Darwin’s Greatest Secret.” 

Sutton’s allegations are explosive. He claims to have found irrefutable proof that neither Darwin 

nor Alfred Russel Wallace deserves the credit for the theory of natural selection, but rather that 

they stole the idea — consciously or not — from a wealthy Scotsman and forest-management 

expert named Patrick Matthew. “I think both Darwin and Wallace were at the very least sloppy,” 

he told me. Elsewhere he’s been somewhat less diplomatic: “In my opinion Charles Darwin 

committed the greatest known science fraud in history by plagiarizing Matthew’s” hypothesis, he 

http://sss.sagepub.com/content/44/4/638.full


4 

 

told the Telegraph. “Let’s face the painful facts,” Sutton also wrote. “Darwin was a liar. Plain 

and simple.” 

Some context: The Patrick Matthew story isn’t new. Matthew produced a volume in the early 

1830s, “On Naval Timber and Arboriculture,” that indeed contained an outline of the famous 

theory in a slim appendix. In a contemporary review, the noted naturalist John Loudon seemed 

ill-prepared to accept the forward-thinking theory. He called it a “puzzling” account of the 

“origin of species and varieties” that may or may not be original. In 1860, several months after 

publication of “On the Origin of Species,” Matthew would surface to complain that Darwin — 

now quite famous for what was described as a discovery born of “20 years’ investigation and 

reflection” — had stolen his ideas. 

Darwin, in reply, conceded that “Mr. Matthew has anticipated by many years the explanation 

which I have offered of the origin of species, under the name of natural selection.” But then he 

added, “I think that no one will feel surprised that neither I, nor apparently any other naturalist, 

had heard of Mr. Matthew’s views.” 

That statement, suggesting that Matthew’s theory was ignored — and hinting that its importance 

may not even have been quite understood by Matthew himself — has gone unchallenged, Sutton 

says. It has, in fact, become a supermyth, cited to explain that even big ideas amount to nothing 

when they aren’t framed by proper genius. 

Sutton thinks that story has it wrong, that natural selection wasn’t an idea in need of a “great 

man” to propagate it. After all his months of research, Sutton says he found clear evidence that 

Matthew’s work did not go unread. No fewer than seven naturalists cited the book, including 

three in what Sutton calls Darwin’s “inner circle.” He also claims to have discovered particular 

turns of phrase — “Matthewisms” — that recur suspiciously in Darwin’s writing. 

In light of these discoveries, Sutton considers the case all but closed. He’s challenged Darwin 

scholars to debates, picked fights with famous skeptics such as Michael Shermer and Richard 

Dawkins, and even written letters to the Royal Society, demanding that Matthew be given 

priority over Darwin. 

But if his paper on the spinach myth convinced everyone who read it — even winning an 

apology from Terence Hamblin, one of the myth’s major sources — the work on Darwin barely 

registered. Many scholars ignored it altogether. A few, such as Michael Weale of King’s 

College, simply found it unconvincing. Weale, who has written his own book on Patrick 

Matthew, argued that Sutton’s evidence was somewhat weak and circumstantial. “There is no 

‘smoking gun’ here,” he wrote, pointing out that at one point even Matthew admitted that he’d 

done little to spread his theory of natural selection. “For more than thirty years,” Matthew wrote 

in 1862, he “never, either by the press or in private conversation, alluded to the original ideas . . . 

knowing that the age was not suited for such.” 

When Sutton is faced with the implication that he’s taken his debunking too far — that he’s 

tipped from skepticism to crankery — he lashes out. “The findings are so enormous that people 

refuse to take them in,” he told me via email. “The enormity of what has, in actual fact, been 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/science/science-news/10859281/Did-Charles-Darwin-borrow-the-theory-of-natural-selection.html
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/on-naval-timber/reviews/gardeners-magazine-1832/
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/matthew-and-darwin/gardeners-chronicle/7-april/
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/matthew-and-darwin/gardeners-chronicle/21-april/
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/matthew-and-darwin/gardeners-chronicle/21-april/
http://www.opnlttr.com/letter/dear-royal-society-have-you-changed-priority-rule-scientific-discovery-0
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/opinions/matthews-influence/
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/opinions/matthews-influence/
https://patrickmatthewproject.wordpress.com/short-articles/1862-2/1862e-econevol/
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newly discovered is too great for people to comprehend. Too big to face. Too great to care to 

come to terms with — so surely it can’t be true. Only, it’s not a dream. It is true.” In effect, he 

suggested, he’s been confronted with a classic version of the “Semmelweis reflex,” whereby 

dangerous, new ideas are rejected out of hand. 

Could Sutton be a modern-day version of Ignaz Semmelweis, the Hungarian physician who 

noticed in the 1840s that doctors were themselves the source of childbed fever in his hospital’s 

obstetric ward? Semmelweis had reduced disease mortality by a factor of 10 — a fully displaced 

decimal point — simply by having doctors wash their hands in a solution of chlorinated lime. 

But according to the famous tale, his innovations were too radical for the time. Ignored and 

ridiculed for his outlandish thinking, Semmelweis eventually went insane and died in an asylum. 

Arbesman, author of “The Half-Life of Facts,” has written about the moral of this story too. 

“Even if we are confronted with facts that should cause us to update our understanding of the 

way the world works,” he wrote, “we often neglect to do so.” 

Of course, there’s always one more twist: Sutton doesn’t believe this story about Semmelweis. 

That’s another myth, he says — another tall tale, favored by academics, that ironically 

demonstrates the very point that it pretends to make. Citing the work of Sherwin Nuland, Sutton 

argues that Semmelweis didn’t go mad from being ostracized, and further that other physicians 

had already recommended hand-washing in chlorinated lime. The myth of Semmelweis, says 

Sutton, may have originated in the late 19th century, when a “massive nationally funded 

Hungarian public relations machine” placed biased articles into the scientific literature. 

Semmelweis scholar Kay Codell Carter concurs, at least insofar as Semmelweis was not, in fact, 

ignored by the medical establishment: From 1863 through 1883, he was cited dozens of times, 

Carter writes, “more frequently than almost anyone else.” 

Yet despite all this complicating evidence, scholars still tell the simple version of the 

Semmelweis story and use it as an example of how other people — never them, of course — 

tend to reject information that conflicts with their beliefs. That is to say, the scholars reject 

conflicting information about Semmelweis, evincing the Semmelweis reflex, even as they tell the 

story of that reflex. It’s a classic supermyth! 

And so it goes, a whirligig of irony spinning around and around, down into the depths. Is there 

any way to escape this endless, maddening recursion? How might a skeptic keep his sanity? I 

had to know what Sutton thought. “I think the solution is to stay out of rabbit holes,” he told me. 

Then he added, “Which is not particularly helpful advice.” 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semmelweis_reflex
http://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJM200008243430819
http://dysology.org/page11.html
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2004/03/25/the-fool-of-pest-an-exchange/
https://www.bestthinking.com/articles/science/biology_and_nature/bacteriology/expert-skeptics-suckered-again-incredibly-the-famous-semmelweis-story-is-another-supermyth
https://www.bestthinking.com/articles/science/biology_and_nature/bacteriology/expert-skeptics-suckered-again-incredibly-the-famous-semmelweis-story-is-another-supermyth
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/175795
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Footnotes 

1. Its authors cite the story of the misplaced decimal point as an example of the “Bellman’s Fallacy” — a 

reference to a character from Lewis Carroll who says, “What I tell you three times is true.” Such mistakes, they 

wrote, illustrate “the ways in which truth may be obscured, twisted, or mangled beyond recognition, without 

any overt intention to do it harm.” 

2. Another scholar with an interest in the spinach tale has found that in Germany, at least, the link between spinach 

and iron was being cited as conventional wisdom as early as 1853. This confusion may have been compounded 

by research that elided differences between dried and fresh spinach, Sutton says. 

3. It’s long been suggested that high levels of oxalic acid — which are present in spinach — might serve to block 

absorption of iron, as they do for calcium, magnesium and zinc. Other studies find that oxalic acid has no effect 

on iron in the diet, though, and hint that some other chemical in spinach might be getting in the way. 

 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/who-will-debunk-the-debunkers/?ex_cid=538email 

 

http://historiesofecology.blogspot.de/search/label/spinach-iron
http://journals.cambridge.org/action/displayAbstract?fromPage=online&aid=848904&fileId=S000711458300046X
http://www.nature.com/ejcn/journal/v62/n3/full/1602721a.html
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/who-will-debunk-the-debunkers/?ex_cid=538email
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Journalism has never been better, thanks to these last few decades of disruption. 

So why does it seem to matter so little? Reflections on the media in the age 

of Trump. 

For the last two decades, the rules of political reporting have been blown up. 

And I’ve cheered at every step along the way. Not for me the mourning over the dismantling of 

the old order, all those lamentations about the lost golden era of print newspapers thudding on 

doorsteps and the sage evening news anchors reporting back to the nation on their White House 

briefings. Because, let’s face it: too much of Washington journalism in the celebrated good old 

days was an old boys’ club, and so was politics — they were smug, insular, often narrow-

minded, and invariably convinced of their own rightness. 

The truth is that coverage of American politics, and the capital that revolves 

around it, is in many ways much better now than ever before — faster, sharper, 

and far more sophisticated. There are great new digital news organizations for 

politics and policy obsessives, political science wonks, and national security 

geeks. Today’s beat reporters on Capitol Hill are as a rule doing a far better job 

than I did when I was a rookie there two decades ago, and we get more reporting 

and insight live from the campaign trail in a day than we used to get in a month, 

thanks to Google and Facebook, livestreaming and Big Data, and all the rest. 

Access to information — by, for, and about the government and those who aspire 

to run it — is dazzling and on a scale wholly unimaginable when Donald Trump 

was hawking his Art of the Deal in 1987. And we have millions of readers for our 

work now, not merely a hyper-elite few thousand. 

The media scandal of 2016 isn’t so much about what reporters failed to tell the American 

public; it’s about what they did report on, and the fact that it didn’t seem to matter. 

But this is 2016, and Trump has just been elected president of the United States after a campaign 

that tested pretty much all of our assumptions about the power of the press. Yes, we are now 

being accused — and accusing ourselves — of exactly the sort of smug, inside-the-Beltway 

myopia we thought we were getting rid of with the advent of all these new platforms. I’m as 

angry as everybody else at the catastrophic failure of those fancy election-forecasting models 

that had us expecting an 85 percent or even a ridiculous 98 percent — thanks Huffington Post! 

— chance of a Hillary Clinton victory. All that breathless cable coverage of Trump’s Twitter 

wars and the live shots of his plane landing on the tarmac didn’t help either. And Facebook and 

the other social media sites should rightfully be doing a lot of soul-searching about their role as 

the most efficient distribution network for conspiracy theories, hatred, and outright falsehoods 

ever invented. 
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As editor of Politico throughout this never-to-be-forgotten campaign, I’ve been obsessively 

looking back over our coverage, too, trying to figure out what we missed along the way to the 

upset of the century and what we could have done differently. (An early conclusion: while we 

were late to understand how angry white voters were, a perhaps even more serious lapse was in 

failing to recognize how many disaffected Democrats there were who would stay home rather 

than support their party’s flawed candidate.) But journalistic handwringing aside, I still think 

reporting about American politics is better in many respects than it’s ever been. 

I have a different and more existential fear today about the future of independent journalism and 

its role in our democracy. And you should too. Because the media scandal of 2016 isn’t so much 

about what reporters failed to tell the American public; it’s about what they did report on, and the 

fact that it didn’t seem to matter. Stories that would have killed any other politician — truly 

worrisome revelations about everything from the federal taxes Trump dodged to the charitable 

donations he lied about, the women he insulted and allegedly assaulted, and the mob ties that 

have long dogged him — did not stop Trump from thriving in this election year. Even fact-

checking perhaps the most untruthful candidate of our lifetime didn’t work; the more news 

outlets did it, the less the facts resonated. Tellingly, a few days after the election, the Oxford 

Dictionaries announced that “post-truth” had been chosen as the 2016 word of the year, defining 

it as a condition “in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 

appeals to emotion and personal belief.” 

Meantime, Trump personally blacklisted news organizations like Politico and The Washington 

Post when they published articles he didn’t like during the campaign, has openly mused about 

rolling back press freedoms enshrined by the U.S. Supreme Court, and has now named Stephen 

Bannon, until recently the executive chairman of Breitbart — a right-wing fringe website with a 

penchant for conspiracy theories and anti-Semitic tropes — to serve as one of his top White 

House advisers. Needless to say, none of this has any modern precedent. And what makes it 

unique has nothing to do with the outcome of the election. This time, the victor was a right-wing 

demagogue; next time, it may be a left-wing populist who learns the lessons of Trump’s win. 

Of course, there’s always been a fair measure of cynicism — and more than a bit of 

demagoguery — in American politics and among those who cover it, too. But I’ve come to 

believe that 2016 is not just another skirmish in the eternal politicians versus the press tug of 

war. Richard Nixon may have had his “enemies list” among the media, but the difference is that 

today Trump as well as his Democratic adversaries have the same tools to create, produce, 

distribute, amplify, or distort news as the news industry itself — and are increasingly figuring 

out how to use them. The bully pulpits, those of the press and the pols, have proliferated, and it’s 

hard not to feel as though we’re witnessing a sort of revolutionary chaos: the old centers of 

power have been torn down, but the new ones have neither the authority nor the legitimacy of 

those they’ve superseded. This is no mere academic argument. The election of 2016 showed us 

that Americans are increasingly choosing to live in a cloud of like-minded spin, surrounded by 

the partisan political hackery and fake news that poisons their Facebook feeds. Nature, not to 

mention Donald Trump, abhors a vacuum. 
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It’s certainly been fun storming the castle over these last couple decades. But it’s hard not to look 

at what just happened in this crazy election without worrying: Did we finally just burn it down? 

And how, anyways, did we get here? 

Reporting like it’s 1989 

I first came to work in Washington at the back end of the 1980s, during the second-term funk of 

the Reagan Revolution, as the city obsessed over the Iran-Contra scandal and the rise of rabble-

rousing conservatives on Capitol Hill led by a funny-haired guy named Newt Gingrich. Within a 

few years, Gingrich and Co. would launch an ethics investigation to take out a powerful Speaker 

of the House, Texan Jim Wright, who left town warning of the new age of “mindless 

cannibalism” they had unleashed. It was the twilight of the Cold War, even if we didn’t realize it 

at the time. One November afternoon during my junior year in college I took a nap and when I 

went downstairs a short while later, I found the security guard in the dorm lobby staring 

incredulously at a tiny portable TV that had suddenly materialized on his desk. The Berlin Wall 

had come down while I was sleeping, and it didn’t take an international relations scholar to 

figure out that pretty much everything, including our politics here at home, was about to change. 

To help us understand it all, there were choices, but not that many: three TV networks that 

mattered, ABC, CBS, and NBC; two papers for serious journalism, The New York Times and The 

Washington Post; and two giant-circulation weekly newsmagazines, Time and Newsweek. That, 

plus whatever was your local daily newspaper, pretty much constituted the news. Whether it was 

Walter Cronkite or The New York Times, they preached journalistic “objectivity” and spoke with 

authority when they pronounced on the day’s developments — but not always with the depth and 

expertise that real competition or deep specialization might have provided. They were great —

but they were generalists. And because it was such a small in-crowd, they were readily subject to 

manipulation; the big media crisis of the Reagan era was all about the ease with which the 

journalists could be spun or otherwise coopted into the Hollywood-produced story line coming 

out of Reagan’s media savvy White House, which understood that a good picture was worth 

more than thousands of words, no matter how hard-hitting. 

Eventually, I came to think of the major media outlets of that era as something very similar to the 

big suburban shopping malls we flocked to in the age of shoulder pads and supply-side 

economics: We could choose among Kmart and Macy’s and Saks Fifth Avenue as our budgets 

and tastes allowed, but in the end the media were all essentially department stores, selling us 

sports and stock tables and foreign news alongside our politics, whether we wanted them or not. 

It may not have been a monopoly, but it was something pretty close. 

