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Introduction

“Not you. Your [news] organization is terrible,” shouted president-
elect Donald Trump at White House reporter Jim Acosta of CNN
during a press conference, to which Acosta replied, “Since you're at-
tacking us, can you give us a question? Mr. President-elect, since
you're attacking our news organization, can you give us a chance?”
Trump shot back, “I'm not going to give you a question. You are fake
news.”! Ever since that January 2017 morning, fake news has become
an omnipresent idiom in American discourse. In fact, during his first
year in office, Trump used the phrase over four hundred times.? The
phrase became a cultural phenomenon, frequently appearing in en-
tertainment media such as Comedy Central’s The Fake News Hour with
Ted Nelms, where “Ted Nelms” is played by actor Ed Helms; Britain’s
The Fake News Show, where participants compete to see who can most
often discern a false news story from a real one; and the 2018 reboot
of the journalism sitcom Murphy Brown, with the premiere focused
on fake news.?

The popularity of the phrase saw media scholars, political scien-
tists, and news analysts began investigating the influence of fake
news on American democracy.* They argued that regardless of the
medium, fake news was dangerous to democracy and public safety

when it was optimized by politicians (such as President Trump),

[1]
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television news personalities (such as Sean Hannity), and online
news outlets (such as InfoWars).® In addition to assessing the prob-
lems associated with fake news, critics and scholars have offered a
series of solutions to diminish the threat posed by fake news, includ-
ing industry- and government-imposed regulations, as well as legal
action against individuals and nations known to engage in the pro-
duction and dissemination of fake news.® However, all of these solu-
tions have showed little promise because they do not address the
central factor enabling the legitimization of fake news: news users

cannot distinguish between fake news and journalism.

The Need for Media Literacy

In response, scholars argued for the adoption of a media literacy
component in American schooling.” National media literacy initia-
tives were implemented in Canada, Great Britain, Australia, and sev-
eral Asian countries some decades ago,® but not in the US. However,
fears that fake news had circulated widely on social media and influ-
enced the 2016 election created a sense of public urgency for media
literacy in the United States. Only after the post-2016 fear of fake
news took root did half of US states pass legislation encouraging me-
dialiteracy.” Media literacy organizations such as the National Asso-
ciation for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), one of the biggest
media literacy organizations in the United States, define media lit-
eracy as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, create, and act using
all forms of communication.”!® Proponents of media literacy argued
that the news literacy component of media literacy education would
provide students with the tools and perspectives to mitigate the neg-
ative influences of fake news."

Media scholars who study critical media literacy contend that
media education will be ineffective at producing effective news lit-

eracy unless it contains a critical framework.!? A critical approach to

[2] INTRODUCTION
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media understands that power dynamics are embedded within the
presentation of content, and therefore, meaningful analysis of media
content interrogates “the ways media tend to position viewers, users,
and audiences to read and negotiate meanings about race, class,
gender, and the multiple identity markers that privilege dominant
groups.””® Furthermore, a critical analysis not only accounts for
the power inequities of media content but explores pathways to
liberation through self-actualization and democracy."* They argue
that acritical media literacy normalizes and empowers the very
actors and tools that produce and disseminate fake news." Although
they advocate for a critical framework to be applied to news liter-
acy pedagogy, the lack of comprehensive research on fake news
has left critical media literacy scholars unable to conceptualize a
critical news literacy pedagogy.'® This book provides the comprehen-

sive research required to develop effective critical media literacy

pedagogy.

What Is Fake News?

It is impossible to develop effective news literacy pedagogy, critical
or acritical, that mitigates the influence of fake news without a com-
prehensive understanding of fake news. Despite the phrase’s ubig-
uity, scholars contend that fake news is difficult to define.” A 2018
study of fake news by Edson C. Tandoc Jr., Zheng Wei Lim, and Ri-
chard Ling concludes that “there is no agreed upon definition of the
term ‘fake news.””*® In fact, in 2017 Merriam-Webster argued that it
“seesnoneed to even consider it for entry in the dictionary as a sepa-
rate term” because it is “self-explanatory and straightforward.”"
However, fake news is anything but self-explanatory. It extends far
beyond news itself and exists in numerous formats such as rumors,
lies, hoaxes, bunk, satire, parody, misleading content, impostor con-

tent, fabricated content, and manipulated content.?°

INTRODUCTION [3]
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Fake news has been around for ages. As far back as 1475, the
Christian city of Trent was so outraged by the false story of a Jewish
man Kkilling a two-year-old boy that they imprisoned and tortured the
local Jewish population as punishment.? In eighteenth-century Por-
tugal, a fake news story distributed in a pamphlet recounted how the
Virgin Mary had rescued survivors from the 1755 Lisbon Earth-
quake.? Fake news is not new. What is new is the amount of fake
news being consumed and legitimized. In fact, about two-thirds of
Americans report encountering fake news on a regular basis.” How-
ever, a century of varying definitions and applications of the term
fake news has complicated its study.

From a historical perspective, the expression was invoked fairly
regularly starting in the 1890s, appearing in newspapers such as
an 1891 edition of the Buffalo Commercial in Buffalo, New York, and
across the continent in an 1899 edition of the San Francisco Call.**
Newspapers were employing the phrase, as it would come to be used
for a century, to denounce false stories packaged and sold as legiti-
mate news content. By 1992, the phrase appeared again, this time in
a TV Guide cover story by David Lieberman that rebuked content
providers for putting out video news releases (VNRs). Lieberman re-
ferred to VNRs as “fake news” because they were public relations
content presented to the public as objective journalism.* A decade
after VNRs, the term fake news appeared consistently in academic
studies analyzing satirical news programs such as the Daily Show.?¢ In
the early twenty-first century, scholars used the phrase to denounce
news content that acted as propaganda.”

In 2016, the phrase reemerged in political discourses concerning
that year’s presidential election. A month after the election, the de-
feated Democratic Party candidate Hillary Clinton argued that “the
epidemic of malicious fake news and false propaganda that flooded
social media over the past year, . . . [has] real-world consequences.”?

Clinton echoed the increasingly popular sentiment that fake news

[4] INTRODUCTION
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was a threat to democracy. For his part, Trump exploited the actual
threat posed by fake news for his own purposes. Trump weaponized
the phrase to dismiss inconvenient or uncomfortable facts illumi-
nated by the news media, whom he referred to as an “enemy of the
people.”?

Trump’s use of the phrase was undoubtedly bolstered by the
press’s low public opinion rating. In fact, a 2018 Knight Foundation-
Gallup poll found a 69 percent decrease in the public’s faith in journal-
ism since 2008.3° When people have no faith in the press, they have no
universally trusted source to determine falsehood from fact. Oddly, it
was the press that primed audiences to conflate Trump's political nar-
ratives with truth, and reporting with fake news. Scholars contend
that by consistently privileging political narratives over facts, the
press has conditioned audiences to view truth as subjective.® This cre-
ates space for politicians to lie with impunity. For example, Trump
lied nearly five times per day when he first took office, but after spend-
ing ayear and a halfin office, thisnumber had increased to eight times
per day for a total of 4,229 false or misleading statements.3* Nonethe-
less, journalists failed to convince Trump supporters that the presi-
dent lied consistently. A year and half into Trump’s presidency, 91
percent of his supporters relied on Trump as their most accurate form
of news and information.® Trump’s use of the term fake news effec-
tively tapped into citizens’ existing mistrust of the press.

With regard to fake news, to focus on Trump is to miss a larger
problem: most Americans are unable to distinguish objective jour-
nalism from fake news. By 2016, less than one-fifth of middle school
students could distinguish a news story from a sponsored story, and
less than one-third could identify the implicit bias in a news article.3*
In 2018, Stanford University professor Sam Wineburg and his col-
leagues found that “students struggled to effectively evaluate online
claims, sources, and evidence.”* Older citizens fared worse than

youth at detecting fake news. A 2019 study by Andrew Guess,

INTRODUCTION [5]
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Jonathan Nagler, and Joshua Tucker revealed that people over sixty-
five years of age “were seven times more likely to share fake news
articles than those aged between 18 and 29.”3¢ Similarly, a 2019
Stanford History Education Group national survey of nearly 3,500
people found that

fifty-two percent of students believed a grainy video claiming to
show ballot stuffing in the 2016 Democratic primaries (the video was
actually shot in Russia) constituted “strong evidence” of voter fraud
in the U.S. Among more than 3,000 responses, only three students
tracked down the source of the video, even though a quick search
turns up a variety of articles exposing the ruse.

Two-thirds of students couldn’t tell the difference between news
stories and ads (set off by the words “Sponsored Content”) on Slate’s
homepage.

Ninety-six percent of students did not consider why ties between
a climate change website and the fossil fuel industry might lessen
that website’s credibility. Instead of investigating who was behind
the site, students focused on superficial markers of credibility: the
site’s aesthetics, its top-level domain, or how it portrayed itself on the

About page.”