Which was why I felt lucky to have landed at a newspaper that was an early harbinger of the 

media revolution to come. My dad, an early and proud media disruptor himself since the days 

when he and my mother founded Legal Times, a weekly dedicated to “law and lobbying in the 

nation’s capital,” had steered me to Roll Call after seeing a story about it buried in the Post’s 

business section in the spring of 1987. A sort of old-fashioned community bulletin board for 

Capitol Hill, it had been around for decades but had just been bought for $500,000 by Arthur 

Levitt, chairman of the American Stock Exchange. Under its new management, Roll Call would 

now aspire to create real original reporting and scoops for an exclusive audience made up of 
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members of Congress — and the thousands of staffers, lobbyists, political consultants, and 

activists who served them or sought to influence them. I saw this as an unalloyed good: more 

tough, independent reporting about an institution that sorely needed it. 

This was a pretty radical departure for a quirky tabloid that had been launched by a Hill aide 

named Sidney Yudain just as the McCarthy era was ending in the 1950s. By the ’80s, his Roll 

Call was celebrating a Congress that hardly existed anymore, a hoary institution of eating clubs 

with silly names, of boarding houses on the Hill where members of both parties holed up without 

their families while Congress was in session. The paper was perhaps best known for the Hill 

staffer of the week feature — invariably an attractive young woman — that Sid used to run on 

page 2 each edition; his most famous model was Elizabeth Ray, who posed vamping on a desk a 

few years before she admitted to reporters that she couldn’t type, file, or “even answer the 

phone” though she was a $14,000-a-year secretary to Rep. Wayne Hays. 

Jim Glassman, Roll Call’s new editor and publisher, hit on a very different formula for the paper. 

In this day and age when we celebrate new technology as the source of all media innovation, it 

seems decidedly retro, but it worked, as both journalism and a business: He hired a staff of 

aggressive young reporters — I started as an intern in the summer of 1987, then returned full-

time after graduating in 1990 — and set them loose on the backstage news of Washington. Let 

Congressional Quarterly send legions of scribes to write down what was said at dull committee 

hearings, he decreed; Roll Call would skip the boring analyses of policy to cover what really 

mattered to DC — the process and the people. To make it a must-read, Jim had another rule that 

made lots of sense: Nothing on our front page should have appeared anywhere else. If it wasn’t 

exclusive, he didn’t want it. Everybody was already reading The Washington Post; why would 

they bother with Roll Call, he figured, if it couldn’t deliver stories no one else had? 

Soon his reporters were delivering. One of them, Tim Burger, broke the story of the massive 

overdrafts by free-spending congressmen that would become known as the House Bank scandal, 

contributing to the exit of dozens of members in the 1992 elections and helping set the stage for 

the 1994 Gingrich revolution, when Republicans would finally take back control of the House of 

Representatives for the first time in more than forty years. The ad revenues were flowing too; 

Jim had found that by making Roll Call a must-read on Capitol Hill and unleashing far more 

reporting firepower on previously unaccountable dark corners of the Washington power game, 

he had scores of companies and lobbying groups eager to buy what was now branded “issue 

advocacy” advertising. Until then, those groups had been paying $50,000 or more for a full-page 

ad in the Post to reach those whose attention they sought — members of Congress and their 

staffers — along with hundreds of thousands of readers who were basically irrelevant to them. 

Roll Call undercut the competition, at first charging as little as a few thousand dollars per page to 

target, far more efficiently, the audience that the advertisers wanted. Soon, we were coming out 

twice a week. The scoops — and the ads — kept rolling in. 

Within just a few years, Roll Call had been sold to The Economist Group for $10 million. Not 

long after, when I met Bo Jones, then the publisher of The Washington Post, the first thing he 

said to me was what a mistake the Post had made by not buying Roll Call itself. The fragmenting 

of the media had begun. 
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When news traveled slowly . . . DC before the web 

This was still journalism in the scarcity era, and it affected everything from what stories we 

wrote to how fast we could produce them. Presidents could launch global thermonuclear war 

with the Russians in a matter of minutes, but news from the American hinterlands often took 

weeks to reach their sleepy capital. Even information within that capital was virtually 

unobtainable without a major investment of time and effort. Want to know how much a 

campaign was raising and spending from the new special-interest PACs that had proliferated? 

Prepare to spend a day holed up at the Federal Election Commission’s headquarters down on E 

Street across from the hulking concrete FBI building, and be sure to bring a bunch of quarters for 

the copy machine. Looking for details about foreign countries lobbying in Washington or big 

companies paying huge fees? Only by going in person to the Justice Department or the Securities 

and Exchange Commission could you get it, and too often reporters in that fat, happy, almost-

monopoly era didn’t bother. 

When I started reporting in Washington, once or twice a week we would gather around the 

conference table in Roll Call’s offices near Union Station to sift through a large stack of clips 

from local newspapers around the country, organized by state and sold to us by a clipping 

service. Though the stories were sometimes weeks old by the time we were reading them, we’d 

divvy up the pile to find nuggets that had not yet been reported to the political insiders in 

Washington: a new development in Connecticut’s heated 5th Congressional District race, a 

House member under fire out in Oklahoma or Utah. It seems almost inconceivable in the 

Google-Twitter-always-on media world we live in now, but Congressional Quarterly charged us 

thousands of dollars a year for this service, and we paid. 

Soon enough, CQ wasn’t selling those clips anymore — that line of business having been 

disrupted not by the internet, which was still in its balky, dial-up, you’ve-got-AOL-mail stage, 

but by the fax machine. The Hotline was a faxed newsletter that came out late morning every 

day, a compilation of headlines and news nuggets from around the country. We were addicted to 

it. I remember the feeling of anticipation as its pages spilled off the machine and curled up on the 

floor while we pestered Jane, our copy editor, to make copies for each of us. 

The same proliferation of news — and noise — was happening all over town. While we were 

busy reporting previously ignored stories the big guys didn’t know or care about, the upstarts at 

cable news were filling not just one carefully edited nightly newscast but 24 hours a day with 

reports — and, increasingly, shouty partisan talk shows — about goings on in the capital. We all 

watched those too. Access to information has always been Washington’s currency; speed up the 

news cycle, and we had no choice but to race ahead right along with it. 

In 1998, I started work at The Washington Post as the investigative editor on the national desk. 

Little more than a week after my arrival, on January 17, 1998, at 9:32 on a Saturday night, Matt 

Drudge’s website first leaked word of the blockbuster scandal that was about to engulf President 

Clinton and Monica Lewinsky. I had expected to edit stories about Clinton’s aggressive 

fundraising in the White House, not his dalliance with a former intern. But now it seemed that 

independent prosecutor Ken Starr’s unprecedented probe could even force the president to quit, 

and I remember well the day we all stood riveted in front of the TVs in the Post’s famous fifth-
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floor newsroom to watch Clinton’s less-than-convincing denials of “sexual relations with that 

woman.” Over the weeks that followed, the internet drove a Washington news story as it never 

had before: The Drudge Report had proved beyond a doubt that the old gatekeepers of 

journalism would no longer serve as the final word when it came to what the world should know. 

But some things didn’t change as fast as all that. 

At the Post, I soon learned, internet access was still handed out as a privilege to individual 

editors on a need-to-have-it basis. Everyone else was expected to go to the paper’s in-house 

library, where researchers would search the internet and various databases on our behalf and one 

could request paper files of moldering clips to inspect while pounding out a story on deadline. 

Needless to say, the wheels ground slowly. I may have been the assignment editor overseeing 

coverage of the spiraling investigation of the president of the United States, but it was only with 

much lobbying and obscure bureaucratic machinations that I arranged for a clunky dial-up 

external modem to land on my desk weeks into the scandal. 

By the time the story culminated in a presidential confession and an unprecedented Senate 

impeachment trial and acquittal, the internet would no longer be considered a perk but a 

necessity for our news-gathering. My soon-to-be husband, White House reporter Peter Baker, 

would file the paper’s first web-specific dispatches from the congressional impeachment debates. 

And when the slow machinery of government responded to the new, faster era by releasing its 

legal filings and document dumps electronically (then as now these would invariably occur late 

on Friday afternoons, preferably before a holiday weekend), we in turn responded by making 

them available online for all the world to see. In the end, the Lewinsky affair gave us more than 

the icky Starr report, with its talk of Lewinsky’s blue dress and thong underwear and the 

inappropriate use of cigars in the Oval Office. Washington scandals would remain a constant in 

the coming decades, but how we covered them would be different. 

Still, it remained a print world in ways that are hard even to imagine now. 

The old presses shook the Post building starting around 10 p.m. each night just as they had for 

decades, and sometimes, if the news was big, as it often was during the 13 long months of the 

Lewinsky scandal, there would be a line of people waiting in front when the first edition came 

out around midnight. The nightly 6 p.m. front-page meetings in the old conference room with the 

framed “Nixon Resigns” headline staring down at us were taken very seriously, and the feverish 

lobbying for a spot on that page was an indication of how much we were all convinced it 

mattered. Although we had a website by then and published our articles on it each night, the 

national editors of the Post still trusted the more ancient methods of finding out what the 

competition was up to: at 9 p.m., the news aide in the New York bureau would be patched 

through on speakerphone as she held up her receiver to the radio, so that we could hear the 

announcer on the New York Times-owned WQXR radio station reading out the early headlines 

from the next day’s Times. When the Starr report finally came out in September of 1998, we 

printed the entire thing — all 41,000 words — as a special section in the next day’s newspaper, 

and the only debate I recall was not whether we should make such a sacrifice of trees when the 

whole thing was available online but whether and if to edit out any of the more overtly R-rated 

parts of the report on the president and his twenty-something girlfriend’s White House antics. 
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At the end of the impeachment scandal, as Vice President Al Gore was busy blowing his lead 

over Texas Governor George W. Bush in the 2000 presidential race and an unknown former 

KGB agent named Vladimir Putin was rising from obscurity to emerge as Boris Yeltsin’s 

handpicked successor as president of Russia, Peter and I decided to move to Moscow as foreign 

correspondents for the Post. Before we headed out, we went up to the ninth floor of the boxy old 

Post building on 15th Street in downtown Washington to say goodbye to owner Don Graham. As 

the conversation ended, we asked Don how the paper was doing. At this point, the Post still 

claimed the highest “penetration” rate of any big paper in the country among readers in its 

metropolitan area and had spent the boom decade of the 1990s investing $230 million in its 

physical printing presses while adding dozens of reporters to its newsroom, the vast majority 

devoted to local coverage of the fast-growing D.C. suburbs. 

We’ll be fine, Don told us, as long as the classified ads don’t go away. 

Four years later, when we returned from Moscow and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the 

classifieds were essentially gone. Soon to be followed by those pages and pages of Macy’s ads 

and supermarket coupons. But hundreds of reporters and editors were still showing up at the 

giant newsroom each day to produce a print newspaper, while the website that would be its 

future — or its demise — was still largely an afterthought run by a team both legally and 

physically separated from the newsroom, across the Potomac River in a soulless office tower in 

Arlington, Virginia. 

Disrupting the disruptors 

It’s hard even to conjure that media moment now. I am writing this in the immediate, shocking 

aftermath of a 2016 presidential election in which the Pew Research Center found that a higher 

percentage of Americans got their information about the campaign from late-night TV comedy 

shows than from a national newspaper. Don Graham sold the Post three years ago and though its 

online audience has been skyrocketing with new investments from Amazon.com founder Jeff 

Bezos, it will never be what it was in the ’80s. That same Pew survey reported that a mere 

2 percent of Americans today turned to such newspapers as the “most helpful” guides to the 

presidential campaign. 

In fact, the pace of change has speeded up so much that the Washington disruptors are 

themselves now getting disrupted. 

Take Roll Call, whose trajectory since I worked there reveals much about the ups and downs of 

Washington journalism. At first, it grew fast, expanding to four days a week after I left, and 

eventually, in 2009, paying the almost unthinkable sum of $100 million to gobble up the entire 

Congressional Quarterly empire it had started out dismissively competing with. It seemed to 

work brilliantly as a business too: The “issue advocacy” market Roll Call did so much to create 

is now estimated to be worth some hundreds of millions of dollars a year, along with the equally 

robust trade in insider subscription news and information services to navigate what’s really going 

on in official Washington, which is why Bloomberg dropped a reported astonishing $1 billion —

in cash — in 2011 to buy BNA, a Washington-based company of specialized policy newsletters 

on everything from agriculture to taxes. 

http://www.journalism.org/2016/02/04/the-2016-presidential-campaign-a-news-event-thats-hard-to-miss/
http://www.journalism.org/2016/02/04/the-2016-presidential-campaign-a-news-event-thats-hard-to-miss/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/pr/wp/2015/11/13/the-washington-post-shatters-previous-traffic-record-soaring-to-66-9-million-users-in-october/
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But Roll Call’s own share of that booming market has dropped precipitously. First came The 

Hill, a new competitor that launched in 1994 and has recently positioned itself as a sort of down-

market, high-traffic internet tabloid for Washington. Then came Politico, founded by two former 

Post colleagues of mine and owner Robert Allbritton in late 2006. 

Politico aimed to own and shape the Washington conversation — and to compete at both ends of 

the Washington journalism food chain. It took on the Post at a time when the big daily 

newspaper just couldn’t wrap itself around the newly competitive reality of the digital era, and 

also smacked down niche players like Roll Call, which had been the first to get how much faster 

the Washington news cycle could be but struggled to catch up to the even faster new rhythms of 

the web and was in any case more worried about preserving the hard-won print ad dollars it had 

stolen from the Post than going really digital when it could have and should have. 

Politico came in vowing to “win the morning,” which, back in 2007, turned out to be a genuine 

competitive advantage in the still-sluggish, roll-in-at-10-take-a-long-lunch world of Washington 

journalism. With its get-it-up-now, web-first mentality and the round-the-clock updates that it 

featured on blogs like Ben Smith’s eponymous news feed, Politico was cutting edge at a moment 

when Facebook was still a hangout for college students and not their moms, Twitter was some 

trendy new West Coast thing, and BlackBerries were ubiquitous in the corridors of government. 

Washington, a city where information has always been power, loved it. During and after the 

2008 election, Barack Obama and his aides would bemoan the Politico-ization of Washington, 

while avidly reading every word of it. In 2013, Mark Leibovich wrote a bestselling book called 

This Town about the party-hopping, lobbyist-enabling nexus between Washington journalists and 

the political world they cover. A key character was Politico’s Mike Allen, whose morning email 

newsletter “Playbook” had become a Washington ritual, offering all the news and tidbits a power 

player might want to read before breakfast — and Politico’s most successful ad franchise to 

boot. In many ways, even that world of just a few years ago now seems quaint: the notion that 

anyone could be a single, once-a-day town crier in This Town (or any other) has been utterly 

exploded by the move to Twitter, Facebook, and all the rest. We are living, as Mark put it to me 

recently, “in a 24-hour scrolling version of what ‘Playbook’ was.” 

These days, Politico has a newsroom of 200-odd journalists, a glossy award-winning magazine, 

dozens of daily email newsletters, and 16 subscription policy verticals. It’s a major player in 

coverage not only of Capitol Hill but many other key parts of the capital, and some months 

during this election year we had well over 30 million unique visitors to our website, a far cry 

from the controlled congressional circulation of 35,000 that I remember Roll Call touting in our 

long-ago sales materials. 

Through all these shakeups, I remained a big optimist about the disruption, believing that so 

many of the changes were for the good when it came to how we cover Washington. The general-

interest mission of places like The Washington Post in its heyday had meant that the paper 

played a crucial role as a public commons and community gathering place — Don Graham loved 

the idea that there was something that bound together the bus driver in Prince George’s County, 

Maryland, with the patrician senator on Capitol Hill, and the brigadier general in the Pentagon, 

and so did I. But that very well-intentioned notion also translated into a journalism that was often 



9 

 

broad without being sufficiently deep. We told amazing stories and went to the dark corners of 

the globe but we also took our audience for granted, and tended to act like monopolists 

everywhere, not infrequently mistaking entitlement for excellence. 