Scholars’ attempts to study and offer remedies for fake news have
also suffered from the lack of an agreed-upon definition and compre-
hensive understanding of fake news. Much of the scholarship on fake
news focuses on narrow forms of news communication, such as print
and broadcast media, while ignoring the other ways in which fake
news is communicated, such as oral transmission and online videos.
In2018, David M. ]. Lazer and his colleagues defined fake news as any
“fabricated information that mimics news media content in form but
notin organizational process or intent.”*® Yet this ignores the long tra-

dition of news dissemination via oral communication, which is not

[6] INTRODUCTION
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media but can be false news.* Similarly, in 2017, Hunt Allcott and
Matthew Gentzkow defined fake news as “news articles that are in-
tentionally and verifiably false, and could mislead readers.”*® How-
ever, fake news content exists in formats beyond articles such as oral
communication, online videos, and broadcast news media.*

Other scholars have looked at the intended purpose of the con-
tent as a determining factor in whether to categorize it as a form of
fake news.* Gillian Bolsover of the Computational Propaganda Re-
search Project argued in 2018 that “fake news is propaganda.”® In
fact, scholars have used the terms interchangeably, including media
literacy researcher Renee Hobbs, who wrote, “Often, the true funder
of fake news or propaganda is disguised or hidden.”** Much of the
scholarship on falsified news content focuses on how it acts as propa-
ganda.* However, other forms of fake news are not propaganda: for
example, some journalists misreport in error, fabricate stories to fur-
ther their career, or publish false stories as April Fools’ pranks, such
as making up a story about beach towns prohibiting surfing.*

Although scholars disagree on a definition of fake news, they tend
to agree that fake news poses an existential threat to democracy. Citi-
zens’ agency in ademocracy is dependent upon accurate information;
ultimately, media manipulation prevents meaningful participation.*
Furthermore, the ubiquitous consumption of fake news not only weak-
ens democracies but promotes totalitarian regimes.*® Despite the nu-
merous studies on fake news, scholars have yet to synthesize the vari-
ous elements into a comprehensive understanding of fake news.

To truly address the threat of fake news and to educate students
to discern it, we must develop a critical news pedagogy and imple-
ment it in US schools. But that effort will require a broad scholarly
understanding of the phenomenon’s definition, producers, themes,
purposes, and influence. This book, to further that end, offers
the first comprehensive study of fake news. It employs a critical-

historical media ecosystems approach, dissecting fake news to

INTRODUCTION [7]
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identify and analyze the structure of its contents and illuminating
howitisused, by whom, and why. The findings act as the scaffolding
for the effective critical news literacy pedagogy proposed in the final
chapter. This study is the first attempt to anatomize fake news for

critical media literacy educators.

Methodology: A Critical Media Ecology Approach

Like any other message, fake news is given power and meaning
through the communicative process.** Media ecology theory argues
that we can understand that process through an examination of the
relationship between technology, communication, media, and their
impact on the human environment.*® Media ecology scholars value
“networks of relations (ecosystems) rather than individual essences
and processes rather than entities.”> Throughout this book, I exam-
ine the network of relations and processes by which fake news is pro-
duced, disseminated, and legitimized. Media ecology scholars argue
that the complex and changing relationships and processes that
make up a media ecosystem are best understood through a historical
approach to the media environment.” As a result, I take such an ap-
proach to analyze the technological, communication, media, and hu-
man influences associated with fake news.

My analysis follows the tradition of media ecology scholars who
integrated the critical framework of the Frankfurt school into their
analysis.” The critical theory of the Frankfurt school posits that dom-
inant ideologies result from power inequities that are strengthened
and fortified through media and communication.> They contend
thatliberation from dominant ideologies is possible through a critical
examination of media and power.* As a result, this study critically
analyzes the power dynamics associated with the production, pur-
pose, and themes of fake news in an effort to synthesize them into a

pedagogy of resistance and liberation.

[8] INTRODUCTION
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The data in this book came from three areas. First, I performed
an extensive review of scholarship in the communication, history,
media studies, and media education disciplines. I used key word
searches to identify scholarship on journalism, propaganda, news,
and media. This enabled access to primary and secondary sources of
fake news. Next, I combed through the newspaper and congressional
archives for key terms such as “fake news,” “false news,” and “prop-
aganda” to locate primary news media content about fake news.
Finally, via internet searches of corporate and independent news
outlets, I examined contemporary news stories from 2016 to 2019
that were false or misleading. I collected both national and interna-
tional fake news content. This enabled my research to have a global
perspective. All of this research was augmented by secondary sources
about the influence and outcome of fake news consumption.

Each piece of data was scrutinized to determine if it was in accord-
ance with a baseline definition of fake news: false or misleading
content presented as news and communicated in formats spanning
spoken, written, printed, electronic, and digital communication.>
Each of the hundreds of pieces of content underwent three cycles of
process coding to determine the producer, purpose, themes, and in-
fluence of the fake news.” During the initial cycle of coding, I summa-
rized fake news content with words and phrases.*® During the second
cycle of coding, I categorized the codes on the basis of producer, pur-
pose, themes, and consequences. During the final cycle of coding, I
looked for reappearing terms and concepts within each category.

The data revealed the producers of fake news; the purpose be-
hind the production of fake news; the themes found in fake news
content; and the consequences associated with the consumption of
fake news. The producers of fake news are the press; governments
both foreign and domestic; satirists; self-interested actors; and po-
litical parties and politicians. A series of recurring themes are found

in fake news content: nationalism, fear, hate, and celebrity gossip. I

INTRODUCTION [9]
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also examined the consequences of fake news. It serves to engender
moral panic and outrage; radicalize supporters; marginalize the
press; sow division; manipulate democracy; and implement an au-
thoritarian regime.

Throughout the text I classify press outlets on the basis of their
funding, ideological underpinnings, and party affiliation. A critical
framework understands that economic incentives, ideology, and po-
litical affiliation influence the ways in which news, including fake
news, is produced and disseminated. Thus, rather than use terms
such as mainstream media, which assumes that the six corporations
who own 90 percent of the news media that America’s 330 million
people consume are representative of mainstream culture, I refer to
them as the corporate press to highlight their corporate funding
model.” Similarly, rather than use the term alternative media, 1label
the media outlets who are funded by independent sources, such as
donors, nonprofits, and foundations, as the independent media. In
addition, [ use the term public media to describe news media that are
funded by the government; liberal and conservative media to illustrate
the ideological underpinnings of news media outlets; and Democratic
and Republican Party media to illustrate a media outlet’s party affilia-
tion. These terms help the reader better examine the power dynam-

ics that shape and explain fake news.

Layout of This Book

The Anatomy of Fake News offers the first comprehensive examination
of fake news for the purpose of creating effective critical news liter-
acy. To understand fake news, we must understand news itself. As
aresult, chapter 1 examines the concept and functionality of news. It
outlines the history of news production and consumption, paying
special attention to the news industry, journalistic theory, and the

terms essential for understanding the remainder of the book.

[10] INTRODUCTION
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The second, third, and fourth chapters provide a historical analy-
sis of the various motives, consumption patterns, and technologies
that enabled the pervasive spread of fake news in the predigital age.
Chapter 2 begins the examination of fake news through an analysis
of the content created and disseminated by press outlets and journal-
ists prior to the digital age. The press began as a disorganized bunch
of individuals, with varying degrees of ethics, publishing news sto-
ries, which ranged from true to absolutely false. Eventually, they
developed into a well-organized structure of reporters with stand-
ardized ethics and professional practices. Ironically, it was this
homogeneity of practices that led to national fake news stories re-
garding large events such as the war in Vietnam. By the late twentieth
century, the press was again transformed, largely by economic and
political factors, into a tiny club of corporate-owned and sensation-
alistic news outlets that came to rely on fake news over fact-based
content.

The third chapter analyzes the fake news produced and dissemi-
nated by satirical news programs and political propaganda appara-
tuses. A political party propaganda apparatus is the loosely
connected group of actors and institutions who, sometimes through
coordination and other times through overlapping interests and
actions, strive to influence public opinion. Over the course of the
twentieth century, modern public relations firms working on behalf
of political parties built upon the techniques of propaganda and per-
suasion and became embedded within corporate-structured news
organizations that merged marketing with content and blurred the
lines between promotion and fact-based reporting. The result was an
impotent press, incapable of holding leaders accountable. This trans-
formation resulted from the increased popularity of satirical news
and the creation of political propaganda apparatuses. Out of a desire
toexpand their revenue and audience size, the corporate news media

adopted the satirical news practice of privileging divisive content

INTRODUCTION [11]
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over facts. Much of the corporate news content originated from po-
litical party propaganda apparatuses. The press’s pursuit of increased
profit through hyperpolarized content weakened their ability to hold
leaders accountable. Their ineptitude derived from their repeated
conflation of truth and political ideology.

The fourth chapter offers an analysis of the fake news produced
by twentieth-century state-sponsored propaganda machines. These
propaganda machines organized people and resources in an effort to
construct and circulate a dominant message that would control and
influence human behavior and attitudes. Originally, they were cre-
ated for a temporary purpose, such as increasing troop enrollment
for the military, but the demands of the Cold War made propaganda
machines a permanent component of nation-states. They not only
produced and disseminated fake news but worked to construct an
environment where that fake news was more likely to be believed by
large portions of the public.

The fifth chapter examines the rise of the technology economy
and the relationship it cultivated between data collection and fake
news in the digital age. The advent of the internet ushered in a new
era of fake news. In the preinternet years, governments, political par-
ties, press outlets, and individuals had to rely on conventional wisdom
and anecdotal evidence to determine if the design of fake news con-
tent would resonate with target audiences. The internet provided fake
news producers with something more effective: predictive analytic
products. These products exploit user data to predict with precision
and some cases direct human behavior. The internet’s political econ-
omy privileged massive data collection on a scale unrivaled in human
history. Suddenly, fake news producers had a road map of users’
thought processes. This enabled the construction of effective fake
news content with targeted precision. The chapter discusses the plat-
forms and actors that generate and disseminate fake news. It ends

with an analysis of how the digitizing of propaganda and persuasion
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machines discussed in chapters 3 and 4 created a global information
war that spreads fake news across international boundaries.

The sixth chapter assesses news users’ media literacy skills while
analyzing contemporary discourses on the solutions to combat fake
news. Looking through a historical and educational lens, the chapter
argues that the proposed solutions to fake news since the 2016 elec-
tion have failed because they do not address the central factor legiti-
mizing fake news: news users cannot distinguish between fake news
and journalism. As previous chapters will illustrate, the only cure for
fake news is a media-literate citizenry. However, few media literacy
courses are offered in the United States, and the majority of those of-
fered serve to empower fake news producers. The chapter concludes
that critical news literacy education is the most effective solution for
mitigating the pernicious influence of fake news.

The final chapter is a fake news detection kit that explains how to
achieve the learning outcomes of effective critical news literacy ped-
agogy. It maps out the ten components of an effective critical news
literacy pedagogy for addressing fake news. The chapter revisits the
main findings of the text, introducing them as a guide for how read-
ers can better distinguish fake news from journalism. The goal of
critical news literacy education is to produce intelligent media users
through a pedagogy of critical thinking, critical theory, journalism,

democratic theory, and an anatomy of fake news.

Throughout history, fake news has been an influential and danger-
ous force, especially on democratic societies. As this study will illus-
trate, many of the twenty-first-century proposals for mitigating fake
news derive from the very individuals and institutions that have his-
torically produced and disseminated fake news: governments, pri-
vate industry, technology companies, and political parties. Rather
than trust fake news producers to solve our twenty-first-century

information problem, we need to develop a solution that empowers
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the citizenry to distinguish fake news from journalism. As an educa-
tor, I believe that effective critical education is that solution.

This study is the first attempt to anatomize fake news for critical
media literacy educators. Armed with a comprehensive understand-
ing of fake news, critical media literacy scholars can incorporate this
study’s findings into a curriculum with lesson plans, resources, and
teacher training workshops that educate students on fake news. The
final chapter of this study utilizes its findings to propose effective crit-
ical news literacy pedagogy. The presumed impact of this pedagogy
will be to diminish the power of fake news machines and/or fake

news propagators.
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1 TheFourth Estate

Democracy and the Press

Legendary reporter Walter Cronkite purportedly declared that “free-
dom of the pressis not just important to democracy, it is democracy.”
Cronkite’s emphasis on the centrality of the press to a democracy
was reminiscent of Enlightenment thinkers such as John Milton and
John Locke, who argued that a free and vibrant press was essential
for democratic self-government.! In fact, in 1787, American democ-
racy was entrusted to American newspapers such as the New York
Packet, which informed the public about the content and implica-
tions of the US Constitution.? By the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, Enlightenment philosophy had produced numer-
ous democratic revolutions: the United States had declared its
independence from Great Britain; France had undergone a bloody
democratic revolution; a slave uprising in Haiti had morphed into an
anticolonial war for independence; and throughout Latin America,
revolutionary figures such as Simon Bolivar had promoted democ-
racy by liberating colonial subjects.?

Many of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
democracies viewed the press as an essential pillar of democracy.
After his famous tour of the United States in the 1830s, the French
political observer Alexis de Tocqueville argued in his classic analysis

Democracy in America that the press was “the chiefest democratic
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instrument of freedom.” To understand why fake news is “fake,” it
is critical to understand news. This chapter examines the history and
theoretical underpinnings of news and news dissemination as they

relate to democracy.

Democracy and the Press

The concept of “the press” derives from the 1440 advent of the print-
ing press, which enabled written content to spread further and faster
than previously thought possible.® However, the printing press was
neither the original nor the last form of news dissemination. The
printing press was preceded by spoken and written news. News be-
gan as an oral transfer of information. Spoken news was, and re-
mains, a reflection of the human impulse to both share and hear in-
formation. Because spoken news was a much more central part of
Asian, African, and Native American societies, known for their rich
traditions of oral history, Westerners often forget that it was also an
important part of Western civilization, especially during the Middle
Ages (ca. fifth to fifteenth centuries). The Middle Ages refersto a pre-
printing press era in Europe where the slowness of information trans-
fer made the spread of knowledge difficult.® Given that their commu-
nication network spanned Europe, priests were some of the biggest
disseminators of news during the Middle Ages. For example, in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, English citizens were informed
about the Hundred Years’ War, raging in France at the time, largely
from priests.” Today, the spoken word remains a dominant mode of
communicating news in traditional settings such as bars, coffee-
houses, and restaurants.®

The advent of the written word engendered written news as a
concept. Early incarnations of written news, largely in the form of let-
ters, did not move as fast as the spoken word of the time. However,

by the fourth century, monarchs and other leaders depended upon
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written news to maintain their empires. For example, Alexander the
Great’s military decisions were informed by written and oral ac-
counts of his enemies. He then collated the various reports he re-
ceived into written news that he disseminated to his subjects about
the purpose, strategy, and need for war.’

The influence of written news would be intensified by the inven-
tion of the printing press, which allowed for the dissemination of the
written word to vast portions of the globe. In the fifteenth century, Jo-
hann Gutenberg created the letterpress, which allowed multiple cop-
ies to be made of a written document. His creation was highly influ-
enced by the Chinese and Korean invention of movable type nearly
four hundred years earlier.”° Eventually, these inventions would result
in the printing press. The printing press allowed for the printing of rep-
lica documents at unprecedented speed. This meant that written news
content could be replicated and then disseminated around the world.

The printing press made the newspaper possible. The same cen-
tury the printing press was invented, Columbus landed in the Ameri-
cas. The news story of him and his crew was sent throughout Europe.!
Centuries later, in Boston, Massachusetts, America published its first
newspaper, Publick Occurrences, Both Foreign and Domestick. By then,
newspapers had existed in Europe for decades. In fact, in 1605 the
world’s first newspaper was published in Germany, and fifteen years
later the first English newspaper was produced.”? Newspapers re-
sulted from individuals and businesses aggregating various news ar-
ticles into publications. American colonists showed appreciation for
the labor performed by journalists, offering legal protections to the in-
dustry. For example, in 1733 colonial courts protected John Peter
Zenger, editor of the New York Weekly Journal, who had printed unflat-
tering (if true) stories about colonial officials. He was charged with li-
bel, but his defense was that journalists could not be convicted for li-
bel simply because those in power disapproved of what they were

reporting. The jury agreed, declaring Zenger innocent of all charges.®
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By the time of the American Revolution, the press had estab-
lished itself as an effective tool for public information and mobiliza-
tion."* By the late eighteenth century, newspapers had developed a
more frequent and predictable publication schedule. The first daily
newspapers in the United States, the Pennsylvania Evening Post and
the Pennsylvania Daily Advertiser, were published in 1783.” The
founding fathers recognized the powerful impact newspapershad on
the development of the United States. They credited newspapers
with uniting colonial Americans to resist Great Britain’s monarchical
rule.’® Thomas Jefferson remarked, “Were it left to me to decide
whether we should have a government without newspapers, or news-
papers without a government . . . I should not hesitate a moment to
prefer the latter.”" In fact, democracy and the press became so indi-
visible in the minds of Enlightenment thinkers that they referred to
the press as “the fourth estate,” because it was just as important to
democracy as the traditional three branches of Western govern-
ments.'$

Although democratic nations have almost universally recognized
the essential role the press plays in their style of government, they
have offered varying degrees of protection to journalists and new
outlets. The US offers some of the most expansive protections to the
press and journalists under the First Amendment to the US Constitu-
tion, which guarantees “freedom of the press.” This protection was
originally limited to the printing press. However, in the 1970s, the US
courts began interpreting the First Amendment as a protection for
journalists."” The United States’ constitutional protection of the press
is unique. Great Britain has no constitutional freedom of the press
but has awarded protections through the courts in the form of li-
censes.?° Other nations such as Denmark, Norway, Italy, Canada,
and India offer some legal protections to the press, but in these coun-
tries, unlike in the US, protections are accompanied by clear restric-

tions.? However, written law is not enough to ensure the protection
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of the press. Even nations with protections such as the US can see
their freedom of the press compromised. In fact, in 2019 the US
ranked 48th on the Press Freedom Index, behind Chile and South
Korea.?