In recent years, it seemed to me, we were moving beyond those constraints, blessed by the forces 

of technological innovation with great new tools for covering and presenting the news — and an 

incredible ability to get the word out about our stories more quickly, cheaply, and efficiently than 

ever before. Most importantly, the constant new competition was serving to make our actual 

journalism better and better, and wasn’t that the point? I was sure that the story of the last few 

decades wasn’t really just about shiny new platforms and ever speedier news cycles, but about 

information and the value it could and should have for those who need to know what is really 

going on in Washington. 

It’s true that there were other, more worrisome developments alongside this democratization of 

information and the means to report on it. While I was celebrating the new digital journalism, 

others worried, correctly, about the accompanying rise of a new world of partisan spin, hype, and 

punditry, not to mention the death of the business models that supported all that investigative 

journalism. And yet I remained convinced that reporting would hold its value, especially as our 

other advantages — like access to information and the expensive means to distribute it —

dwindled. It was all well and good to root for your political team, but when it mattered to your 

business (or the country, for that matter), I reasoned, you wouldn’t want cheerleading but real 

reporting about real facts. Besides, the new tools might be coming at us with dizzying speed —

remember when that radical new video app Meerkat was going to change absolutely everything 

about how we cover elections? — but we would still need reporters to find a way inside 

Washington’s closed doors and back rooms, to figure out what was happening when the cameras 

weren’t rolling. And if the world was suffering from information overload — well, so much the 

better for us editors; we would be all the more needed to figure out what to listen to amid 

the noise. 

As the 2016 election cycle started, I gave a speech to a journalism conference that was all about 

the glass being half full. “Forget the chestbeaters and the look-at-what’s-losters,” I said. 

This is going to be a golden age for anyone who cares about journalism and 

access to new ideas and information. In a time of transformation, there are losers 

to be sure but winners too — why not aim to be on the side of what’s being 

created, not what’s being destroyed? Think about how to preserve the best of what 

we’ve inherited, along with the new ideas that will come from having dazzling 

new tools and capabilities we couldn’t have dreamed of just a few short news 

cycles ago. 

I still think that. 

But it’s hard not to have experienced The Trump Show and all that’s gone along with it without 

having some major new qualms. 
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Transparency — without accountability 

At a few minutes after 4 p.m. on Friday, October 7, I was sitting in a conference room with 

Politico’s top editors, deciding what stories to feature on our homepage when Blake Hounshell, 

our website’s editorial director, looked up from his laptop and gasped. Soon, we all heard why as 

Blake hit the play button on a video just posted on The Washington Post’s website. There was 

Donald Trump’s voice, snide and belittling, bragging off-camera to an Access Hollywood 

reporter of his sexually aggressive behavior toward women in words so crude they’d never 

appeared before in any major news outlet. 

It was clear to all of us in an instant that this was a game-changer, an accountability moment in a 

campaign sorely lacking them, and we editors were sure — as sure as we were about anything in 

politics — that Donald Trump would now face a reckoning for his misogynistic attitudes and 

questionable behavior toward women. 

Clearly that reckoning never came. And in retrospect, perhaps we could have anticipated that it 

might not. Even as we sat gasping at the Access Hollywood video, I thought back to that day so 

long ago in the Post newsroom, when we journalists were convinced the revelation of the Starr 

investigation into Bill Clinton’s womanizing — and the lies he told to avoid responsibility for it 

— could spell the end of Clinton’s presidency. Within days, Trump was thinking of that moment 

too, and in the effort to deflect attention from his scandalous behavior toward women, he sought 

to resurrect Bill Clinton’s old misdeeds, parading several of the women from Clinton’s 1998 

scandals before the cameras at his second presidential debate with Clinton’s wife. Trump turned 

out to be more correct than we editors were: the more relevant point of the Access Hollywood 

tape was not about the censure Trump would now face but the political reality that he, like Bill 

Clinton, could survive this — or perhaps any scandal. Yes, we were wrong about the Access 

Hollywood tape, and so much else. 

Fake news is thriving 

Of course, that’s not how it seemed at the time. It’s hard to remember now, amid all the 

anguished self-examination after the shocking outcome of the election, but it was at least 

occasionally a great moment for journalism. If ever there were a campaign that called for 

aggressive reporting, this one did, and it produced terrific examples of investigative, public 

service-minded journalism at its best. In a way, it was even liberating to have a candidate so 

disdainful of the old rules as Donald Trump. With some of us banned for months from his rallies 

even as they were more extensively recorded by more participants than perhaps any political 

events in the history of the world (thanks, iPhone), we journalists were still able to cover the 

public theater of politics while spending more of our time, resources, and mental energy on 

really original reporting, on digging up stories you couldn’t read anywhere else. Between 

Trump’s long and checkered business past, his habit of serial lying, his voluminous and 

contradictory tweets, and his revision of even his own biography, there was lots to work with. No 

one can say that Trump was elected without the press telling us all about his checkered past. Or 

about Hillary Clinton’s for that matter; her potential conflicts of interest at the Clinton 

Foundation, six-figure Wall Street speeches, and a secret email server were, in my view, 

rightfully scrutinized by the media. It’s just the kind of stuff we got into journalism to do. 
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And yet . . . 

We’ve achieved a lot more transparency in today’s Washington — without the 

accountability that was supposed to come with it. 

While it’s true that fears about the fragmentation of the media, the destruction of our public 

commons, the commodification of the news, and the death of objective reporting have been 

around as long as I’ve been in Washington, politics was NEVER more choose-your-own-

adventure than in 2016, when entire news ecosystems for partisans existed wholly outside the 

reach of those who at least aim for truth. Pew found that nearly 50 percent of self-described 

conservatives now rely on a single news source, Fox, for political information they trust. As 

President Obama has famously observed, “If I watched Fox News, I wouldn’t vote for me 

either.” As for the liberals, they trust only that they should never watch Fox, and have MSNBC 

and Media Matters and the remnants of the big boys to confirm their biases. And then there are 

the conspiracy-peddling Breitbarts and the overtly fake-news outlets of this overwhelming new 

world; untethered from even the pretense of fact-based reporting, their version of the campaign 

got more traffic on Facebook in the race’s final weeks than all the traditional news 

outlets combined. 

When we assigned a team of reporters at Politico during the primary season to listen to every 

single word of Trump’s speeches, we found that he offered a lie, half-truth, or outright 

exaggeration approximately once every five minutes — for an entire week. And it didn’t hinder 

him in the least from winning the Republican presidential nomination. Not only that, when we 

repeated the exercise this fall, in the midst of the general election campaign, Trump had 

progressed to fibs of various magnitudes just about once every three minutes! So much for truth: 

By the time Trump in September issued his half-hearted disavowal of the Obama “birther” 

whopper he had done so much to create and perpetuate, one national survey found that only 1 in 

4 Republicans was sure that Obama was born in the U.S., and various polls found that 

somewhere between a quarter and a half of Republicans believed he’s Muslim. So not only did 

Trump think he was entitled to his own facts, so did his supporters. It didn’t stop them at all from 

voting for him. 

At least in part, it’s not just because they disagree with the facts as reporters have presented them 

but because there’s so damn many reporters, and from such a wide array of outlets, that it’s often 

impossible to evaluate their standards and practices, biases and preconceptions. Even we 

journalists are increasingly overwhelmed. Can we pluck anything out of the stream for longer 

than a brief moment? Can our readers? 

As this wild presidential campaign progressed, that became my ever-more nagging worry and 

then our collective nightmare — the fear, clearly realized, that all the flood of news and 

information we’ve celebrated might somehow be drowning us. So much terrific reporting and 

writing and digging over the years and . . . Trump? What happened to consequences? Reporting 

that matters? Sunlight, they used to tell us, was the best disinfectant for what ails our politics. 

But 2016 suggests a different outcome: We’ve achieved a lot more transparency in today’s 

Washington — without the accountability that was supposed to come with it. 

http://www.journalism.org/2014/10/21/political-polarization-media-habits/
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/03/trump-fact-check-errors-exaggerations-falsehoods-213730
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2016/09/2016-donald-trump-fact-check-week-214287
http://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/poll-persistent-partisan-divide-over-birther-question-n627446
http://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/poll-persistent-partisan-divide-over-birther-question-n627446
http://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/253515-poll-43-percent-of-republicans-believe-obama-is-a-muslim
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And that for my money is by far the most dispiriting thing about this campaign season: not the 

mind-numbing endless chatter or the embarrassing bottom-feeding coverage or even the stone-

throwing barbarians lying in wait to attack any who dare to enter Twitter or Facebook. 

So what’s an editor with a no longer always half-full glass to do? 

Four days after the election, I moved to Jerusalem to become a foreign correspondent again for a 

few years. To a troubled part of the world where the stones thrown are real and not metaphorical. 

Where an entire region is in the midst of a grand and violent reckoning with the fallout of a 

failed political order. And where, not coincidentally, the results of the election this year in the 

world’s remaining superpower will matter almost as much as they will back in Washington. 

Facts may be dead, but here’s one I’ll take with me, and it’s a truth as rock-solid as those 

Facebook feeds are not: elections, in America or elsewhere, still have consequences. 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/covering-politics-in-a-post-truth-

america/?utm_source=FB&utm_medium=BPIAds&utm_campaign=GlasEsas2&utm_term=NoNoCtyUS-18%5E65-

M-FP%20NewsNoCAnoBHV&utm_content=116820051 

 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Brookings Institution Press via Copyright Clearance Center. 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/essay/covering-politics-in-a-post-truth-america/?utm_source=FB&utm_medium=BPIAds&utm_campaign=GlasEsas2&utm_term=NoNoCtyUS-18%5E65-M-FP%20NewsNoCAnoBHV&utm_content=116820051
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/covering-politics-in-a-post-truth-america/?utm_source=FB&utm_medium=BPIAds&utm_campaign=GlasEsas2&utm_term=NoNoCtyUS-18%5E65-M-FP%20NewsNoCAnoBHV&utm_content=116820051
https://www.brookings.edu/essay/covering-politics-in-a-post-truth-america/?utm_source=FB&utm_medium=BPIAds&utm_campaign=GlasEsas2&utm_term=NoNoCtyUS-18%5E65-M-FP%20NewsNoCAnoBHV&utm_content=116820051
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The Hill 

The Dangerous Erosion of Facts 
 

by Juan Williams 

December 26, 2016, 06:00 AM EST 

Have you heard the news? 

Donald Trump won the national popular vote in the 2016 presidential election. 

Fifty-two percent of Republicans say it’s a fact, according to one poll. Forty percent of Trump 

voters told another poll the same thing. 

Reality check: The final vote count showed Hillary Clinton won almost 3 million more votes 

than Trump. 

This is not a matter of opinion, it is statement of fact: knowable, hard, empirical truth.  

Yet about half of Trump voters don’t buy it.  

And there are more jaw-dropping results in polls of GOP voters.  

Among the 52 percent who give Trump the popular vote are 37 percent of college-educated 

Republicans, according to a Qualtrics poll released last week.  

Sixty-seven percent of Trump voters in a Public Policy Polling survey released earlier this month 

also believe that unemployment increased during President Obama’s eight years in office.  

In reality, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the unemployment rate when Obama took 

office in January 2009 was 7.8 percent. In November 2016, it had sunk to 4.6 percent.  

By the way, 39 percent of Trump voters also believe the stock market went down under Obama. 

In fact, the Dow Jones Industrial Average was around 8,000 when Obama took office in January 

2009. Late last week it closed at over 19,900 — on its way to possibly surpassing the 20,000 

mark before the end of the year.  

Let’s agree on one fact: Donald Trump upended the political world with his win. 

But that incredible upset left an incredible hangover. The facts of political life are now subject to 

partisan interpretation. 

Despite an unprecedented wealth of news gushing from hundreds of cable networks, radio 

stations, newspapers, Facebook feeds and websites, Americans increasingly live in separate 

realities when it comes to the facts of our common political lives. 

http://thehill.com/people/donald-trump
http://thehill.com/people/hillary-clinton
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I am not talking about the easy outrage over the outright lies told by gutter-dwelling fake news 

websites. 

This is not about a liberal or conservative tilt to news presentations.  

The core threat to democracy is not that news sites are lying or telling people what to think. The 

danger is that they are presenting a narrow slate of what to think about. 

That means that Trump supporters hear more about charges of voter fraud than Clinton’s victory 

in the popular vote — and that leads them to think such fraud must be real, giving them an 

excuse to ignore the factual vote count. 

Similarly, they hear less about President Obama’s success in pulling the U.S. out of a deep 

recession than they hear speculation about the number of people who stopped searching for jobs. 

There is no way to overstate that this is a challenge to democracy — a system that is, after all, 

based on the consent of voters who are fully informed. 

Scottie Nell Hughes, the conservative CNN commentator and staunch Trump supporter, recently 

told radio host Diane Rehm: “There's no such thing, unfortunately, anymore as facts.” 

Hughes continued: “And so one thing that has been interesting this entire campaign season to 

watch, is that people that say facts are facts — they're not really facts. . . . Everybody has a way 

of interpreting them to be the truth, or not truth,” Hughes explained.  

The distressing impact of a world free of facts is clearly on Obama’s mind in his final weeks in 

office. He recently tied the trouble American voters have agreeing on facts to the impact of 

Russian efforts to influence the presidential race. 

“Our political dialogue is such that everybody’s under suspicion, everybody’s corrupt, 

everybody’s doing things for partisan reasons . . .,” Obama told reporters last week. He said “talk 

radio” style news is breaking apart the sense of common destiny among Americans and opening 

the door to external interference. 

“If we want to really reduce foreign influence on our elections, then we better think about how to 

make sure that our political process, our political dialogue, is stronger than it’s been,” Obama 

concluded.  

Americans, both conservative and liberal, seem to agree with the president that something is 

haywire when the news media fail to give everyone a common set of facts as the basis for 

vigorous, partisan debate. 

Even before the election, a Gallup September poll found the share of Americans with a “great 

deal” or “fair amount” of faith in the mass media has hit rock bottom, at just 32 percent — a drop 

of 15 points since 2007. 
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The crisis is prompting change. 

Facebook, now the nation’s top news source, recently announced steps to label and combat what 

it considers to be “fake news.” They will have a consortium of independent fact-checking 

journalists, including people from the Associated Press and FactCheck.org, review articles 

posted on their social media platform.  

Facebook can check for fake stories and false information. But what happens when fact-

challenged statements come from politicians and especially the President-elect? 

And what happens when Trump is being fed fact-free conspiracy theories by his advisers?   

Consider the possibility that Trump acts on “facts” as he hears them from his National Security 

Adviser, Lt. Gen. Mike Flynn (ret.). The former head of the Defense Intelligence Agency is 

infamous for disseminating so-called “Flynn Facts,” or dubious assertions. 

Some “Flynn Facts” became public on Twitter, including a few with inaccuracies, some taken 

from fake news sites, and others containing what critics judged to be anti-Muslim sentiments.  

A Fox News poll released last week found 25 percent of voters expect Trump to be an “above 

average” president. Only 11 percent say he’ll be one of the “greatest.” Thirty-one percent of 

voters say he’ll be “one of the worst.”  

In a fact-free world, how does the press report on President Trump? Who will believe them 

anyway? 

 

Juan Williams is an author, and a political analyst for Fox News Channel. 

 

http://thehill.com/opinion/juan-williams/311806-juan-williams-the-dangerous-erosion-of-facts 

 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Capitol Hill Publishing Company via Copyright Clearance Center. 
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The Atlantic 

There’s No Such Thing Anymore, Unfortunately, as Facts 

by James Fallows 

November 30, 2016, 9:37 PM 

This morning, straight off the plane from Shanghai, I was on The Diane Rehm Show with 

Margaret Sullivan, much-missed former Public Editor of the NYT who is now with the WaPo, 

and Glenn Thrush of Politico. We were talking about how to deal with the unprecedented 

phenomenon that is Donald Trump, related to the “Trump’s Lies” item I did two days ago. 

You can listen to the whole segment here, but I direct your attention to the part starting at time 

14:40. That is when Scottie Nell Hughes, Trump stalwart, joins the show to assert that “this is all 

a matter of opinion” and “there are no such things as facts.” 