In addition to legal protections, the US has offered economic in-
centives for the press. During the term of America’s first president,
George Washington, the federal government offered subsidies to
the press, including discounted postage and tax breaks.? The eco-
nomic incentives were viewed, not as a handout to the press, but as
an investment in democracy. Although the amount of subsidies
would fluctuate, they would remain in place into the twenty-first cen-
tury. For example, as of 2010, the amount of federal subsidies for the
press was $2 billion per year, which was less than half of the value re-
ceived by the pressin 1970, when adjusted for inflation.?* The reduc-
tion in subsidies illustrates the fading public commitment to the

press.

What Is News? Five Functions of the Press

With its protections and influence, the press holds a massive amount
of power in a democracy. As former Federal Communications Com-
mission (FCC) commissioner Nicholas Johnson (who served 1966-
73) once observed, “Whatever is your first priority . . . your second
priority has to be media reform. With it you at least have a chance of
accomplishing your first priority. Without it, you don’t have a
prayer.”% Johnson was arguing that the news media, in their decision
to cover or ignore a certain story or issues, have unmatched influence
over political discourses in a democracy. This is known as agenda
setting, which is one of the five functions that the press performsin a
democracy.

The press is tasked with five critical functions for maintaining

democracy:*
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1. Marketplace of Ideas. Former congressman Lee Hamilton
once noted that democracy is “virtually impossible without a
solid base of information and analysis.”? The press offers a
diverse set of facts, perspectives, and ideas for voters to con-
sider when making their democratic decisions.

2. Agenda Setter: The press has a unique role to inform the public
about what they should be paying attention to in order to
maintain their democracy.

3. Watchdog: The press is tasked with finding and searching
every avenue of corruption and oppression that threatens the
sustainability of a democracy.

4. Information Disseminator: Without the press, the public has
little hope for knowing fact-based information about the places,
people, and items it does not come into contact with. In fact,
there is a long history of marginalized groups creating or relying
on the press to disseminate their message. Conversely, the press
works with politicians to share information between representa-
tives and leaders about policy.*

5. Public Mobilizer: It is up to the press to convince the public

that the important issues of the day are important.

The five functions of the press exist to serve American democ-
racy. Regardless of their stated function, news outlets cannot serve
the public unless they seek, access, and report on the content that
will best serve the democratic process. That is achieved if the re-

ported stories are newsworthy and reported in a responsible way.

What Is Newsworthy? Reporters, Journalists,
and the Spin Room

The degree to which the news media are effective at fulfilling their

democratic function depends upon which content they decide to
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cover or ignore. If they ignore a story or issue, it will die in obscurity.
However, if they focus on that issue or story, it can dominate
American political discourse. Their decision-making process about
whether to ignore or report on each piece of content has huge
implications for strengthening or weakening democratic self-
government. For example, to ignore a story that potentially exposes
malfeasance in the democratic process enables that malfeasance to
continue without public knowledge. However, sometimes even when
they report on a story, journalists empower what media scholar Carl
Jensen referred to as “junk food news” to dominate American politi-
cal discourses. A junk food news story is a story irrelevant to the
citizenry that is reported by news outlets at the expense of newswor-
thy content.?” As a result, the public is aware of what is irrelevant but
remains ignorant of the stories that are essential to strengthening the
democratic process.

To uphold their democratic duty, journalists have developed a
methodology for determining whether a news story or issue is worthy
of reporting. They have five criteria to determine if something is

newsworthy:

Isit new?

Is it unusual?
Isit interesting?
Is it significant?

Is it about people?3°

Even after they effectively identify a potential piece of news, jour-
nalists face a conflict in how they report that news to the public. Com-
mentators and critics have long made a distinction between stories
from journalists and those from reporters. American media com-
mentator George Snell argues that someone who is reporting is ex-

plaining what happened on a time line of events. This is well suited
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for stories such as a plane crash, a hurricane, or a terrorist act. Jour-
nalism, in contrast, goes beneath the reporting, providing investiga-
tive analysis and thoughtful commentary that contextualize the time
line. For example, explains Snell, a reporter would say that “a 747 air-
craft crashed in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean yesterday,” but a
journalist would bring to light that a “review of maintenance reports
of the 747 aircraft that crashed last month revealed that the airplane
had faulty engine parts. Reports indicate that airline management
ignored warnings that the parts were malfunctioning.”*

Journalists face multiple dilemmas regarding how they frame the
news story they are planning to disseminate. Framing refers to jour-
nalists’ interpretation of an event in the context of larger concepts
and theoretical perspectives®? For example, an individual can frame
the story of a hurricane as a story about climate change or a story
about government preparedness in how it responds to the hurricane.

Editors are supposed to check for potential abuses in framing by
identifying and mitigating the bias, spin, or slant of a journalist. Bias
refers to an individual’s preference or prejudice. Editors have histor-
ically seen their job as identifying and mitigating the journalists’
bias. Spin refers to a twist put on a story so that it controls a consum-
er’sinterpretation. Spinis such a problem that there are “spin rooms”
at events such as campaign speeches and debates where public rela-
tions firms inform members of the press how a real fact or event con-
firms journalists’ political or economic ideology. Slant refers to the
practice of introducing a story in a narrow fashion that conforms to a
certain bias. Slant has become increasingly problematic as news out-
lets become politically homogenized. For example, given that Fox
News Channel has branded itself as the bastion of conservative
media, it functions to introduce actual reporting in a way that
conforms to a conservative bias regardless of contradictory facts or

opinions.
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The New News: Digital Outlets

Television and print have been succeeded by electronic and digital
news, complicating the work of editors and journalists. The accessi-
bility of the internet has transformed America into the most media-
saturated society in history. On average, American adults spend
about ten and a half hours per day consuming media (TV, video
games, radio, tablet, smartphone, and computer).*® A majority of
American adults own a combination of laptop or desktop computer,
tablet, or smartphone.** As a result, individuals are confronted with
news, almost without interruption, through various channels includ-
ing word of mouth, written word, radio, TV, computers, laptops, and
handheld devices. About 75 percent of Americans take in some form
of news at least once a day.* It is almost too much to handle when you
consider that there are local, national, domestic, and international
news agencies. The news they offer can be political, social, cultural,
economic, or entertainment based. Individuals under fifty years of
age receive their news mostly from these digital devices. Conversely,
those over fifty continue to consume primarily television news.
About 76 percent of US adults go to the same news sources daily
without straying to another news outlet. Surveys show that individu-
als loyal to their news organizations check the news at a much higher
rate than those willing to examine multiple news outlets.*

In the internet age, journalists also have to consider how early they
want to submit a story. A submission too early may mean relying upon
impulse rather than the facts, but waiting too long may mean getting
scooped by a competitor. A journalist is scooped when a second jour-
nalist working on the same topic publishes the first’s story before the
firstjournalist can complete that story. Journalists used to have twenty-
four hours before they decided whether to publish their story because
that was how long it took to publish the next edition of the newspaper.
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However, with both the twenty-four-hour broadcast news cycle and
the internet, a journalist can be scooped at any moment. This battle
over speed versus accuracy has led to numerous errors in reporting.
For example, in 2017, the Washington Post quickly published a story
“Russian Hackers Penetrated U.S. Electricity Grid through a Utility In
Vermont, U.S. Officials Say,” but a few hours later they retracted the
story, admitting it had been discredited.”

Technological, Economic, and
Political Threats to Journalism

The ubiquity of the internet has forced many journalists to evaluate
content based on its potential to go viral rather than its contribution
to democratic discourse. When a story is widely shared and dis-
cussed online it is considered a viral story. Shifting technological and
revenue models have altered the way journalists envision their con-
tent. Internet algorithms privilege “viral” content.*® Increasingly,
news outlets are measuring the success of a story by whether it goes
viral.?* This has resulted in the conflation of viral and newsworthy
when journalists are deciding what to report or ignore. Journalists
have to consider if their piece will go viral or if it will be viewed as a
boring piece of information, in which case they risk their job by re-
porting it.

Technological changes and economic hardships are hardly the
only threats facing journalists. The threat journalists pose to those in
power is illustrated by the response they receive from authoritarian
regimes. Autocrats tend to rely on imprisonment and murder as
means to prevent journalism. In fact, from 1992 to 2018, 1,285 jour-
nalists around the world were killed while doing their job. Many of
them were murdered in response to stories they had published
exposing abuses of power. The 2018 murder in the Saudi Arabian em-
bassy in Istanbul, Turkey, of Jamal Khashoggi, a Washington Post col-
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umnist and critic of the Saudi regime, is one of the most prominent
examples of the political threat journalists face.*® Nations such as
Turkey, China, and Egypt are some of the largest offenders imprison-
ing journalists for doing their job.*" A 2018 report from Reporters
without Borders, an investigative press freedom group, found that
“more and more democratically-elected leaders no longer see the
media as part of democracy’s essential underpinning, but as an ad-

versary to which they openly display their aversion.”?