You can listen again starting at around time 18:30, when I point out one of the specific, small lies 

of the Trump campaign — that the NFL had joined him in complaining about debate dates, 

which the NFL immediately denied — and Hughes says: Well, this is also just a matter of 

opinion. Hughes mentions at time 21:45 that she is a “classically studied journalist,” an assertion 

that left Glenn Thrush, Margaret Sullivan, Diane Rehm, and me staring at one another in 

puzzlement, this not being a normal claim in our field. 

It’s worth listening in full. This is the world we are now dealing with. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/notes/2016/11/theres-no-such-thing-any-more-unfortunately-as-facts/509276/ 

The radio show cited by James in his brief piece, can be heard here: 

http://dianerehm.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-

presidency/114095/@00:00 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Atlantic Media, Inc. via Copyright Clearance Center. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/notes/2016/11/a-reflexive-liar-in-command-guidelines-for-the-media/508832/
http://thedianerehmshow.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@00:00
http://thedianerehmshow.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@14:40
http://thedianerehmshow.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@14:40
http://scottienellhughes.com/bio/
http://thedianerehmshow.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@18:30
https://www.theatlantic.com/notes/2016/11/theres-no-such-thing-any-more-unfortunately-as-facts/509276/
http://dianerehm.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@00:00
http://dianerehm.org/audio/#/shows/2016-11-30/how-journalists-are-rethinking-their-role-under-a-trump-presidency/114095/@00:00
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The Atlantic 

How Right-Wing Media Saved Obamacare 
 

by Conor Friedersdorg 

March 27, 2017 

 

Years of misleading coverage left viewers so misinformed that many were shocked 

when confronted with the actual costs of repeal. 

As the Republican Party struggled and then failed to repeal and replace Obamacare, pulling a 

wildly unpopular bill from the House without even taking a vote, a flurry of insightful articles 

helped the public understand what exactly just happened. Robert Draper explained the roles that 

Stephen Bannon, Paul Ryan, and others played in deciding what agenda items President Trump 

would pursue in what order. Politico reported on how and why the House Freedom Caucus 

insisted that the healthcare bill repeal even relatively popular parts of Obamacare. Lest anyone 

pin blame for the GOP’s failure on that faction, Reihan Salam argued persuasively that 

responsibility rests with poor leadership by House Speaker Paul Ryan and a GOP coalition with 

“policy goals that simply can’t be achieved.” 

But dogged, behind-the-scenes reporting and sharp analysis of fissures among policy elites do 

not capture another important contributor to last week’s failure — one Josh Barro came closest 

to unpacking in a column titled, “Republicans lied about healthcare for years, and they’re about 

to get the punishment they deserve.” 

The article isn’t an attack on conservatives and libertarians. 

Plenty of plausible alternatives to Obamacare have been set forth by people who are truthful 

about the tradeoffs involved. For instance, The Atlantic published a plan in 2009; Ezra Klein and 

Avik Roy usefully illuminated the disagreements between serious conservative and progressive 

healthcare wonks; and Ross Douthat suggested reforms that borrow heavily from Singapore. 

Barro is aware of many smart right-leaning critiques of Obamacare and sympathetic to some. 

What he points out in his column is that the GOP didn’t honestly acknowledge the hard tradeoffs 

inherent in healthcare policy before making the case for a market-driven system. 

Republicans tried to hide the fact of tradeoffs: 

For years, Republicans promised lower premiums, lower deductibles, lower co-

payments, lower taxes, lower government expenditure, more choice, the 

restoration of the $700 billion that President Barack Obama heartlessly cut out of 

Medicare because he hated old people, and (in the particular case of the 

Republican who recently became president) “insurance for everybody” that is 

“much less expensive and much better” than what they have today. They were 

lying. Over and over, Republicans lied to the American public about healthcare. It 

was impossible to do all of the things they were promising together, and they 

knew it. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/26/magazine/trump-vs-congress-now-what.html
http://www.politico.com/story/2017/03/trump-freedom-caucus-obamacare-repeal-replace-secret-pact-236507
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2017/03/why_republicans_hate_the_republican_health_care_plan.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2017/03/paul_ryan_shouldn_t_blame_the_house_freedom_caucus_for_sinking_the_american.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/republicans-ahca-health-care-obamacare-2017-3
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/09/how-american-health-care-killed-my-father/307617/
https://player.fm/series/the-ezra-klein-show/avik-roy-on-why-conservatives-need-to-embrace-diversity
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/18/opinion/sunday/make-america-singapore.html?_r=0
http://www.businessinsider.com/trump-obamacare-promise-2017-1
http://www.businessinsider.com/trump-obamacare-promise-2017-1
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That is basically correct. And it helps explain how Republicans could win a presidential election 

and lots of congressional elections on the promise of repealing and replacing Obamacare, only to 

produce a bill that was wildly unappealing to voters. 

Once Republicans commenced governing, the tradeoffs couldn’t be elided any longer. 

Still, even the insight that Republicans spent years willfully obscuring the tradeoffs involved in 

healthcare policy doesn’t fully explain the last week. Focusing on GOP officials leaves out yet 

another important actor in this debacle: the right-wing media. By that, I do not mean every right-

leaning writer or publication. Over the last eight years, lots of responsibly written critiques of 

Obamacare have been published in numerous publications, and folks reading the aforementioned 

wonks, or Peter Suderman at Reason, or Yuval Levin, or Megan McArdle at Bloomberg, stayed 

reasonably grounded in the actual shortcomings of Obamacare. 

In contrast, Fox News viewers who watched entertainers like Glenn Beck, talk-radio listeners 

who tuned into hosts like Rush Limbaugh, and consumers of web journalism who turned to sites 

like Breitbart weren’t merely misled about healthcare tradeoffs. 

They were told a bunch of crazy nonsense. 

As I was drafting this article, Ted Koppel made headlines by telling Fox News entertainer Sean 

Hannity that he is bad for America. This upset some conservatives, who felt it was just another 

instance of the mainstream media attacking a fellow conservative. I don’t think that 

conservatives are typically bad for America. But I lament the fact that Hannity is still employed 

in my industry, in large part because his coverage of subjects like Obamacare is dishonest — and 

I say that as someone who has preferred a very different healthcare policy since 2009. 

Back then, my maternal grandmother was still alive, and I remember her listening to Hannity on 

Fox and getting very angry, upset, and afraid about what would happen next. I do not exaggerate 

when I say that the Obamacare debate lowered the quality of her last years. But not because she 

was so opposed to the actual tradeoffs that Obama and the Democrats were proposing that it 

made her anxious. 

She was upset because Hannity said scary things like this: 

So it sounds to me like they’re actually encouraging seniors in the end, “Well, you 

may just want to consider packing it all in here. This is —” What other way is 

there to describe this? So they don’t become a financial burden on the Obamacare 

system? I mean, that’s how they intend to cut costs, by cutting down on the 

amount of healthcare that we can give and get at the end of our lives and 

dramatically cutting it down for senior citizens? You know, welcome to the brave 

new world of Obamacare. We’re going to encourage, you know, inconvenient 

people to consider “alternatives to living.” Well, that just sounds terrific, which 

by the way is not uncommon and has been a source of deep concern in places like 

Great Britain. You know, the place where they have a government rationing body 

that denies women with advanced breast cancer their healthcare. 
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She mistook Hannity for a man with integrity, who would never go on national television or 

nationally syndicated radio and willfully or carelessly mislead millions. 

That was a mistake. Had Hannity been an outlier in this respect, perhaps people like me could 

have persuaded people like my grandma that whatever the demerits of Obamacare, the bill would 

not cause a bureaucrat to send Dr. Kevorkian to her bedside, or render her grandchildren servile 

subjects in a totalitarian dystopia. 

Instead, Sarah Palin posted this to her Facebook page: 

The America I know and love is not one in which my parents or my baby with 

Down Syndrome will have to stand in front of Obama’s “death panel” so his 

bureaucrats can decide, based on a subjective judgment of their “level of 

productivity in society,” whether they are worthy of healthcare. 

Such a system is downright evil. 

Chris Baker said this on Glenn Beck’s radio program: 

Sir, you’re overweight. What? Yes, sir, you are overweight, we’re going to have 

to require you to lose weight. And if you don’t lose weight on your own, we’re 

going to send you to a fat camp and make you lose the weight. And if you still 

don’t lose the weight, then you know, we’re just going to have to do surg — 

we’re just going to have to put you in jail. And if you don’t lose the weight in jail, 

sir, I don’t know what else to do. Maybe some end-of-life counseling might be 

good. I mean, I remember a woman that got — that was greased by Dr. Kevorkian 

because she was fat. 

Beck himself warned: “This is the end of prosperity in America forever if this bill passes. This is 

the end of America as you know it.” 

Said Rush Limbaugh, “When this passes, they will have even more power, regulating every 

aspect of our lives, because they believe in their minds and hearts that we have no competence 

whatsoever to lead our own lives and make our own decisions.” 

On another occasion Limbaugh added: 

“It’s not going to be a matter of whether you can or cannot pay. It won’t be a 

matter of whether you have coverage or don’t have coverage. What’ll matter is 

that all of us will be slaves; we’ll become slaves to the arbitrary and inhumane 

decisions of distant bureaucrats working in Washington where there’s no 

competition, nobody you can go to if you don’t like what you hear from the 

bureaucrats that you have to deal with.” 
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Said Jim Quinn: 

Ladies and gentlemen, you have to understand that we are at a critical and pivotal 

moment in the history of the United States. If they pass healthcare, government 

healthcare, that is the end of the republic. That is the final nail in the coffin of the 

individual free human being. Once they own your body, they own everything. 

Once they can withhold healthcare from you, because you’re too old, because 

you’re too sick, or maybe ’cause they just don’t like you — did you ever think 

about that? 

These aren’t just egregious, scare-mongering falsehoods that a few people uttered on a few 

occasions. They represent the tenor of coverage on right-wing TV and radio across scores of 

hours of broadcasting. This is the largely forgotten context that helps explain why my colleague 

David Frum could not have possibly succeeded in persuading elites on the right to work with 

Democrats to improve Obamacare (rather than guarantee that it would pass without any 

Republican input). 

The coverage offered by right-wing media in those years also helps explain why elected 

Republicans never developed compelling arguments for why voters should prefer a different set 

of tradeoffs. 

Right from the start, commentators who long ago traded their integrity for ratings spewed 

falsehoods so wild that anyone on the right could justify outright opposition to the legislation, 

without having to explain anything. “The Slaughterhouse Three, Obama, Pelosi and Reid, have 

authored the legislation that will make every American a POW, strip them of their Freedoms and 

Liberty and shove them in a meat cellar for cold storage,” a commentator at Breitbart declared in 

2010. “So how is that Hope and Change working for you now?” 

To take these people at their word was to assume merely repealing Obamacare would leave 

everyone better off. (Whose lot wouldn’t be improved by avoiding POW status?) Of course, 

Obamacare passed, and Americans were subject to neither cold storage nor death panels nor the 

end of individual freedom nor the abolition of all private insurance. Down syndrome kids were 

just fine. Millions gained coverage. 

The right-wing entertainers never corrected bygone falsehoods or erroneous predictions when 

their fabricated catastrophes failed to unfold. They just shifted to new falsehoods. They are too 

numerous to detail, so let’s stick with a few more examples from Hannity. Here he is 

demagoguing a little girl’s lung transplant. Eric Stern re-reported a 2013 Hannity segment on 

specific Americans allegedly harmed by Obamacare to illustrate how egregiously the show 

misled viewers. The same year, Politifact explained why Hannity was wrong to make the 

outlandish claim that Obamacare would cause fully half of Americans to lose health insurance. 

The point isn’t that Obamacare was without flaws, or that no one was pointing them out, but that 

many of the most-watched conservative entertainers were spreading wild falsehoods rather than 

cogently explaining the bill’s real costs and shortcomings. There were defensible reasons to 

oppose the law, but many who told pollsters they were against Obamacare had indefensible 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/03/the-republican-waterloo/520833/
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/03/the-republican-waterloo/520833/
https://web.archive.org/web/20100324043019/http:/biggovernment.com/djanda/2010/03/20/obamacare-the-slaughter-house-three
https://mediamatters.org/video/2013/06/13/hannity-joins-foxs-politicization-of-girls-lung/194468
http://www.salon.com/2013/10/18/inside_the_fox_news_lie_machine_i_fact_checked_sean_hannity_on_obamacare/
http://www.politifact.com/punditfact/statements/2013/nov/13/sean-hannity/hannity-says-government-predicted-massive-loss-hea/
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reasons, in that they were grounded in the wild falsehoods. What’s more, on a cable-news 

network that bills itself as “fair and balanced,” viewers were seldom given any information about 

Obamacare’s benefits or exposed to any stories of folks who were helped by it. 

At more responsible right-leaning outlets, the right-wing audience still wouldn’t encounter direct 

refutations of Hannity or Beck, because most right-leaning journalism outlets pull their punches 

when it comes to Fox News and its personalities. They want their writers to be invited on the 

network; journalists who write books want to publicize them there; and they certainly don’t want 

to anger their core readers by criticizing popular talk-radio hosts. 

In the long run, mendacious right-wing healthcare coverage had consequences. A significant 

faction of conservatives felt Obamacare was so dumb and malign that repeal alone would be a 

tremendous boon to all Americans, imposing significant costs on almost no one. 

As Peter Suderman wrote: 

Trump spent the last two weeks selling the House plan. He met with specific 

individuals and with various congressional factions opposed to the bill. He 

personally called the offices of more than 100 legislators. He has cajoled and 

threatened, telling those who refused to back the legislation that they would lose 

their seats. He threw the entire weight of his personality and the office of the 

president behind the vote, saying that he backed the bill “one-thousand percent.” 

But he never took the time to explain to either the public or congressional 

Republicans what the bill actually did. 

He did not make a case for the bill’s policy merits, preferring instead to describe it 

using generic superlatives. Contrast that with President Obama, who traveled the 

country making the case for his healthcare overhaul, and made a major prime time 

address outlining its provisions. Trump, in contrast, was, by virtually all accounts, 

indifferent to the policy content of the bill so long as it passed and he could say 

that he had fulfilled his promise to repeal and replace Obamacare. 

The Republican Party had previously benefited politically from its indifference to substance on 

healthcare reform. 

In the end, however, less than 20 percent of U.S. voters favored the passage of the Obamacare 

repeal bill, because even large swaths of the Republican base eventually discovered that, 

contrary to everything they’d been led to expect, repeal imposed huge tradeoffs! 

There are many who people bear responsibility for the GOP’s failure to improve upon 

Obamacare. But when apportioning blame, the right-wing media should not be forgotten. 

 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/03/the-right-wing-media-helped-obamacare-in-spite-of-
itself/520851/ 
 
 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Atlantic Media, Inc. via Copyright Clearance Center. 
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Columbia Journalism Review 

Journalists Can Regain Public’s Trust by Reaffirming Basic Values 
 

by Michael Oreskes 

November 2, 2016 

 

Wide swaths of the country, both geographically and demographically, don’t believe us. They 

see us as tools of some amorphous establishment, and have turned for their news of the world to 

alternate channels, to put it politely. 

To them, “corporate media” is of a piece with government insiders and self-dealers who, to 

paraphrase the tagline of one of this year’s attack ads, make government work . . . for them. 

Don’t make the mistake of thinking that these folks are only angry white people on the right. 

There are plenty of young people and people of color who don’t connect to journalism as we’ve 

done it. Many supporters of Bernie Sanders felt “the media” lined up with the Democratic Party 

to assure Hillary Clinton the nomination. That kind of suspicion dies hard. 

In Flint, Michigan, a largely African-American community where lead got into the water supply 

as a result of apparent government malfeasance, there was a skeptical view of national news 

sources that now seems justifiable. That view can be boiled down to, “Where have you been?” 

A lot of the country could rightly ask us that, as well. The University of North Carolina describes 

the rise of what it calls “news deserts,” communities left with no effective local news source as a 

result of the destruction of local newsrooms, according to the author, Penny Muse Abernathy. 

(Disclosure: she was a trusted colleague when we both worked at The New York Times.) 

In general, the coverage of local communities and state government has been most severely 

damaged by the disruption of our industry. The gridlock in Washington has increased the 

importance of state government even as the number of journalists covering state government has 

plunged.  

That’s just one example of the link between our journalistic crisis and the democratic challenge 

the country is struggling through. The glue holding us together as a country has become unstuck. 

I wrote a book about that 10 years ago and I wish I could say things have improved. They 

haven’t. 

Mistrust is deeper. Estrangement is greater. 

Journalism is only one part of the problem. But it can and in my view should be part of the 

solution. We can help provide the country with a common basis of facts and a common 

vocabulary to discuss our challenges. We have the power to actually introduce Americans from 

different backgrounds and points of view to each other. We can, in the popular phrase, be a 

convener of important conversations. 
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We can shape our actions around the great Pat Moynihan’s old saw that everyone is entitled to 

their own opinion but they aren’t entitled to their own facts. We can be the independent and fair-

minded providers of the facts a country needs to make democratic choices.  

But to be credible at this we must first establish trust. We have to fight off the idea that we serve 

sections or segments of the public. Or that we have a partisan interest in the outcome. We need to 

be open and available to everyone. We need to replace anger with empathy and strife with 

reason. “Nichefication” may strengthen the business prospects of news companies, but it 

weakens their ability to serve the public. 

How to get from where we are to where the country needs us to be is the conversation we might 

have been having this election year. But it wasn’t. Instead, we argued about how to characterize 

a truth-challenged candidate or whether it was our job to stop authoritarianism when we saw it. 

Behind the questions was a premise that the answers mattered. That they might change the 

course of the election. 

That missed the larger point. For our views to matter to the public — which is broad, diverse and 

skeptical — the public needs to believe in us. 

The challenge isn’t to lecture them. The challenge is to engage them across the spectrum of 

views and backgrounds. Making our journalism sound more opinionated won’t help. It places the 

emphasis in the wrong place. 

To build, or rebuild, bonds of trust we need to be a lot more thoughtful about what political 

journalism needs to look like. But you can’t can do that in the heat of an election. You can’t, in 

fact, do it around political journalism at all, at least not national political journalism. We have to 

be there the rest of the time, too. That means stronger roots in communities, both geographically 

and in terms of affinities. To rebuild trust, we have to start showing up in communities where we 

haven’t been much seen in recent years. 

Listening will help. Younger news audiences also demand greater transparency and 

independence. We need to respond to all that. 

But we also should reaffirm that some of our most basic values remain not only sound but central 

to why what we do is distinctive and vital to a healthy democracy. Fairness remains fundamental. 

So do accuracy and a commitment to reporting (it is the reporting that lets you decide what to 

think about the candidate). 

Fear is a bad motive for changing long-standing practice. Panic is worse and political pressure 

from a like-minded audience is the most corrosive of all. But that’s what a lot of this year’s 

debate about journalism felt like. 

All those heated tweets about how Trump required us to cut down the old rules of journalism 

struck me very much like that conversation between Thomas More and William Roper in that 

great moral parable, A Man for All Seasons. 



3 

Roper wants to know why More won’t just fulfill the king’s wishes. The law prevents him, More 

says, and the law is our protection. 

“So you’d give the laws protection even to the devil?” Roper asks. 

“Yes!” More replies. “What would you do? Cut a great road through the law to get after the 

Devil?” 

“Yes, I’d cut down every law in England to do that!” Roper replies 

“Oh?” More says, mustering the moment, “And when the last law was down, and the Devil 

turned ’round on you, where would you hide, Roper, the laws all being flat? This country is 

planted thick with laws, from coast to coast, Man’s laws, not God’s! And if you cut them down, 

and you’re just the man to do it, do you really think you could stand upright in the winds that 

would blow then? Yes, I’d give the Devil benefit of law, for my own safety’s sake!” 

Standards and practices define and distinguish us. They are what make journalism journalism. 

Without them we are just content and opinion and we would quickly vanish in the mix. Losing 

journalism would be a long-range disaster for the country, worse than anything imagined out of 

this election. 

This year’s presidential campaign has provided a great opportunity to show how important we 

can be. Independent, fair-minded journalism is desperately needed. We need to find out how to 

rebuild it everywhere. That’s something we can ask the public to believe in. 

We did not have that conversation during the election. We need to have it now. 

Michael  Oreskes is  head of  NPR  news and is  co-author of  The Genius of America:  How the 

Consti tut ion Saved Our Country and W hy I t  Can Again.  Oreskes s i ts  on the board of  overseers 

for CJR.  

http://www.cjr.org/first_person/trust_media_coverage.php 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of Columbia Journalism Review via Copyright Clearance Center. 

http://www.cjr.org/first_person/trust_media_coverage.php
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The Economist 

The Post-Truth World: 

Yes, I’d Lie to You 
 

by The Economist staff 

September 10, 2016 

 

Dishonesty in politics is nothing new; but the manner in which some politicians 

now lie, and the havoc they may wreak by doing so, are worrying. 

When Donald Trump, the Republican presidential hopeful, claimed recently that President 

Barack Obama “is the founder” of Islamic State and Hillary Clinton, the Democratic candidate, 

the “co-founder”, even some of his supporters were perplexed. Surely he did not mean that 

literally? Perhaps, suggested Hugh Hewitt, a conservative radio host, he meant that the Obama 

administration’s rapid pull-out from Iraq “created the vacuum” that the terrorists then filled? 

“No, I meant he’s the founder of ISIS,” replied Mr Trump. “He was the most valuable player. I 

give him the most valuable player award. I give her, too, by the way, Hillary Clinton.”  

Mr Hewitt, who detests Mr Obama and has written a book denouncing Mrs Clinton’s “epic 

ambition”, was not convinced. “But he’s not sympathetic to them. He hates them. He’s trying to 

kill them,” he pushed back. 

Again, Mr Trump did not give an inch: “I don’t care. He was the founder. The way he got out of 

Iraq was, that, that was the founding of ISIS, OK?” 

For many observers, the exchange was yet more proof that the world has entered an era of “post-

truth politics”. Mr Trump appears not to care whether his words bear any relation to reality, so 

long as they fire up voters. PolitiFact, a fact-checking website, has rated more of his statements 

“pants-on-fire” lies than of any other candidate — for instance his assertion that “inner city 

crime is reaching record levels”, which plays on unfounded fears that crime rates are rising. 

And he is not the only prominent practitioner of post-truth politics. Britons voted to leave the 

European Union in June on the basis of a campaign of blatant misinformation, including the 

“fact” that EU membership costs their country £350m ($470m) a week, which could be spent 

instead on the National Health Service, and that Turkey is likely to join the EU by 2020. 

Hang on, though. Don’t bruised elites always cry foul when they fail to persuade the masses of 

their truth? Don’t they always say the other side was peddling lies and persuaded ignoramuses to 

vote against their interest? Perhaps, some argue, British Remainers should accept the vote to 

leave the EU as an expression of justified grievance and an urge to take back control — not 

unlike the decision by many Americans to support Mr Trump. 

There may have been some fibbing involved but it is hardly as though politics has ever been 

synonymous with truthfulness. “Those princes who do great things,” Machiavelli informed his 

readers, “have considered keeping their word of little account, and have known how to beguile 
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men’s minds by shrewdness and cunning.” British ministers and prime ministers have lied to the 

press and to Parliament, as Anthony Eden did during the Suez affair. Lyndon Johnson 

misinformed the American people about the Gulf of Tonkin incident, thus getting the country 

into Vietnam. In 1986 Ronald Reagan insisted that his administration did not trade weapons for 

hostages with Iran, before having to admit a few months later that: “My heart and my best 

intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and evidence tell me it is not.” 

Fact or fiction 

It is thus tempting to dismiss the idea of “post-truth” political discourse—the term was first used 

by David Roberts, then a blogger on an environmentalist website, Grist — as a modish myth 

invented by de-haut-en-bas liberals and sore losers ignorant of how dirty a business politics has 

always been. But that would be complacent. There is a strong case that, in America and 

elsewhere, there is a shift towards a politics in which feelings trump facts more freely and with 

less resistance than used to be the case. Helped by new technology, a deluge of facts and a public 

much less given to trust than once it was, some politicians are getting away with a new depth and 

pervasiveness of falsehood. If this continues, the power of truth as a tool for solving society’s 

problems could be lastingly reduced. 

Reagan’s words point to an important aspect of what has changed. Political lies used to imply 

that there was a truth — one that had to be prevented from coming out. Evidence, consistency 

and scholarship had political power. Today a growing number of politicians and pundits simply 

no longer care. They are content with what Stephen Colbert, an American comedian, calls 

“truthiness”: ideas which “feel right” or “should be true”. They deal in insinuation (“A lot of 

people are saying . . .” is one of Mr Trump’s favourite phrases) and question the provenance, 

rather than accuracy, of anything that goes against them (“They would say that, wouldn’t 

they?”). And when the distance between what feels true and what the facts say grows too great, it 

can always be bridged with a handy conspiracy theory. 

This way of thinking is not new. America saw a campaign against the allegedly subversive 

activities of the “Bavarian Illuminati” in the early 19th century, and Senator Joseph McCarthy’s 

witch-hunt against un-American activities in the 1950s. In 1964 a historian called Richard 

Hofstadter published “The Paranoid Style in American Politics”. When George W. Bush was 

president, the preposterous belief that the attacks of September 11th 2001 were an “inside job” 

spread far and wide among left-wingers, and became conventional wisdom in the Arab world. 

The lie of the lands 

Post-truth politics is advancing in many parts of the world. In Europe the best example is 

Poland’s ultranationalist ruling party, Law and Justice (PiS). Among other strange stories, it 

peddles lurid tales about Poland’s post-communist leaders plotting with the communist regime to 

rule the country together. In Turkey the protests at Gezi Park in 2013 and a recent attempted 

coup have given rise to all kinds of conspiracy theories, some touted by government officials: the 

first was financed by Lufthansa, a German airline (to stop Turkey from building a new airport 

which would divert flights from Germany), the second was orchestrated by the CIA. 
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Then there is Russia, arguably the country (apart from North Korea) that has moved furthest past 

truth, both in its foreign policy and internal politics. The Ukraine crisis offers examples aplenty: 

state-controlled Russian media faked interviews with “witnesses” of alleged atrocities, such as a 

child being crucified by Ukrainian forces; Vladimir Putin, Russia’s president, did not hesitate to 

say on television that there were no Russian soldiers in Ukraine, despite abundant proof to the 

contrary. 

Such dezinformatsiya may seem like a mere reversion to Soviet form. But at least the Soviets’ 

lies were meant to be coherent, argues Peter Pomerantsev, a journalist whose memoir of Mr 

Putin’s Russia is titled “Nothing Is True and Everything Is Possible”. In a study in 2014 for the 

Institute of Modern Russia, a think-tank, he quotes a political consultant for the president saying 

that in Soviet times, “if they were lying they took care to prove what they were doing was ‘the 

truth’. Now no one even tries proving ‘the truth’. You can just say anything. Create realities.” 

In such creation it helps to keep in mind — as Mr Putin surely does — that humans do not 

naturally seek truth. In fact, as plenty of research shows, they tend to avoid it. People 

instinctively accept information to which they are exposed and must work actively to resist 

believing falsehoods; they tend to think that familiar information is true; and they cherry-pick 

data to support their existing views. At the root of all these biases seems to be what Daniel 

Kahneman, a Nobel-prizewinning psychologist and author of a bestselling book, “Thinking, Fast 

and Slow”, calls “cognitive ease”: humans have a tendency to steer clear of facts that would 

force their brains to work harder. 

In some cases confronting people with correcting facts even strengthens their beliefs, a 

phenomenon Brendan Nyhan and Jason Reifler, now of Dartmouth College and the University of 

Exeter, respectively, call the “backfire effect”. In a study in 2010 they randomly presented 

participants either with newspaper articles which supported widespread misconceptions about 

certain issues, such as the “fact” that America had found weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, or 

articles including a correction. Subjects in both groups were then asked how strongly they agreed 

with the misperception that Saddam Hussein had such weapons immediately before the war, but 

was able to hide or destroy them before American forces arrived. 

As might be expected, liberals who had seen the correction were more likely to disagree than 

liberals who had not seen the correction. But conservatives who had seen the correction were 

even more convinced that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. Further studies are needed, Mr 

Nyhan and Mr Reifler say, to see whether conservatives are indeed more prone to the backfire 

effect. 

Given such biases, it is somewhat surprising that people can ever agree on facts, particularly in 

politics. But many societies have developed institutions which allow some level of consensus 

over what is true: schools, science, the legal system, the media. This truth-producing 

infrastructure, though, is never close to perfect: it can establish as truth things for which there is 

little or no evidence; it is constantly prey to abuse by those to whom it grants privileges; and, 

crucially, it is slow to build but may be quick to break. 
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Trust your gut 

Post-truth politics is made possible by two threats to this public sphere: a loss of trust in 

institutions that support its infrastructure and deep changes in the way knowledge of the world 

reaches the public. Take trust first. Across the Western world it is at an all-time low, which helps 

explain why many prefer so-called “authentic” politicians, who “tell it how it is” (i.e., say what 

people feel), to the wonkish type. Britons think that hairdressers and the “man in the street” are 

twice as trustworthy as business leaders, journalists and government ministers, according to a 

recent poll by Ipsos MORI. When Michael Gove, a leading Brexiteer, said before the referendum 

that “people in this country have had enough of experts” he may have had a point. 

This loss of trust has many roots. In some areas — dietary advice, for example —experts seem to 

contradict each other more than they used to; governments get things spectacularly wrong, as 

with their assurances about the wisdom of invading Iraq, trusting in the world financial system 

and setting up the euro. But it would be a mistake to see the erosion of trust simply as a response 

to the travails of the world. In some places trust in institutions has been systematically 

undermined. 

Mr Roberts first used the term “post-truth politics” in the context of American climate-change 

policy. In the 1990s many conservatives became alarmed by the likely economic cost of a serious 

effort to reduce carbon emissions. Some of the less scrupulous decided to cast doubt on the need 

for a climate policy by stressing to the point of distortion uncertainties in the underlying science. 

In a memo Frank Luntz, a Republican pollster, argued: “Should the public come to believe that 

the scientific issues are settled, their views about global warming will change accordingly. 

Therefore, you need to continue to make the lack of scientific certainty a primary issue in the 

debate.” Challenging — and denigrating — scientists in order to make the truth seem distant and 

unknowable worked pretty well. One poll found that 43% of Republicans believe climate change 

is not happening at all, compared to 10% of Democrats. 

Some conservative politicians, talk-show hosts and websites, have since included the scientific 

establishment in their list of institutions to bash, alongside the government itself, the courts of 

activist judges and the mainstream media. The populist wing of the conservative movement thus 

did much to create the conditions for the trust-only-your-prejudices world of Mr Trump’s 

campaign. Some are now having second thoughts. “We’ve basically eliminated any of the 

referees, the gatekeepers . . . There is nobody: you can’t go to anybody and say: ‘Look, here are 

the facts’” said Charlie Sykes, an influential conservative radio-show host, in a recent interview, 

adding that “When this is all over, we have to go back. There’s got to be a reckoning on all this.” 

Yet gatekeepers would be in much less trouble without the second big factor in post-truth 

politics: the internet and the services it has spawned. Nearly two-thirds of adults in America now 

get news on social media and a fifth do so often, according to a recent survey by the Pew 

Research Centre, a polling outfit; the numbers continue to grow fast. 

On Facebook, Reddit, Twitter or WhatsApp, anybody can be a publisher. Content no longer 

comes in fixed formats and in bundles, such as articles in a newspaper, that help establish 

provenance and set expectations; it can take any shape — a video, a chart, an animation. A single 
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idea, or “meme”, can replicate shorn of all context, like DNA in a test tube. Data about the 

spread of a meme has become more important than whether it is based on facts. 