Journalists are the individuals tasked with confronting threats to de-
mocracy and self-determination. The cost of a press failure is high
not just for the journalists but also for democracy. The strength of de-
mocracy is rooted in a well-informed electorate. The press is en-
trusted with finding and spreading critical fact-based stories to the
voters. When the press fails to equip citizens with the facts and per-
spectives to execute their civic duty, democracy ceases to exist. That
is why the press is entrusted with protecting democracy.

If citizens are expected to understand and act as equal partici-
pants in a democracy, they must be familiar with its fourth estate: the
press. Citizens cannot be expected to properly evaluate the news
content that informs their electoral decision-making unless they can
differentiate journalism from nefarious content. A democratic na-
tion can mitigate the negative influence of fake news if its citizenry is
educated about the criteria and practices behind news production.
The next chapter shows that citizens must be familiar with press
practices in order to determine when and if the press is distributing
fake news. If citizens are ignorant of press practices, they are more

likely to conflate fake news with journalism.
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2 TheFaux Estate

A Brief History of Fake News in America

“I waited all Tuesday and dear Jesus did not come;—I waited all the
forenoon of Wednesday, and was well in body as I ever was, but after
12 o’clock I began to feel faint, and before dark I needed someone to
help me up to my chamber, as my natural strength was leaving me
very fast, and I lay prostrate for 2 days without any pain—sick with
disappointment,” Henry Emmons wrote as he relived the anticlimac-
tic moment that he and thousands of others shared in October of
1844. They had gathered for what they expected to be the end of the
world, but as the day ended and the next began, the world remained.
This day would forever be known as the Great Disappointment.
Emmons and the others who gathered were followers of William
Miller, a Baptist preacher, who had predicted the end of the world
would occur on October 22, 1844. In the 1820s, Miller began a series
of calculations about the end of the world based on the stories in the
Christian Bible. Those calculations, according to Miller, proved that
the world would end between March 21, 1843, and March 21, 1844.2
In 1832, Miller could no longer stay silent about the earth’s demise.
He began to publish stories about his prediction in newspapers, such
as the Vermont Telegraph. The news scared some readers and at-
tracted others. Until 1840, those attracted to his publications, known

as Millerites, remained a small regional movement. However, that

[26]

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

changed after Joshua Vaughan Himes, a Boston preacher who re-
mained skeptical of Miller’s predictions until 1842, began spreading
Miller’s forecasts to a larger audience through his newspaper Signs of
the Times. Soon other newspapers copied Himes’s news stories into
their publications.?

The expanded press coverage transformed Millerism from an ob-
scure belief into a national movement. Nearly fifty periodicals from
New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Canada, and Great Britain published
stories about Miller’s predictions.* As March 21, 1844, passed without
incident, Miller admitted that his calculation was incorrect, but he
remained convinced that the end of the world was near.® The press
continued to report Miller’s new rapture dates such as April 18,1844,
and eventually October 22,1844, the day that left Emmons with feel-
ings of emptiness and dejection. On each of the proposed dates,
thousands of people turned out cheering for the end of the world.
The Millerites continued in their belief that the world would end, cre-
ating the Seventh Day Adventist religion, which is still in existence.
The story of Miller illustrates the powerful influence of the press to
spread fake news. It is doubtful that Miller’s predictions would have
resulted in a mass movement that became a religion that exists two
centuries after his death without the coverage they received from the

press.

Colonial-Era Fake News: Moral Panic

The fake news of the colonial era, roughly the fifteenth through the
eighteenth century, was typically composed of rumors that had been
passed orally or documented by colonial and religious leaders. The era
saw the continued development and dissemination of fake news con-
tent that dehumanized individuals as way to legitimize acts of violence
and control. Dehumanization is a reoccurring form of hate in fake

news stories. Mount Allison University’s Erin Steuter and Deborah
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Wills argue that dehumanization can be a powerful weapon of vio-
lence and genocide because it “allows us to re-cast cruelty and
violence as something else; after all, if an enemy is so far down the ev-
olutionary ladder that it cannot feel pain, then how can inflicting pain
be cruel?”¢ In the colonial era, Native Americans were one of the larg-
est groups victimized and dehumanized by fake news. In fact, it con-
tributed to a 9o percent decline in their population between 1500 and
1890.” For example, newspapers consistently fabricated lone survivor
witnesses that they referenced as sources for news stories about fa-
mous battles such as Custer’s Last Stand and the Fort Buford Massa-
cre. The stories portrayed Native Americans as cowardly savages,
thereby serving tojustify future aggression against Native Americans.®

One of the earliest examples of fake news from this era is Chris-
topher Columbus’s journey. Columbus was America’s earliest Euro-
pean settler. He sent reports of his journey, written in Spanish, to the
Spanish monarchy, which sent them to Rome, where they were re-
published in Latin.® The reports were sent throughout Europe, where
they shaped news consumers’ conception of his travels and eventu-
ally of the Americas. However, the reports were untrue. First, Co-
lumbus claimed to have arrived, not on a new continent, but in “the
Indes” (as China, Japan, and India were then known in Europe); he
believed he had accomplished his mission to discover maritime ac-
cess to the spices and silk trade of the Eastern Hemisphere. Further-
more, he claimed to have found a considerable amount of gold, when
in reality he had found next to nothing. He also falsely reported that
only a small number of people existed in the Americas; there were in
fact one hundred million people.!® He incorrectly reported that Na-
tive Americans were “ignorant” people who “willingly traded every-
thing they owned” and defended themselves with “spears,” when
they were actually a diverse group of societies that included massive
empires such as the Aztec and Inca, who were some of the most ef-

fective warriors in human history."

[28] THE FAUX ESTATE

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Columbus’s account demonstrates the widespread violence and
hate that fake news narratives can engender and justify. Columbus fab-
ricated his tales in order to justify the expenses paid by the Spanish
monarchy for his journey. However, these tales had the effect of inspir-
ing genocide in the Americas. Columbus reported that the indigenous
peoples he had found “would make fine servants. . . . With fifty men we
could subjugate them all and make them do whatever we want.” At the
time, few knew of the lands he had discovered and even fewer wanted
to travel there. However, Columbus’s fake news reports portrayed these
new lands as begging to be exploited. This resulted in a horde of con-
quistadors coming to the Americas in search of gold. These violent ex-
tremists committed mass genocide in the name of religion and profit.2

Columbus was hardly the only person to spur violence through the
spread of fake news about the indigenous peoples of America. Much of
the fake news during the seventeenth century served to validate the
genocide of Native Americans. At that time, New England colonists
were hungry for additional land. As historian Howard Zinn explains,
“The Puritans lived in uneasy truce with the Pequot Indians, who occu-
pied what is now southern Connecticut and Rhode Island. But they
wanted them out of the way; they wanted theirland.”* They concluded
that they could expand their settlement only if the neighboring Native
American tribe, the Pequots, were removed from the land they occu-
pied. In order to mobilize the colonists to remove the Pequots, colonial
leaders falsely attributed the murder of two colonists to the Pequots.'*

In response to the murders, a group of American colonists were
sent to murder the Pequots. The governor explained that “they had
commission to put to death the men of Block Island, but to spare the
women and children, and to bring them away, and to take possession
of the island.”*> Once they arrived, colonist William Bradford recalls
that they set the villagers’ living quarters on fire. “Those that escaped
the fire were slain with the sword; some hewed to pieces, others rune

throw with their rapiers, so as they were quickly dispatched, and very

THE FAUX ESTATE [29]

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

few escaped. It was conceived they thus destroyed about 400. At this
time. It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fire, and the
streams of blood quenching the same, and horrible was the stink and
scent thereof; but the victory seemed a sweet sacrifice, and they gave
the prayers thereof to God.”'® The Pequots’ murder serves as an ex-
ample of how fake news is often used as a justification and source of
motivation for a particular goal, in this case land seizure. To achieve
that goal, fake news content offered a justifiable reason for news con-
sumers to engage in or support the mass murder of between four
hundred and seven hundred people.”

A century after the slaughter of the Pequots, on the eve of the
American War for Independence, colonists worried that Native
American attacks during the war might hinder the colonists’ success
against Great Britain. Benjamin Franklin convinced colonists to
preemptively attack Native Americans by publishing a fake news
story that Native Americans were scalping colonists at the behest of
the British.! This provided colonists and militias with the pretext for

attacking and murdering an unknown number of Native Americans.