The mechanisms of these new media are only now beginning to be understood. One crucial 

process is “homophilous sorting”: like-minded people forming clusters. The rise of cable and 

satellite television channels in the 1980s and 1990s made it possible to serve news tailored to 

specific types of consumer; the internet makes it much easier. According to Yochai Benkler of 

Harvard University in his book “The Wealth of Networks”, individuals with shared interests are 

far more likely to find each other or converge around a source of information online than offline. 

Social media enable members of such groups to strengthen each other’s beliefs, by shutting out 

contradictory information, and to take collective action. 

Fringe beliefs reinforced in these ways can establish themselves and persist long after outsiders 

deem them debunked: see, for example, online communities devoted to the idea that the 

government is spraying “chemtrails” from high-flying aircraft or that evidence suggesting that 

vaccines cause autism is being suppressed. As Eric Oliver of the University of Chicago points 

out in a forthcoming book, “Enchanted America: The Struggle between Reason and Intuition in 

US Politics”, this is the sort of thinking that comes naturally to Mr Trump: he was once devoted 

to the “birther” fantasy that Mr Obama was not born an American. 

Following Mr Oliver’s ideas about the increasing role of “magical thinking” on the American 

populist right, The Economist asked YouGov to look at different elements of magical thinking, 

including belief in conspiracies and a fear of terrible things, like a Zika outbreak or a terrorist 

attack, happening soon. Even after controlling for party identification, religion and age, there 

was a marked correlation with support for Mr Trump: 55% of voters who scored positively on 

our conspiracism index favoured him, compared with 45% of their less superstitious peers. These 

measures were not statistically significant predictors of support for Mitt Romney, the far more 

conventional Republican presidential candidate in 2012. 

From fringe to forefront 

Self-reinforcing online communities are not just a fringe phenomenon. Even opponents of TTIP, 

a transatlantic free-trade agreement, admit that the debate over it in Austria and Germany has 

verged on the hysterical, giving rise to outlandish scare stories — for instance that Europe would 

be flooded with American chickens treated with chlorine. “Battling TTIP myths sometimes feels 

like taking on Russian propaganda,” says an EU trade official. 

The tendency of netizens to form self-contained groups is strengthened by what Eli Pariser, an 

internet activist, identified five years ago as the “filter bubble”. Back in 2011 he worried that 

Google’s search algorithms, which offer users personalised results according to what the system 

knows of their preferences and surfing behaviour, would keep people from coming across 

countervailing views. Facebook subsequently became a much better — or worse — example. 

Although Mark Zuckerberg, the firm’s founder, insists that his social network does not trap its 

users in their own world, its algorithms are designed to populate their news feeds with content 

similar to material they previously “liked”. So, for example, during the referendum campaign 

Leavers mostly saw pro-Brexit items; Remainers were served mainly pro-EU fare. 
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But though Facebook and other social media can filter news according to whether it conforms 

with users’ expectations, they are a poor filter of what is true. Filippo Menczer and his team at 

Indiana University used data from Emergent, a now defunct website, to see whether there are 

differences in popularity between articles containing “misinformation” and those containing 

“reliable information”. They found that the distribution in which both types of articles were 

shared on Facebook are very similar. “In other words, there is no advantage in being correct,” 

says Mr Menczer. 

If Facebook does little to sort the wheat from the chaff, neither does the market. Online 

publications such as National Report, Huzlers and the World News Daily Report have found a 

profitable niche pumping out hoaxes, often based on long-circulating rumours or prejudices, in 

the hope that they will go viral and earn clicks. Newly discovered eyewitness accounts of Jesus’s 

miracles, a well-known ice-tea brand testing positive for urine, a “transgender woman” caught 

taking pictures of an underage girl in the bathroom of a department store — anything goes in this 

parallel news world. Many share such content without even thinking twice, let alone checking to 

determine if it is true. 

Weakened by shrinking audiences and advertising revenues, and trying to keep up online, 

mainstream media have become part of the problem. “Too often news organisations play a major 

role in propagating hoaxes, false claims, questionable rumours and dubious viral content, thereby 

polluting the digital information stream,” writes Craig Silverman, now the editor of BuzzFeed 

Canada, in a study for the Tow Centre for Digital Journalism at the Columbia Journalism School. 

It does not help that the tools to keep track of and even predict the links most clicked on are 

getting ever better. In fact, this helps explain why Mr Trump has been getting so much coverage, 

says Matt Hindman of George Washington University. 

Equally important, ecosystems of political online publications have emerged on Facebook — 

both on the left and the right. Pages such as Occupy Democrats and Make America Great can 

have millions of fans. They pander mostly to the converted, but in these echo chambers 

narratives can form before they make it into the wider political world. They have helped build 

support for both Bernie Sanders and Mr Trump, but it is the latter’s campaign, friendly media 

outlets and political surrogates that are masters at exploiting social media and its mechanisms. 

A case in point is the recent speculation about the health of Mrs Clinton. It started with videos 

purporting to show Mrs Clinton suffering from seizures, which garnered millions of views 

online. Breitbart News, an “alt-right” web publisher that gleefully supports Mr Trump — 

Stephen Bannon, the site’s boss, took over as the Trump campaign’s “chief executive officer” 

last month — picked up the story. “I’m not saying that, you know, she had a stroke or anything 

like that, but this is not the woman we’re used to seeing,” Mr Bannon said. Mr Trump mentioned 

Mrs Clinton’s health in a campaign speech. Rudy Giuliani, a former mayor of New York, urged 

people to look for videos on the internet that support the speculation. The Clinton campaign 

slammed what it calls “deranged conspiracy theories”, but doubts are spreading and the backfire 

effect is in full swing. 

Such tactics would make Dmitry Kiselyov proud. “The age of neutral journalism has passed,” the 

Kremlin’s propagandist-in-chief recently said in an interview. “It is impossible because what you 
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select from the huge sea of information is already subjective.” The Russian government and its 

media, such as Rossiya Segodnya, an international news agency run by Mr Kiselyov, produce a 

steady stream of falsehoods, much like fake-news sites in the West. The Kremlin deploys armies 

of “trolls” to fight on its behalf in Western comment sections and Twitter feeds (see article). Its 

minions have set up thousands of social-media “bots” and other spamming weapons to drown out 

other content. 

“Information glut is the new censorship,” says Zeynep Tufekci of the University of North 

Carolina, adding that other governments are now employing similar tactics. China’s authorities, 

for instance, do not try to censor everything they do not like on social media, but often flood the 

networks with distracting information. Similarly, in post-coup Turkey the number of dubious 

posts and tweets has increased sharply. “Even I can no longer really tell what is happening in 

parts of Turkey,” says Ms Tufekci, who was born in the country. 

This plurality of voices is not in itself a bad thing. Vibrant social media are often a power for 

good, allowing information to spread that would otherwise be bottled up. In Brazil and Malaysia 

social media have been the conduit for truth about a corruption scandal involving Petrobras, the 

state oil company, and the looting of 1MDB, a state-owned investment fund. And there are ways 

to tell good information from bad. Fact-checking sites are multiplying, and not just in America: 

there are now nearly 100, according to the Reporters’ Lab at Duke University. Social media have 

started to police their platforms more heavily: Facebook recently changed the algorithm that 

decides what users see in their newsfeeds to filter out more clickbait. Technology will improve: 

Mr Menczer and his team at Indiana University are building tools that can, among other things, 

detect whether a bot is behind a Twitter account. 

The truth is out there 

The effectiveness of such tools, the use of such filters and the impact of such sites depends on 

people making the effort to seek them out and use them. And the nature of the problem — that 

the post-truth strategy works because it allows people to forgo critical thinking in favour of 

having their feelings reinforced by soundbite truthiness — suggests that such effort may not be 

forthcoming. The alternative is to take the power out of users’ hands and recreate the gatekeepers 

of old. “We need to increase the reputational consequences and change the incentives for making 

false statements,” says Mr Nyhan of Dartmouth College. “Right now, it pays to be outrageous, 

but not to be truthful.” 

But trying to do this would be a tall order for the cash-strapped remnants of old media. It is not 

always possible or appropriate for reporters to opine as to what is true or not, as opposed to 

reporting what is said by others. The courage to name and shame chronic liars — and stop giving 

them a stage — is hard to come by in a competitive marketplace the economic basis of which is 

crumbling. Gatekeeping power will always bring with it a temptation for abuse — and it will 

take a long time for people to come to believe that temptation can be resisted even if it is. 

But if old media will be hard put to get a new grip on the gates, the new ones that have emerged 

so far do not inspire much confidence as an alternative. Facebook (which now has more than 1.7 

billion monthly users worldwide) and other social networks do not see themselves as media 

http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21706534-tweetaganda
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companies, which implies a degree of journalistic responsibility, but as tech firms powered by 

algorithms. And putting artificial intelligence in charge may be a recipe for disaster: when 

Facebook recently moved to automate its “trending” news section, it promoted a fake news story 

which claimed that Fox News had fired an anchor, Megyn Kelly, for being a “traitor”. 

And then there is Mr Trump, whose Twitter following of over 11m makes him a gatekeeper of a 

sort in his own right. His moment of truth may well come on election day; the odds are that he 

will lose. If he does so, however, he will probably claim that the election was rigged — thus 

undermining democracy yet further. And although his campaign denies it, reports have 

multiplied recently that he is thinking about creating a “mini-media conglomerate”, a cross of 

Fox and Breitbart News, to make money from the political base he has created. Whatever Mr 

Trump comes up with next, with or without him in the White House, post-truth politics will be 

with us for some time to come. 

http://www.economist.com/news/briefing/21706498-dishonesty-politics-nothing-new-manner-which-some-politicians-now-lie-and 

______________________________________ 
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American Scientist 

The Tensions of Scientific Storytelling 

by Roald Hoffmann 

July-August 2014 Volume 102, Number 4 

Science depends on compelling narratives. 

Simplicity pleases the mind. Some scientists claim that equations are likely to be correct because 

they are simple, or that molecules naturally assume more symmetric arrangements of atoms, or 

that multistep mechanisms for chemical reactions are less common than concerted one-fell-

swoop reactions. What happens when the scientist’s hard work reveals that the equation is 

messy, the molecule looks like an odd clump of pasta, and the mechanism has at least 17 steps?  

In my July–August 2000 column, I argued that in such situations telling a story takes the place of 

simplicity as a pleasing principle. Because narrative is not reducible to mathematics, it is not 

given its due in our scientific world. Too bad; storytelling is both ancient and deeply human. It is 

a shared treasure between science and the arts and humanities.  

The study of stories is an established field of literary criticism or theory. In Introduction to 

Narratology, Monika Fludernik defines a narrative: 

. . . a representation of a possible world in a linguistic and/or visual medium, at 

whose center there are one or several protagonists of an anthropomorphic nature 

who are existentially anchored in a temporal and spatial sense . . . It is the 

experience of these protagonists that narratives focus on, allowing readers to 

immerse themselves in a different world and in the lives of the protagonists. 

Narratologists tend to exclude scientific texts and lectures from their purview because of the 

requirement that stories have a human or anthropomorphic protagonist. They also point to that 

distinguishing characteristic of fiction, seemingly absent from scientific papers, that we may, 

through the author’s imagination, enter another person’s mind.  

Having read thousands of chemical papers and listened to hundreds of colleagues’ lectures, I 

chafe against being ruled out of bounds. In the papers I read and write, I feel stories unfold 

before me. I react to them emotionally. I sense narrative devices in these articles and lectures, 

employed both spontaneously and purposefully. Let me try here to tease out some of the 

overlooked narrative attributes of science.  

Whose Story Is This? 

Does the standard scientific article tell the narrator scientist’s story, or is it nature’s? A ready 

answer is not forthcoming, in part because there are many qualitatively distinct practices of 

storytelling, even within the one science of chemistry. One part of our science operates in a 

discovery mode; for example, determining the mechanism by which penicillin deceives the 

bacterial cell-wall building apparatus. Another part features creation, more akin to the arts and 
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engineering. Here new molecules, say, an antibiotic or a biodegradable polymer, are made. We 

are graced in chemistry by everything in between, a heady mix of creation and discovery.  

In the aspects of chemistry close to creation, the narrator (more than one in coauthored papers) is 

overt, the spinner of theories, the sequencer of steps in a chemical reaction. The story may be 

told slowly, in incremental detail, or the goal may be laid out and the achievement is in the path 

followed. In discovery-mode stories, the narrator may be more obscured. Stories of discovery tell 

nature’s story, with the scientist only as the conduit — even though the answers would not be 

known were it not for the scientist. 

Synthesis of an Antitumor Agent 

A prime example of a chemical narrative, no less striking today than when it was published 20 

years ago, is the synthesis of paclitaxel, an effective and widely used antitumor drug. And a 

devilishly intricate molecule. In 1967, its activity in an extract from the bark of the slow-growing 

Pacific yew tree (Taxus brevifolia, hence the common chemical name taxol) was first noted by 

Monroe E. Wall and Mansukh C. Wani of the Research Triangle Institute. The tree takes 

hundreds of years to mature, and stripping off its bark kills it. To gain realistic use in therapy, 

taxol would have to be synthesized, or produced “semisynthetically” from a renewable precursor. 

Competition to synthesize taxol in the laboratory was slow-paced in the beginning and sped up in 

the 1990s. In a photo finish with K. C. Nicolaou, then at the Scripps Research Institute, the group 

of Robert A. Holton of Florida State University was first. In early 1994, Holton’s group 

published two linked papers reporting the synthesis. The therapeutic motivation is stated in the 

first sentence of the first paper, as is the challenge the 

molecule’s baroque structure presents: “The total 

synthesis of . . . taxol . . . has stood for over 20 years as a 

major challenge for organic chemists.” 

Note the establishment of narrative tension—organic 

chemists had tried before to make taxol and failed to do 

so. The drawing labeled 1 in the figure at right shows the 

molecule. Note also the usual organic nomenclature in the 

molecule’s depiction—a vertex of a polygon is assumed 

to be a carbon, and the hydrogens attached to it are 

omitted, but their number is evident if one recognizes that 

the valence of carbon is normally four. 

The authors then voice, modestly but directly, the 

principal author’s stake in the taxol synthesis:  

Until now, our taxane research program has produced a synthesis of the taxane 

ring system, a total synthesis of taxusin, and a (now commercialized) 

semisynthesis of taxol. 
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Presently, the complete synthesis reported in this paper in 1994, a magnificent intellectual 

achievement, is not used commercially. A “semisynthetic” process, starting with ground-up, 

farmed ornamental yews, is more efficient. These contain a molecule with most of taxol’s 

complexity, but lacking the tail at left in 1. The attachment of that tail is covered in a patent 

referenced in a footnote to the above sentence. That patent, for what seems to be a small piece of 

the making of a useful molecule, has brought in more than $200 million to Florida State. 

Next, Holton and his 17 coworkers get to work: 

Thus, our route to taxol proceeds retrosynthetically through C-7 protected 

baccatin III (2) to the tricyclic ketone 3, which arises from C ring closure of a 

precursor 4. 

The jargon — names of molecules and shorthand for reactions — deals outsiders out, as all 

jargon does, but nevertheless is assuredly in the toolkit of the readership of this paper.  

The word retrosynthetic is key (introduced by the great organic chemist, E. J. Corey of Harvard 

University): It refers to the structure sequence 1 → 2 → 3 → 4 → 5. The thick arrows here mean 

in plain English “will be derived from,” and the sequence shows conceptual unstitching of the 

carbon skeleton, progressing from complexity to relative simplicity. The synthetic path the 

authors contemplate is thus the reverse of this sequence, 5 → 4 → 3 → 2 → 1, where the thin 

arrows mean “turns into”; it takes many physical steps to achieve each transformation. The 

beginning, molecule 5, is not as ubiquitous as earth, air, fire, or water, but it is easily available 

from an abundant natural product, camphor. The actual synthesis, with experimental detail, 

begins later in the paper. The process takes 37 steps.  

Where’s the story here? Well, it’s less of a whodunit and more of a “how-the-heck-did-they-do-

it”—in a way, an ultimate demonstration that it is the path that matters. This approach is much 

like a classic quest narrative. Chemical “Laistrygonians and Cyclops, angry Poseidon” were 

along the way; they were overcome or evaded. Will the 18 authors of this paper achieve their 

goal; will Odysseus reach his Ithaka? They did. And the makers probably would have set out the 

story — yes, the story — quite differently had this road map failed them.  