The Moral Panic of Colonial-Era Fake News

In addition to dehumanization, fake news content that is designed to
spread fear can cause a moral panic, in which, according to Stanley
Cohen’s 1972 Folk Devils and Moral Panics, “a condition, episode, per-
son or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to so-
cietal values and interests; its nature is presented in a stylized and
stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are
manned by editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking peo-
ple.”? Scholars have long argued that anxiety can result in a moral
panic.?® Fake news has often played the catalyst for spreading fear
that turns into mass anxiety, moral panic, and eventually violence

and murder.
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The Salem witch trials illustrate the degree to which the consump-
tion of fear-laden fake news content can produce and intensify moral
panic to the point of murder. By 1669, the advent of the printing press
led to the dissemination of thirty-six editions of the Malleus Malefi-
carum (Hammer of the witches), a treatise on how to exterminate
witches that had been written in 1484 by two Dominican priests.” The
publication gave the impression that witches were everywhere. Where
the printed word informed the literate, a vast number of wood-carved
art and silhouette illustrations communicated about witchcraft to the
illiterate.? All of the fake news content swirling around the Western
world about witches and witchcraft influenced Cotton Mather, a Puri-
tan minister whose publications that related childhood illnesses in Bos-
ton to witchcraft were influential in the Salem witch trials.? Mather’s
most famous work, the 1688 Memorable Providences, was a fake news
soliloquy about witchcraft in the colonies. It served as the rationale for
two years of trials that saw the imprisonment of hundreds of individu-
als as well as the execution of fourteen women, five men, and two dogs
suspected of witchcraft.?* Mather defended the trials and executions—
and the “spectral evidence” (dreams or visions that a person was a
witch, itself a form of fake news), that was used to convict.> But some
of Mather’s contemporaries, such as Robert Calef; criticized the witch
trials and their supporters, particularly Mather, whom Calef described
as “the most active and forward of any Minister in the Country in those
matters.”?® Calef rejected “Spectral Accusations” and fears of witch-
craft founded on “fables”; he described the proceedings as driven by “a
Biggotted Zeal, stirring up a Blind and most Bloody rage.”? The trials
are an example of how fake news from multiple sources, in multiple
forms, can cause a murderous hysteria as people conflate repetition of
amessage with its accuracy.

In addition to witch hunts, fake news inspired violent moral panic
about African Americans. The mass murder of African Americans in

eighteenth-century New York shows how anxiety over real tragedies
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can produce fake news in the form of rumors. In 1741, a series of fires
erupted in New York that burned numerous locations including the
governor’s mansion. Soon the city’s residents were gripped with anx-
iety about the prospects of another fire. During that same period of
time, there had been slave rebellions in Antigua, Barbados, Jamaica,
and South Carolina. New York was one of the largest slaveholding
colonies at the time. The fear over slave rebellions and anxiety over
the fires led to rumors that African Americans had conspired to start
the fires. The so-called New York Conspiracy of 1741 resulted in colo-
nists torturing and murdering New York’s black population as retri-
bution for the fires. Over 150 black men were arrested, imprisoned,

and interrogated, while nearly twenty others were executed.?®

Fake News in the Early Republic: Partisan Narratives

The establishment of the United States did nothing to mitigate the
harms of fake news. The fake news of the Early Republic era was
mostly inflammatory and divisive content that spread through news-
papers. As discussed in the next chapter, divisive content that incites
violence would remain a theme of fake news content into the twenty-
first century.?” One of the most divisive forms of fake news content in
the US is partisan narratives. Leonie Huddy, Alexa Bankert, and
Caitlin Davies, writing in Political Psychology, found that partisan-
ship, in both the US and Europe, was influenced more by identity
than by stances on issues and ideology and was characterized by
strong emotions in defense of one’s party against that of others.*
Partisan narratives seek to create division among the political parties
with inflammatory false stories that polarize party adherents to take
extreme action against their opponents. Such divisive fake news con-
tent dominated reporting in the Early Republic.

During George Washington’s first presidential term, fake news

fueled a polarized debate over a federal tax on whiskey known as the
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Whiskey Rebellion. The rebellion began as a seemingly innocent po-
litical debate carried by numerous newspapers. Tom the Tinker was
an anonymous writer who used emotional language to argue that a
proposed tax on whiskey by Secretary of the Treasury Alexander
Hamilton was a form of tyranny. Tom claimed in numerous newspa-
pers to have organized individuals to pursue those who supported the
tax. He promised that those were “deemed as enemies” would re-
ceive a “punishment according to the nature of the offense.”* There
was no evidence of this organized rebellion, but in response, groups
in Pennsylvania and Virginia organized rallies to denounce the tax.
Meanwhile, another anonymous writer by the pen-name of Tully de-
fended Hamilton and the whiskey tax. As it turned out, Tully was a
pseudonym used by Hamilton.® Just like Tom the Tinker, Hamilton’s
fake persona Tully had given citizens the false impression that there
was already organized populist support for the tax under way. The in-
flammatory rhetoric of Tom and Tully sowed the seeds of division to
the point of violence. Thousands rose up against the tax, and the state
governments responded by calling up thousands of militia men, lead-
ing to violent clashes between 1791 and 1794.3

Partisan fake news dogged Washington’s successor, John Adams.
The Adams presidency illuminates how fake news can hinder the leg-
islative and elective success of a president. During his presidency,
news writers reported in 1797 that Adams had cut diplomatic ties with
France in an effort to instigate a war between the two nations.® In ac-
tuality, France had demanded an absurd amount of money to open
talks with the US, which Adams refused to pay.*® Two years of hostili-
ties with the French at sea in what was called “the Quasi-War” en-
sued. Adams’s political rival Thomas Jefferson, a supporter of French
democracy, hired James Callender, a newspaper editor, to publish
fake news stories claiming that Adams had provoked France into war,
not the other way around as Adams had stated.” Other journalists re-

peated and expanded upon Callender’s stories. For example, one
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journalist implied that Adams wanted war with France as an excuse
to expand the US military, claiming that the president was spending
“millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute.”*® The press
reports, both true and false, became so detrimental to Adams’s presi-
dency and he began to view the freedom of the press as such a hin-
drance to his administration that he passed the Sedition Act of 1798.
The law empowered the government to jail and silence journalists
who criticized the president.® Callender wasjailed under the act until

the next president, Jefferson, pardoned him.*°

The Nineteenth Century: Fake News and the Penny Press

Asthe US population grew in the nineteenth century, the press began
to coalesce into a set of profit-seeking organizations. The world was
changing. The cotton gin had revolutionized agriculture in the South,
which in turn led to expanded textile operations in the North, and
these in turn relied on transportation innovations like railroads,
steamships, and the Erie Canal to bring goods to wider national mar-
kets. All this also made communication faster. Where once word had
traveled by horse or by foot, transportation innovations linked the Pa-
cific West to the Atlantic Seaboard, and postal offices along these
routes proliferated. The advent of the telegraph, invented by Samuel
Morse in 1844, enabled press outlets to share stories and bring na-
tional news to local audiences. An underwater telegraph cable across
the Atlantic Ocean brought news from Europe. A period of prosperity
for the country also included the social ills of labor exploitation in new
factories and a revitalized slave system in the cotton states. Wage la-
bor and the so-called American system of manufacturing, which in-
volved the use of interchangeable parts and the assembly line, brought
rural populations (and immigrants) to cities, and these dense city pop-
ulations enabled newspapers to reach a wider audience with less

travel time and expense than ever before.* Some entrepreneurs be-
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lieved that newspapers could produce vast profits, but that required
building an audience. It was at that point in history, the early nine-
teenth century, that news outlets became obsessed with identifying
the perfect content for maximizing their revenue and audience size.
This obsession would still be with us in the twenty-first century.

In the nineteenth century, the average cost of a newspaper was
six cents, which covered the cost of journalists’ labor, production,
and distribution and left a little extra profit for the newspaper owner.*?
These newspapers soon had competition from the penny press news-
papers, which charged one cent for each newspaper they sold. They
were able to reduce their costs and increase their profits by selling
space to advertisers, adopting new technologies for mass printing,
and replacing real journalism with fake news stories that drew the at-
tention of larger audiences. After 1830, penny press fake news domi-
nated the news industry. The Millerite movement discussed at the
beginning of this chapter illustrates how newspapers were instru-
mental in the spread of fake news in this period.

The penny press found exquisite writers such as Edgar Allan Poe
to draft fake news stories for their readers.*® Poe’s work for the Sun,
for example, included a fake news story about a trans-Atlantic bal-
loon trip.** This fictional trip had never occurred. Another hoaxin the
Sun, commonly referred to as the Moon Hoax, included a series of
stories about a moon colony that had supposedly been sighted
through a telescope.* The Sun was one of the first penny press papers
to maximize profits from fake news. The Penny Press Wars began
when New York’s Morning Herald attempted to offer more sensation-
alistic and violent news, including trash-talking that relied on the
theme of division.*® In their war for fake news supremacy, the news-
papersrelied on havinglocal reporters fabricate letters from overseas
so they could claim to be providing international coverage.*’

The penny press identified fake news with themes of racism and

fear as effective for expanding their audience size and revenues. For

THE FAUX ESTATE [35]

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

example, much of the penny press exploited America’s racist atti-
tudes by publishing fabricated tales of planned slave rebellions.*®
They also exaggerated real rebellions, such as Nat Turner’s 1831 Vir-
ginia rebellion, by inflating the number of associates and lending
credence to the rumors that other rebellions were being planned.*
The fear and panic prompted individuals to continue buying papers
to keep up with the latest news about the rebellions and their organ-
izers. These stories sometimes, in the case of Turner, resulted in
whites hunting and killing suspected rebellion organizers who often
had nothing to do with a real or imagined rebellion. They also mixed
mysticism with fear and racism in a series of stories about African
Americans suddenly turning white.*° This played into whites’ racist

fears that even the white person sitting next to them could be black.