Note the dual protagonist of this tale: the molecule to be sure, and the chemists who made it. Is 

not the retrosynthetic scheme, the plan set out to make the molecule, a glimpse into the inner life 

of the molecule? Or is it the inner thinking of the narrator chemists? Remarkably, the molecule 

has still another life, another story to tell, one that is not revealed in this paper. It is the way taxol 

is made, naturally, in the Pacific yew. You can be sure that it isn’t the way that Holton’s group 

made it. There are six more stories to be told, in the ingenious other syntheses of the molecule.  

This paper tells how a much-desired molecule was made for the first time in the laboratory. All 

the elements of a heroic epic are there — a quest, and in the parts of the paper not shown, battles 

with the elements, obstacles galore that must be overcome, and in the end, deserved success —

with perhaps the exception that the journal article lacks an explicit rendering of the synthetic 

chemists’ thoughts. But there is enough detail in the story that readers can imagine what the 

makers felt. One lovely, complex, and useful molecule — breeding a multitude of stories. 
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Tension and Narrative in Science 

In fiction, there is no end to the ways that the author has of posing the narrator — as an 

omniscient being privy to the thoughts of all the characters, as the inner voice of one protagonist, 

as a pseudowriter — these are just selections from a repertoire of authorial Russian nesting dolls. 

Yet even as we recognize the artifice, the author’s métier is to have the reader suspend disbelief. 

Readers enter into a writer’s machinations to the extent that they forget the author, so eager are 

they to access the soul of another.  

The tension in scientific articles is of another ilk. The protagonists are the investigators of nature. 

And the investigator takes on two roles. The first is the scientist trying to understand; in his or 

her mind is a congeries of what teachers taught, what is known. He or she concocts fecund 

stories of what might be and calls them hypotheses. I refer to that face of a scientist as the 

“scrabbler,” because attempting to understand anything is a struggle at first. The second face of 

the scientist is the “writer.” The writer sanitizes, gives the best yield of a reaction, the most 

plausible story, as mathematically or logically dressed up as possible. Both are narrators — the 

desire-driven and mistake-prone scrabbler, the oh-so-logical Occam’s Razor-wielding writer. 

The late Nobel Prize laureate Peter Medawar described the process beautifully in his 1963 

lecture “Is the scientific paper a fraud?” 

The subject of the scrabbler’s and the writer’s story is reality, represented by the world of 

science in its ephemeral guise. Represented reality has some observables to throw in the path of 

the scrabbler who becomes the writer (in a multiauthor paper, each person sometimes takes on 

the scrabbler role, and other times the writer one). The significance of the facts has to be 

interpreted. It took us a long time to get past our exquisite yet easily seduced senses, and we need 

the skeptical rancor of debate to calibrate the reliability of those sensory extensions, our 

instruments. Carefully done measurements of observables are an essential ingredient of science, 

against which theories must be measured. They constitute facts, some will say. Well, facts are 

mute. One needs to situate the facts, or interpret them. To weave them into nothing else but a 

narrative. 

The tension of the scientific narrative resides in the divided personality (or personalities) of the 

authors, scrabbler and writer, and the representation of reality that their work shapes. Reality 

turns a different crystal face to all its viewers. With the writer telling the neat story that the 

stumbling yet imaginative scrabbler found, the investigators together build reality, or a face of 

reality. That face is in turn seen in a different light by others who compete with, or who follow, 

the one person who is both scrabbler and writer. 

Capturing Benzene Dimers 

Often the reader is unaware of what lurks beneath the surface of a journal article. There is a 

prehistory to what is reported. In the course of the work, the authors make decisions that 

influence how the narrative unfolds. Just as one is interested in how Thomas Mann wrote Death 

in Venice and, as one reads the novella, what the feelings of the boy Tadzio really are, so one 

wants to know the story behind the story of a scientific narrative. I only truly know this about my 

own work, so with the permission of my coauthors, I will tell you the story behind one of my 
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recent papers in the Journal of the American Chemical Society. This may not be the best choice, 

because I’m a writer too. Like a mild disease, poetry and theater have infected my science 

writing. So have the strategies of storytelling. 

The article is “Jailbreaking Benzene Dimers,” published in 2012 with two colleagues, Andrey 

Rogachev and Xiao-Dong Wen. At the time they were postdoctoral researchers in my group; 

each has now embarked on an independent career. Our paper found its home in an excellent 

journal, after, incidentally, rejection from another excellent journal. That rejection too can be 

construed as part of the journey. It made us improve the underlying proofs for our suggested 

structures, and so made the story stronger. 

The story begins with a reference to our previous theoretical work on the behavior of benzene 

under pressure, which led to the questions we had about benzene dimerization: “In the course of 

thinking about benzene under gigapascal pressure, we decided we might learn something from 

the dimers of benzene, as signposts to the pressure-induced polymerization of the compound.” 

What we didn’t relate is that there is another, preceding record of chemists experimentally 

compressing benzene and getting amorphous, hard-to-characterize polymers rather than the nice, 

orderly structures our group had predicted. Those studies suggested to us that perhaps we should 

study the first step in any polymerization, and that is the reaction of just two benzene molecules 

with each other, the dimers. We didn’t rehash the prehistory because it would have taxed the 

patience of the readers, presumably chemists already familiar with it. As it was, we had a good 

enough story to tell. The article has hardly the quality of Mann’s novella, but he also chose what 

to omit, for instance not to tell the reader the previous life of the young boy Tadzio.  

After that hint of previous work, we jump right into the current study: 

To induce the benzenes to dimerize, we brought two benzene molecules to an 

uncomfortably close contact, and then let loose the geometry optimization of a 

quantum chemical program… The molecules reacted to this torture by moving 

apart, or by forming dimers. 

Why did we do that? Because that’s what high pressure does—it forces molecules closer to each 

other than they “normally” would like to be, much as people do in a subway car at rush hour.  

We did not tell our readers that our “explosion” method of finding structures (meaning we put 

the molecules too close to each other in the simulation, then let them “blow apart,” expand, and 

in the process explore new bonding arrangements of their component atoms) was already in the 

literature to study possible arrangements of a given number of atoms. We simply didn’t know 

that our method was not new; we were led to this procedure for sampling all kinds of bonding by 

our noses (or rather, Dr. Wen’s nose).  

Wen showed me the set of dimers he got from his calculations. Because of my organic chemistry 

background, I saw that some of his dimers were known, but two were new to me. I said the 

equivalent of “Play it again, Sam,” and off we went, first continuing the “explosive” way of 
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looking for new benzene dimer structures, and eventually substituting a more systematic 

exploration as we spotted the essential molecular characteristics of the new molecules.  

Where is the dramatic tension here? This work is theory; we predicted a total of four new 

benzene dimers, and we postdicted seven that are known (and one that people had suggested 

previously but hasn’t yet been made). The postdiction is actually a good check on our method. 

We tried very hard to estimate the stability of the predicted new guys. The drama (although I 

might be biased) is that no one had thought of these four molecules before. Once written down, 

they seem eminently makeable. But are the calculations behind our predictions good enough? 

Evidently the reviewers who first rejected our paper — good quantum chemists all, even if I 

found them illogical for some minutes — thought “no.” One real tension remains unresolved, the 

classic tension between theory and experiment: Will these molecules actually be made? 

Where is the narrative? Before this paper, chemists had synthesized amorphous benzene 

polymers and seven known dimers. We (both the scrabbler and the writer sides of my coauthors 

and me) have woven the new structures into a narrative of how a simple dimer is not simple, but 

rather has 12 realizations (same number of atoms, connected up in a different way; chemists call 

these isomers of each other). If you saw the scattered pages and computer screen of the 

theorizing scrabbler’s calculations at the outset of this work, you would never find the story in it. 

Just numbers. The story behind the story took shape in conversations between my coauthors and 

me. As writers, we polished up the tale. 

The article constructs an inner life for the molecules. We had to worry whether the isomers that 

we proposed were stable. The molecules’ persistence in the lab depends on the barriers to their 

falling apart or reacting with other molecules, which are created by bonds, energy levels, and so 

on. Those barriers are a kind of prison cell; we want the molecules imprisoned, so to speak, 

because we need time to study them. Ergo the title of the paper — my collaborators (perhaps 

cursing under their breath at the labor involved) had to look for all the ways in the world by 

which these dimers could break out of their bond-imposed jail to the greener pastures of lower 

free energy, a state that all molecules “prefer” to reach.  

Storytelling in Science 

Science has stories in it. Scientists shape those stories, and the protagonists of these stories need 

not be human. These narrative qualities are not only important to composing research papers, but 

also to effective teaching. An innovative, recent chemical text, Mark Green’s Organic Chemistry 

Principles in Context: A Story Telling Historical Approach, makes consistent use of storytelling 

by focusing on particular chemical problems and the lives of the chemists who solved these 

problems. 

By analyzing exactly how scientists approach scientific literature, I hope to reveal the humanity 

of the scientific method. I also aim to demonstrate the connections between the scientific process 

and other forms of creation, such as art, literature, and storytelling in general, be it Mann’s 

novella or African Mandé tales. The narrators in chemical articles indeed are human, as much as 

they may try to efface themselves by writing in the third person. In the literature of chemistry —

yes, it is a literature — molecules take on a life of their own, as do the ways of making and 
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identifying them. No anthropomorphization is needed. There is a life-giving tension between the 

several roles of the scientist as author, revealing and creating onion layers of reality’s 

representation in his or her science.  

http://www.americanscientist.org/issues/pub/the-tensions-of-scientific-storytelling 
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Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment
Environmental Science in a Post-Truth World 

by Jane Lubchenco 

February 2017 

A new year. A fresh start. Sound familiar? Yet this year seems anything but routine. Just when, 

thanks in part to US leadership, the world finally began to make tangible progress in addressing 

climate change, the US elected a President who labeled climate change a hoax and whose 

Cabinet nominees leave little doubt that climate denial will continue. 

Equally problematic are the blatant disregard of facts and lack of respect for others and for civil 

discourse that were painfully evident in the US elections and around the world. So pervasive was 

the dismissal of “truth” that the Oxford English Dictionary named “post-truth” as the 2016 

“Word of the Year”, defining it as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts 

are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief”. 

Many of us have worked hard to make scientific information understandable, credible, relevant, 

and accessible to help inform (not dictate) decisions. Fortunately, many politicians and others 

join us in believing that decisions based on science will be better decisions. We believe that 

access to information underpins an informed democracy. We value critical thinking. But a post-

truth world challenges that worldview. This new world has been deeply unsettling for many 

scientists, triggering anger, confusion, and angst. Responses have ranged from pledges to stoutly 

defend science, to talk of moving abroad, to the temptation to ignore it all and hope it disappears, 

to despair. Like many of you, I’ve pondered, “What can we do?” and “What should I do?” 

First of all: take heart! I believe we can rise to this occasion with the boldness, energy, and 

creativity it demands. Not in a knee-jerk fashion, but one that responds to some of the underlying 

causes of our current dilemma. We must engage more vigorously with society to address the 

intertwined environmental and social problems that many have ignored, to find solutions, and to 

help create a better world. We must truly listen to and address the reasons why a post-truth world 

has emerged. 

But we cannot do so from lofty perches above society; we must be more integrated into society. 

It is no longer sufficient for scientists in academia, government, nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs), or industry to conduct business as usual. Today's challenges demand an all-hands-on-

deck approach wherein scientists serve society in a fashion that responds to societal needs and is 

embedded in everyday lives. Humility, transparency, and respect must characterize our 

interactions. I suggest three parallel efforts.  

1. Stand up for science by demonstrating its value and our relevance. Science needs to be

trusted and valued, not seen as imperious, threatening, wasteful, or doom-and-gloom.

Let's shed the entitlement rhetoric and show, not just assert, the merits of science. Make

science accessible. Speak in plain language, stripped of jargon. Show your warm, caring,

human side. Engage citizens in doing science that produces useful knowledge and

solutions. Create trust through shared experiences and values.
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2. Provide hope by highlighting the profusion of existing successes. Scale them up. Create

more. There has been impressive progress on multiple fronts: renewable energy, fisheries

reform, huge marine reserves, smart coastal planning, working with nature to adapt to

climate change, and much more. Few are well known; none is at the scale needed. Look

to these successes for hope and models. Focus on changing economic and social

incentives to create conditions for durable positive changes. Tackle tangible problems

with use-inspired science. Team up with policy-savvy, science-respecting NGOs and

businesses with complementary skills and goals.

3. Modify scientific reward structures and training to meet current needs. Many academic

scientists already do some of the above, or want to, but must do so in addition to

teaching, research, and service. We need to change our own incentive structure to

recognize and reward engagement as a core responsibility. Not all scientists will want to

(or should!) engage, but all should value and support those who do. Many of our students

want to engage but fear being penalized or losing other opportunities. This must change.

We should train, encourage, and support students to be better communicators and more

engaged. We must fund engagement and training.

Yes, we face rough times ahead, but ecologists and ESA have been moving in the right direction 

for years. Now is the time for a quantum leap into relevance. And as we tackle these emerging 

challenges, don't forget to carve out time to connect with nature and people so as to recharge our 

batteries and remind us of what’s important. 

Jane Lubchenco is a professor at Oregon State University. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/fee.1454/full 

______________________________________ 

Reproduced with permission of John Wiley & Sons–Journals via Copyright Clearance Center. 
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The Chronicle of Higher Education 

Our Graduates Are Rubes 

by Tom Nichols 

January 15, 2017 

“You know,” then-candidate Donald Trump said during the 2016 campaign, “I’ve always wanted 

to say this: . . . The experts are terrible.” Trump has often been caught at a loss over basic issues 

of public policy and has repeatedly bashed intellectuals who criticized his lack of substance. He 

famously exulted, “I love the poorly educated,” demanded that President Obama prove his 

American citizenship, and cited the National Enquirer approvingly as a source in charging that 

the father of one of his opponents, Ted Cruz, was involved in the assassination of President John 

F. Kennedy. 

Higher education is supposed to be a bulwark against these kinds of frontal assaults on 

established knowledge, empowering voters with the ability to know fact from fiction, and to fight 

fantasy with critical reasoning. 

How’s that going? Not well. In the wake of the 2016 election, half of Republicans believe that 

Donald Trump won the popular vote (he didn’t), while half of Democrats believe that Russia 

hacked America’s voting machines (it didn’t). 

Colleges are failing not only in their mission to educate young men and women but also to 

provide the foundations of civilizational knowledge on which informed voting and civic 

participation are built. These failures are threatening the stability and future of American 

democracy. 

The pampering of students as customers, the proliferation of faux “universities,” grade inflation, 

and the power reversal between instructor and student are well-documented, much-lamented 

academic phenomena. These parts, however, make up a far more dangerous whole: a citizenry 

unprepared for its duties in the public sphere and mired in the confusion that comes from the 

indifferent and lazy grazing of cable, talk radio, and the web. Worse, citizens are no longer 

approaching political participation as a civic duty, but instead are engaging in relentless conflict 

on social media, taking offense at everything while believing anything. 

College, in an earlier time, was supposed to be an uncomfortable experience because growth is 

always a challenge. It was where a student left behind the rote learning of childhood and 

accepted the anxiety, discomfort, and challenge of complexity that leads to deeper knowledge — 

hopefully, for a lifetime. 

That, sadly, is no longer how higher education is viewed, either by colleges or by students. 

College today is a client-centered experience. Rather than disabuse students of their intellectual 

solipsism, the modern university reinforces it. Students can leave the campus without fully 

accepting that they’ve met anyone more intelligent than they are, either among their peers or 

their professors (insofar as they even bother to make that distinction). 
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This client model arose from a competition for students that has led to institutions’ marketing a 

“college experience” rather than an education. Competition for tuition dollars — too often drawn 

thoughtlessly from an inexhaustible well of loans — means that students now shop for colleges 

the way adults shop for cars. Young people then sign up for college without a lot of thought 

given to how to graduate or what to do afterward. Four years turns into five and, increasingly, six 

or more. (A graduate of a well-known party school in California described his education as 

“those magical seven years between high school and your first warehouse job.”) 

A limited diet of study has turned into an expensive educational buffet, laden mostly with 

intellectual junk food, but little adult supervision to ensure that the students choose nutrition over 

nonsense. Faculty members often act as retailers for their courses rather than educators. As a 

professor at an elite college once said to me, “Some days I feel less like a teacher and more like a 

clerk in an expensive boutique.” 

These changes weren’t sudden. They have happened over decades. When I arrived at Dartmouth, 

at the end of the 1980s, my colleagues told me a story about a well-known scientist there who 

gave a lecture to a group of undergrads on international-security affairs. During the question-

and-answer, a student waved away the professor’s views, saying, “Well, your guess is as good as 

mine.” “No, no, no,” the professor said emphatically. “My guesses are much, much better than 

yours.” 

But the problem is more common than some Ivy League smart aleck cracking wise. To take a 

less rarefied example, a young woman in 2013 took to social media for help with a class 

assignment. She apparently had been tasked with researching the deadly chemical substance 

sarin. “I can’t find the chemical and physical properties of sarin gas someone please help me,” 

the student tweeted. 

Her request was quickly answered by the director of a security-consulting firm in London, an 

expert in the field of chemical weapons. He offered his help and corrected her by noting that 

sarin isn’t a gas. The student responded in a storm of outraged ego: “yes the [expletive] it is a gas 

you ignorant [expletive]. Sarin is a liquid & can evaporate . . . shut the [expletive] up.” The 

security professional, clearly stunned, tried one more time: “Google me. I’m an expert on sarin. 

Sorry for offering to help.” Things did not improve before the exchange finally ended. 

Faculty members both in the classroom and on social media report that incidents like that, in 

which students see themselves as faculty peers or take correction as an insult, are occurring more 

frequently. Unearned praise and hollow successes build a fragile arrogance in students that can 

lead them to lash out at the first teacher or employer who dispels that illusion, a habit that carries 

over into a resistance to believe anything inconvenient or challenging in adulthood. 

Even as colleges cater to student tastes and living standards, they burnish their own brands and 

convince students that they are better educated than they actually are. This is why, for example, 

colleges since the 1990s have been elevating themselves to “universities.” They try to appeal to 

students who want to believe they’re paying for something in a higher tier — a regional or 

national “university” rather than a local college. These new “universities” then enter a degree-

granting arms race against both established and arriviste competitors, bloating their offerings 
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with extra courses to create make-believe graduate degrees as a means of attracting new funding 

streams. 

All of this borders on academic malpractice. The creation of graduate programs in colleges that 

can barely provide a reasonable undergraduate education cheats both graduates and undergrads. 

Small colleges do not have the resources of large universities, and repainting the signs at the 

front gates and changing “College” to “University” on the stationery cannot magically create that 

kind of academic infrastructure. 

More to the point, this rebranding dilutes the worth of all postsecondary degrees. When everyone 

has attended a “university,” it gets that much more difficult to sort out actual achievement and 

expertise among graduates. People, especially on social media, will misinform their fellow 

citizens while boasting that they have completed graduate education and that they are therefore 

to be taken seriously. The only thing more disheartening than finding out that internet know-it-

alls are lying about having multiple degrees is to find out that they are telling the truth. 

I am not calling here for slimming colleges down to a bunch of STEM departments with a 

smattering of English or history majors. I deplore those kinds of arguments, and I have long 

objected to what I see as an assault on the liberal arts. I don’t want to live in a civilization where 

there are no art-history, film-studies, philosophy, or sociology majors. The question remains, 

however, whether students in those majors are actually learning anything, or whether there need 

to be so many students taking these subjects. There is no way around the reality that students are 

too often wasting their money and obtaining the illusion of an education by gravitating toward 

courses or majors that either shouldn’t exist or whose enrollments should be restricted to the 

small number of students who intend to pursue them with rigor. 

When rebranded universities offer courses and degree programs as though they are roughly 

equivalent to better-known counterparts, they are not only misleading students but are also 

undermining later learning by laying the foundation for social resentment. If I studied film at a 

local state college and you went to the film program at the University of Southern California, 

who are you to think you know more than I do? 

There’s plenty of bad faith in these arguments, which are often little more than social one-

upmanship. A lousy student who attended a good school is still a lousy student; a diligent student 

from a small institution is no less intelligent for the lack of an elite pedigree. Still, the faux 

egalitarianism that assumes all degrees are alike regardless of the quality of the school or the 

program that produced them not only contributes to an inability to recognize expertise but also 

undermines further learning by breeding the smug and false faith among citizens that a degree 

has taught them all they need to know. 

The problem of inflated degrees is compounded by the problem of inflated grades. Academic 

standards have been lowered in an effort to ensure that coursework does not interfere with the 

enjoyable nature of the college experience. As a University of Chicago study found in 2011, “it 

does not take a great deal of effort to demonstrate satisfactory academic performance in today’s 

colleges and universities.” Forty-five percent of students reported that in the prior semester they 

had not had a single course that required more than 20 pages of writing over the entire semester; 

32 percent had not had even one class that assigned more than 40 pages of reading per week. 
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“I was a straight-A student at a university” no longer means what it did in 1960 or even 1980. A 

study of 200 colleges and universities through 2009 found that A was the most commonly given 

grade, an increase of nearly 30 percent since 1960 and more than 10 percent just since 1988. 

The impact of lighter workloads and easier grades on civic competence should be obvious. 

Students graduate with a high GPA that produces illusory confidence but doesn’t reflect a 

corresponding level of education or intellectual achievement. 

Colleges further diminish expertise in the minds of students by encouraging them to evaluate the 

educators standing in front of them as though they were peers. I am a supporter of some limited 

use of student evaluations. I will immodestly say that mine have been pretty good since I began 

teaching, some 30 years ago, and I have no personal ax to grind here. But the whole idea has 

gone out of control, with students rating professional men and women as though reviewing a 

movie or commenting on a pair of shoes. 

The cumulative effect of this service-oriented, consumer-tested approach to education is to 

empower cynicism and uninformed judgment over critical thinking, enabling the kind of glib 

attacks on established knowledge that defeat the very purpose of college. This, in turn, endangers 

the stability of a republican form of democracy that relies on trusting elected representatives and 

their advisers to make informed decisions on behalf of citizens. 

Having surrendered intellectual authority within the classroom, colleges capitulate similarly 

outside the classroom doors. The insistence on traditions of free inquiry that took centuries to 

establish and that scholarly communities are sworn to defend have, in waves of attacks over the 

course of a half-century, been giving way to a greater imperative to make the academic 

community’s young charges feel right at home. 

At Yale in 2015, for example, a house master’s wife had the temerity to tell minority-group 

students to ignore Halloween costumes they thought offensive. That provoked a campuswide 

temper tantrum that included a professor’s being shouted down by screaming students. “It is your 

job to create a place of comfort and home!” one student howled in the professor’s face. “Do you 

understand that?” 

Quietly, the professor said: “No, I don’t agree with that.” The student then unloaded on him: 

“Then why the [expletive] did you accept the position?! Who the [expletive] hired you?! You 

should step down! If that is what you think about being a master, you should step down! It is not 

about creating an intellectual space! It is not! Do you understand that? It’s about creating a home 

here. You are not doing that!” 

The house master resigned his residential position, and Yale apologized to the students. The 

lesson, for students and faculty members alike, was obvious: The campus of a top university is 

not a place for intellectual exploration. It is a luxury home, rented for four to six years, nine 

months at a time, by young people who may shout at professors as if berating clumsy maids in a 

colonial mansion. 
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A month after the Yale fracas, protests at the University of Missouri at Columbia flared up after 

a juvenile incident in which a swastika was drawn with feces on a bathroom wall. Exactly what 

Missouri’s flagship public university was supposed to do, other than wash the wall, was unclear, 

but the campus erupted anyway. “What do you think systemic oppression is?” a woman yelled at 

the flustered Mizzou president. “You going to Google it?” she hollered. After a few more days of 

such theatrics, the president and the chancellor resigned. 

This is no longer an issue of the political left or right; academics of all persuasions are distraught 

at the fragility of 21st-century students. The British scholar Richard Dawkins, for one, was 

perplexed by the whole idea of “safe spaces,” which American students demand as a respite from 

any form of political expression they might find “triggering.” “A university is not a ‘safe 

space,’ ” he said on Twitter. “If you need a safe space, leave, go home, hug your teddy & suck 

your thumb until ready for university.” 

The swaddling environment of the modern university infantilizes students and dissolves their 

ability to conduct a logical and informed argument. Worse, when students learn that emotion 

trumps everything else, they take that lesson with them as a means of empowering themselves 

against dissent on any subject. 

What to do? No one college can deflate its grades without putting itself and its students at a 

competitive disadvantage. No one college can suggest to its students that when confronted with 

unpleasant, inconvenient viewpoints, they should count to 10 and consider the world from 

another set of eyes. No one college can abolish student evaluations and remind students that 

classes are not always fun or interesting and to bear in mind that the professor has been studying 

this stuff intensely and that they should listen to her before criticizing the material or how it is 

delivered. 

But colleges can band together to counter at least some of the trends that have eroded their 

mission and their legitimacy. And professors needn’t wait for any such organized action. They 

can — beginning today — hold students to clear standards and expect them to learn how to 

formulate coherent views and to argue them, calmly and logically. They can grade students on 

their responses to the questions asked and on the quality of their work, not on their political 

views. They can demand that students treat one another, as well as faculty and staff members, 

with respect, and that they engage the ideas and beliefs of others in the classroom without 

emotion or personal attacks. 

I realize it’s not as simple as all that. I adhere to these standards as well as I can, and, like my 

colleagues, I sometimes fail. When students leave my classroom, I am haunted by the realization 

that I cannot moderate their arguments forever. I cannot prevent them from dismissing others, 

from rejecting facts, from denouncing well-intentioned advice, from demanding that their 

feelings be accepted in place of the truth. If they’ve spent four years casually judging their 

professors, showing disrespect to their institutions, and berating their classmates, they cannot be 

expected to respect or listen to their fellow citizens. 

The battle to maintain sense and civility is especially daunting these days, when America’s new 

president himself has attacked learning and expertise and has profited politically from the most 

uncivil and vulgar presidential campaign in modern history. But if college graduates can no 
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longer be counted on to lead reasoned debate and discussion in American life, and to know the 

difference between knowledge and feeling, then we’re in the kind of deep trouble that no scholar 

or expert can fix. 

Tom Nichols is a professor of national-security affairs at the U.S. Naval War College and the Harvard Extension 

School, and the author of The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why It 

Matters.  

http://www.chronicle.com/article/Our-Graduates-Are-Rubes/238865 
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The Washington Post 

Scott Pelley Is Pulling No Punches on the Nightly News— 

and People Are Taking Notice 

by Margaret Sullivan 

March 26, 2017 

With the words “credibility questioned” prominent on the screen, Scott Pelley once again is 

doing what network evening-news anchors generally don’t do: abandoning careful neutrality in 

favor of pointed truth-telling.  

He is talking Thursday night about President Trump. And here are some of the words he is using: 

“his boasting and tendency to believe conspiracy theories.” 

It’s nothing new. Pelley, of CBS Evening News, has set himself apart — especially in recent 

weeks — with a spate of such assessments, night after night.  

Perhaps the most notable one, on Feb. 7, went like this: 

“It has been a busy day for presidential statements divorced from reality. Mr. Trump said this 

morning that any polls that show disapproval of his immigration ban are fake. He singled out a 

federal judge for ridicule after the judge suspended his ban, and Mr. Trump said that the ruling 

now means that anyone can enter the country. The president’s fictitious claims, whether 

imaginary or fabricated, are now worrying even his backers, particularly after he insisted that 

millions of people voted illegally, giving Hillary Clinton her popular-vote victory.” 

And then Pelley added a reality-check kicker: “There is not one state election official, Democrat 

or Republican, who supports that claim.” 

There are plenty of other examples: One evening last month, he described Trump aide Kellyanne 

Conway as “a fearless fabulist.” Another night, he referred to the president as having had 

“another Twitter tantrum.” 

Far more than his competitors — Lester Holt on NBC and David Muir on ABC — Pelley is 

using words and approaches that pull no punches. 

It’s not that the others don’t provide fact-checks or report on criticism; they do. But Pelley, 59, 

despite his calm delivery, is dogged, night after night — and far blunter. 

“He is not biased or grinding an ax, but certainly some of those lines have bite in them,” said 

Tom Bettag, a former executive producer at four networks, including the CBS Evening News; he 

was the longtime executive producer of ABC’s “Nightline” in the Ted Koppel years. 

Bettag’s University of Maryland journalism students have been struck by Pelley’s approach, he 

told me.  
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“Some of them think it’s snarky,” he said. “There’s the sense of ‘You can’t say that, can you?’ 

“Others in the class like Pelley’s directness: “It splits about 50/50.” 

Bettag’s students aren’t alone in noticing. 

The Associated Press’s David Bauder did a recent roundup of some of Pelley’s zingers. Bauder 

quoted this criticism of Tim Graham of the conservative Media Research Center: “We’re going 

to remember, this is not the way you were with other presidents.” 

But Bauder also included the positive assessment of media consultant Andrew Tyndall: “To me, 

it’s not commentary. It’s actual reporting.” 

Bettag says that makes perfect sense to him since Pelley’s background is as “a great reporter,” 

one who has been a war correspondent, who broke major stories in the Bill Clinton/Monica 

Lewinsky scandal, and who has done award-winning work for the network’s flagship news 

show, “Sixty Minutes.” Pelley took over as the evening news anchor in 2011 and also holds the 

title of managing editor. 

“Scott sees himself in the Murrow and Cronkite tradition,” Bettag said, referring to the 

legendary, and sometimes outspoken, CBS journalists Edward R. Murrow and Walter Cronkite. 

Pelley, and others at CBS, declined to comment for this column, saying the work speaks for 

itself. There is clearly every wish to avoid setting up CBS as anti-Trump or as partisan. 

But, accepting Arizona State University’s Walter Cronkite Award last November, Pelley tipped 

his hand: “The quickest, most direct way to ruin a democracy is to poison the information.” 

Does something as old-school as the nightly news still carry weight in these days of 24/7 cable 

and self-reinforcing information sources? Undoubtedly, yes. 

Together they reach 24 million viewers on a typical weeknight (with CBS the lowest-rated of the 

three). 

The viewers, because they skew older, are probably more likely to be voters; and because they 

are watching the nightly news, rather than a pick-your-poison cable network, may be less likely 

to have their minds made up. 

The broadcasts’ influence — though surely not what it was 40 years ago — remains important. 

And so does analytical reporting that consistently goes beyond mere stenography.  

So does the context: How do you report on a president who often veers from reality, without 

appearing to be biased, and without turning off fair-minded citizens who are trying to stay 

informed?  

We’re seeing examples from all over, as news organizations get outside their comfort zones. 

https://apnews.com/0d9b2b2c0fa14812b821a43c1033a7b9/cbs-pelley-noted-blunt-evaluations-trump
https://cronkite.asu.edu/news-and-events/news/cbs-news-anchor-scott-pelley-receives-cronkite-award-asu-0
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We saw it last week when Time Magazine did a full interview with the president on the question 

of his own credibility, producing a magazine whose cover asks, “Is Truth Dead?” 

We saw it on the Wall Street Journal’s conservative editorial page, which criticized the president 

for insisting that his predecessor had had him wiretapped, using this startling metaphor: Trump is 

“clinging to his assertion like a drunk to an empty gin bottle.” 

And we’re seeing it on the CBS Evening News, where Scott Pelley, quietly and backed by 

reporting, may say, as he did last month:  

“The president’s real troubles again today were not with the media but with the facts.” 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/scott-pelley-is-pulling-no-punches-on-the-nightly-news--and-

people-are-taking-notice/2017/03/26/9763bf7c-0e4a-11e7-9d5a-

a83e627dc120_story.html?tid=ss_fb&utm_term=.2085da212a94 

______________________________________ 
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