War, War, and Rumors of War

Despite attempts to distinguish actual journalists from the penny
press, the news industry continued to peddle fake news. In the nine-
teenth century, the newspaper industry discovered not only that war
was profitable but that fake news about war was equally profitable.
Commentator Chris Hedges argues that “war is a force that gives us
[citizens] meaning,” providing purpose and reason for celebration,
real or imagined.” War attracts news consumers through the spread
of fear about an impending attack; stories of bravery in war; and con-
cepts of moral superiority over one’s enemy. The events leading to a
war and the discussions by the political class about the impending
war build an audience and thus revenue. The same can be said for the
concerns that families have for their loved ones at war, battle out-
comes, and results of the war.

The US-Mexico War illuminated how fake news canlead a nation
to war. In 1845, President James K. Polk and his surrogates sent US

forces to the border and then falsely claimed that those forces had
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been attacked by Mexico. The ruse was a way of starting a war with
Mexico in order to justify stealing their land.>? At the time, no news
outlet had the resources to offer accurate reporting from the border.
Instead, journalists regurgitated lies from war- hungry politicians in
the form of news stories and opinion editorials.> The bias and unsub-
stantiated fake news content from these journalists helped galvanize
the American public into approving our entry into a war with Mexico
in 1845. Historian Tom Reilly, a premier scholar on the press during
the US-Mexico War, explains that during the war “many of the arti-
cles were romantically written and filled with unsubstantiated facts
and opinions.”* The ensuing warfare cost the lives of 13,200 Ameri-
cans and 25,000 Mexican civilians and troops.*®

A “paranoid style of politics,” as historian David Brion Davis re-
fers to it, was a major contributing factor to the American Civil War,
which cost over six hundred thousand lives.*® Northern anxiety was
heightened by fake news stories about an alleged “slave power” plot
by southern individuals, in collaboration with northern Democrats,
to promote and protect slavery within the US legal and judicial sys-
tems.” Southern anxiety was heighted by stories that northerners
were the ones organizing slave rebellions in the South.*® Photogra-
phy, a relatively new technology during the war, was used to provide
sensationalistic images for the accompanying newspaper story,* and
photographers such as Alexander Gardner often repositioned the
bodies of the dead for dramatic effect . Thus began a fake news tradi-
tion of altering real people in photos to sensationalize the image.

New technologies and the popularity of news during the Civil
War resulted in the development of newspaper empires with wealth
and influence unparalleled at the time. Just as the efforts of Andrew
Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, ]. P. Morgan, and Cornelius Vanderbilt
had led to virtual monopolies on steel, oil, banking, and railroads
after the Civil War, the tactics of publishers like Jay Gould, William

Randolph Hearst, and Joseph Pulitzer would lead to a virtual
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monopoly on the national press during the period between the 1870s
and 1890s. These men recognized the demand for news the Civil
War had created,*® and they were dedicated to making news profit-
able, even going as far as cutting costs by relying on child labor,* and
even at the expense of good reporting. For example, the Hearst news-
papers, recognizing the economic opportunity that war coverage of-
fered, published false stories, known as “yellow journalism,” about
the brutal treatment of the Cubans, particularly Cuban prisoners, by
their colonizer, the Spanish. Journalists who never actually traveled
to Cuba falsely reported that they had witnessed Cubans die in front
of them.®*In 1897, a Hearst employee and famed illustrator, Frederic
Remington, wrote back to Hearst about his boredom covering Cuba,
noting, “Everything quiet. There is no trouble here. There will be no
war. Wish to return.” Hearst reportedly replied, “Please remain. You
furnish the pictures and I'll furnish the war.“s* The baseless claim
that an explosion inside a US naval ship, the USS Maine, at the time
in Havana’s harbor, was caused by a Spanish torpedo was successful
in leading US citizens to support US involvement in what would be
known as the Spanish American War.%* In total, the war killed over

three hundred thousand people from battle and disease.®

Celebrities, Self-Interest, and Scapegoating

Newspapers during this period, which was sometimes referred to as
the Gilded Age for its tremendous concentration of wealth among a
handful of tycoons, introduced the theme of celebrity gossip to fake
news. Annie Oakley was a beloved star of the traveling Buffalo Bill
Cody’s Wild West show. In 1901, she retired from her career asanen-
tertainer. Then in 1903, newspapers across the nation began report-
ing that she was addicted to cocaine. The story was based on inter-
views with a burlesque dancer who claimed to be Oakley. The real
Oakley ended up traveling from city to city waging fifty-five libel
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lawsuits against local papers for reporting the fake news.® For over a
century, celebrity gossip fake news would remain a profit-making tra-
dition, with future incarnations including tabloids such as the Na-
tional Enquirer and online blogs such as Gawker.’

The Gilded Age era began the practice of entrepreneurs using
their news outlets as a means to protect their economic interests.
This would continue into the twenty-first century with Jeff Bezos,
owner of Amazon and Whole Foods, buying the Washington Post and
limiting its coverage to content that was favorable to his business in-
terests.® During the Gilded Age, Jay Gould’s World furthered his
economic interest by publishing fake stories about his critics and his
allies. He made false allegations against then New York State repre-
sentative Teddy Roosevelt because Roosevelt had brought impeach-
ment charges against a Gould ally.®® The divisive use of fake news to
denounce enemies and protect economic interests would become a
continuing phenomenon of the American press. For example,in2016
Michael Ferro, then chief news executive for the Los Angeles Times,
the Chicago Tribune, and the Baltimore Sun, “urged his editors to de-
vote negative coverage to people he saw as obstacles in business,
including competitors and even fellow investors.” According to his
employees, Ferro was motivated, not by journalistic integrity, but by
a desire to increase revenue.”®

Gilded Age newspaper owners also started the practice of using
xenophobic fake news to deflect readers’ anger against the business
practices of the wealthy. Xenophobia is the hatred or fear a person
holds toward others because of their origin in a foreign country.” In
1873, the stock market crashed, causing the Panic 0f'1873, also known
as the Long Depression.”” The economic downturn that left thou-
sands poor and unemployed was caused by a series of reckless spec-
ulative investments by the wealthy and major financial losses in the
Chicago and Boston fires of 1871 and 1872.7 To redirect working-

class anger against the wealthy elite’s economic mismanagement,
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the Gilded Age newspapers blamed the Chinese for the economic
crash.”* The Chinese had already been a longtime favorite scapegoat
of American journalists: mid-nineteenth-century newspapers de-
scribed them as “unnatural and filthy” and as “a dependent, igno-
rant, animal machine.”” During the Gilded Age, newspapers,
especially those owned by William Randolph Hearst, popularized
the phrase “yellow peril” to depict the peoples of East Asia as a dan-
ger to the Western world.” The reporting resulted in violent attacks
on the Chinese in places like Seattle, Washington, as well as legisla-
tion to ban Chinese immigrants, such as the Chinese Exclusion Act
of 1882.” Such deflection of blame from economic elites to immi-
grants and ethnic minorities through fake news content is still occur-
ring in the twenty-first century. For example, politicians and news
outlets used fake news stories about immigrants to deflect blame
from Wall Street and the banking class for the 2008 recession.”

The Twentieth Century: Radio

In the early twentieth century, radio became the first battleground
for a struggle between commercial and public interests regarding
news and information. The Federal Radio Commission, a predeces-
sor to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), was created
through the Federal Radio Act of 1927 to regulate the use of airwaves
for commercial and public communication. The act limited the
number of radio stations a company could own in a market. Progres-
sives had lobbied for the act to prevent media consolidation and me-
dia monopolies. The concept behind the bill was that diversity of
views and news strengthened democracy.

The legislation and activism put extreme pressure on radio sta-
tions such as CBS and NBC. To silence their critics, the public rela-
tions innovator Edward Bernays developed a plan: radio stations

could transform their image from one of commercialism to one of
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public service if they offered news programming. The stations would
rely on newspaper journalists’ reporting for their radio news broad-
cast content and would insert advertising to increase the stations’
profits. The stations agreed, and radio news broadcasts were born.”

Just as newspapers had learned a century earlier, radio compa-
nies would come to realize that fake news and war news were condu-
cive to maximizing revenue and audience size. World War II would
be the first global story that the radio news industry covered. The rise
of Adolf Hitler, Francisco Franco, and Benito Mussolini in Europe of-
fered radio news programs their first long-running international
news stories. Radio broadcast stations offered on-the-ground report-
ing from Europe. Reporters such as twenty-nine-year-old Edward R.
Murrow were hired to synthesize the reports from a series of journal-
ists to the American public.®

However, because of the wartime “press codes” imposed by the
federal government, journalists were largely limited to reporting ru-
mors and official statements from military leaders.®! The War De-
partment would not allow radio personalities to say, “And now for
some good news.” Nor could reporters in the field describe their lo-
cation.®? Some of the content was false because it was misleading.
The press was allowed to offer news reports that benefited US policy,
but contradictory evidence and facts were forbidden and hidden. For
example, they were not allowed to describe what US bombing had
done overseas. In addition, Murrow and other radio operators de-
pended upon journalists embedded with the soldiers for their con-
tent. Often these journalists wore officer uniforms and held in-camp
meetings with leaders of the military such as Dwight D. Eisenhower.
This created a conflict of interest, as reporters were limited to report-
ing hero myths about the great personality and leadership of Eisen-
hower in exchange for access. In fact, General Douglas MacArthur
was known to aggressively pressure journalists to publish stories that

lauded his leadership.®® Furthermore, the camps were rife with false
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news in the form of rumors. Soldiers had such a bad habit of spread-
ing rumors that in 1943 the federal government paid Theodor Geisel
(aka Dr. Seuss) to create a short film called Rumors for the “Private
Snafu” series, which humorously depicted the negative conse-
quences of not observing proper military conduct. In this cartoon, a
chance remark made by one soldier leads another to jump to the con-
clusion that a bombing is imminent and eventually to cause a wide-
spread panic throughout camp.®* Rumors spread so quickly that in
one actual instance two soldiers lied to another claiming that the lo-
cal water was contaminated just to see how long it took to get back to
them. The next day, their headquarters informed them the water was
contaminated. The liveliness of rumor-mongering among the troops
meant that journalists reported and radio stations broadcast numer-
ous false stories, such as tales that Germany was in revolt or Hitler
was dead.®

During World War II, radio became a source of fake news that in-
flamed divisions among the American people. Father Charles Cough-
lin went from being a progressive champion of Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt (FDR) to becoming a fake news peddler and FDR opponent.
His weekly broadcast, which reached tens of millions of people, by
1936 began to include support and sympathy for the fascist govern-
ments of Hitler and Mussolini as an antidote to what Coughlin per-
ceived as the real problem: communism.® Coughlin disseminated
hate-filled anti-Semitic fake news such as the claim that a secret ca-
bal of Jewish bankers had funded and orchestrated the communists’
Russian Revolution.?” His unsubstantiated claims were so toxic that
the FCC, the federal regulatory body that oversaw both television
and radio at the time, introduced the Fairness Doctrine in 1949. The
doctrine mandated honest, fair, and balanced treatment of contro-
versial issues and prevented a media outlet from offering political
views without equal time for countering views.* Throughout the

1970s and 1980s, conservatives spearheaded a series of court cases
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and personal changes that hindered the enforcement of the Fairness
Doctrine.®? The removal of the Fairness Doctrine revived the spirit of
Coughlin’svile and baseless broadcasts with radio personalities such
as the hyperpartisan conservative Rush Limbaugh, whose fake news
included reports that Austin, Texas, was “effectively” imposing “a
ban on barbecue restaurants,” that children coming across the south-
ern US border had caused a measles outbreak in the US, and that
then President Obama sought to “mandate circumcision.”® Lim-
baugh’s success gave rise to similar radio personalities, including
Mark Levin, Rusty Humphries, Sean Hannity, and Glenn Beck®'—

several of whom have made the transition to television.

The Revolutionary Medium of Television

Fake news dissemination by radio was quickly eclipsed by that of the
revolutionary medium of television. Early television news was dom-
inated by the NBC, CBS, and ABC networks. Their news outlets
relied upon newspaper journalists for the majority of their news con-
tent.”? By the mid-1960s, nearly two-thirds of Americans relied on
television and about half relied on newspapers for their news.”* Tel-
evision advertising spending quadrupled from $1.3 to $6 billion be-
tween 1950 and 1960.%* Television revolutionized news with new
programming such as prime time news and on-the-ground visual re-
porting. It also revolutionized fake news, bringing the sensational
hoaxes of the penny press era to a visual broadcast. For example, on
April 1, 1957, Britain’s BBC broadcasting network aired a three-
minute video segment that showed a family of Swiss farmers “har-
vesting” spaghetti from a grove of trees. The program known as the
“spaghetti tree” hoax had viewers watching the scientifically impos-
sible.”> The BBC quickly noted it was an April Fool’s Day prank.
Television fake news sowed division and fear to create a moral

panic about communism, which culminated in attacks by Joseph
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McCarthy (Republican senator from Wisconsin from 1947 to 1957)
accusing everyone from actors to the military of communist subver-
sion and Communist Party activity or sympathies. The news media
participated in the moral panic by spreading fake news stories. For
example, John Decker, a lawyer and World War II veteran, colluded
with the military veterans’ organization the American Legion and lo-
cal newspapers to stage a mock communist takeover of Mosinee,
Wisconsin, on May 1, 1950.%° Sixty reporters, many with video re-
cording devices, were attracted to the event thanks to Decker’s pub-
lic relations campaign. The mayor and the editor of the Mosinee Times
were “arrested,” prices were inflated, religious leaders were taken to
a mock concentration camp, the library was closed, the local Boy
Scout troop was turned into a Communist Youth group, and restau-
rants even added Russian rye bread and borscht to their menus. The
town paper put out a “Red Star” edition with a photo of Stalin on
the front page, and the nearest town’s Wassau Herald trumpeted the
headline, “Mosinee Seized by Reds!”*

Although McCarthy was eventually discredited, his anticommu-
nist campaign and the wave of imprisonments, firings, blacklisting,
and harassment that his fake news caused had a chilling effect on the
news media for decades to follow. Researchers Nancy Berlinger and
Rachel L. Zacharias have defined chilling effect as "the behavioral ef-
fect of policy that interferes with a person’s ability to use a legal right
that this person technically holds, often by inducing fear.”*® In fact,
during the Cold War not even the FCC mandate for honest, fair, and
balanced reporting could alter the homogeneity of reporting styles
and narrow framing of limited topics in news media.”

The war in Vietnam was a case in point. The war began with fake
news when the press reported the federal government’s false claim
about an “unprovoked” attack on a US destroyer by the North Viet-
namese military on August 2,1964, and, a few days later, a second at-

tack.!°° The Washington Post headline claimed, “American Planes Hit
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North Vietnam after Second Attack on Our Destroyer,” and the New
York Times reported “renewed attacks against American destroyers
in the Gulf of Tonkin,”'*! Media outlets knew at the time only what
the government had told them. Nevertheless, as formerly classified
government documentsreleased in2005 and 2006 would reveal, the
first attack was not unprovoked: the US Navy boats were gathering
intelligence for South Vietnamese forces that were raiding the North
Vietnamese coast. The second attack was what Cronkite called in
retrospect a “phantom attack”: it never actually occurred.!??

The Vietnam War revealed how fake news can be used to support
the initiation and continuation of a futile war. For nearly a decade,
the US press failed to critique the government’s claim that the war
was nearing its end with a US victory, despite evidence to the con-
trary.!% Since the late 1940s, each president, but especially Lyndon
Johnson, knew the war was unwinnable but kept sending troops into
combat while lying to the public about the military realities of Viet-
nam.'** Eventually, the falsehoods became impossible to maintain,
leading some reporters, including Cronkite, to report that the war
was a “stalemate.”'% Still, other outlets continued to support the war:
the Washington Post, one of the last cheerleaders, did so until 1969.1%¢
The mirroring narratives of the press and the federal government
about the Vietnam War illustrate the danger of fake news narratives.
The war resulted in the casualties of §8,220 Americans and over one

million Vietnamese.'”

Diminishment of the Press

The Vietnam War was a transformative event for American news
media that revealed to news consumers the positive and negative
aspects of a free press in the age of television. On the one hand, be-
cause it brought the American people closer to seeing war than

ever before, video documentation and press reports seemed to be

THE FAUX ESTATE [45]

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

contributing to a more well informed electorate. However, the gate-
keeper mentality of the press enabled media outlets and politicians
tonarrowly frame the war in ways that hid crucial realities such as the
resolve of the Vietnamese people. In 1971, military analyst-turned-
whistleblower Daniel Ellsberg leaked the Pentagon Papers, which
revealed decades of presidents from both parties covering up Amer-
ica’s operations, purpose, role, and inevitable loss in Vietnam. In re-
sponse, the public’s faith in both the federal government, which had
lied about crucial aspects of the war, and the news media, which had
failed for over two decades to inform the electorate about govern-
ment’s lies, began to wane.® In response to the declining faith in
government, the Fairness Doctrine and Communication Act were re-
pealed in1987 and 1996 respectively.!® Without a Fairness Doctrine,
hyperpartisan fake news narratives from figures such as Rush Lim-
baugh were broadcast unchallenged. Furthermore, the removal of
the Communication Act saw the fifty corporations that controlled
news media in the 1980sreduced to six by the start of the twenty-first
century."°

The corporations that monopolized American news media
quickly demonstrated a commitment to profit over quality journal-
ism. In fact, a fifth of newspaper journalists lost their jobs between
2001 and 2009, and similar cuts were made to editorial staffs."!! The
reduction in news companies, editors, and journalists left journalists
scrambling for ways to solidify their position in the news industry.
Some, such as Jayson Blair, disseminated fake news to maintain em-
ployment. Blair, a reporter for the New York Times, the Boston Globe,
and the Washington Post, plagiarized and falsified stories for his en-
tire career, including many about a gripping series of murders on
Washington, D.C., highways known as the D.C. Sniper case.’? On
May 11, 2003, the New York Times released a 7,239-word front-page
story with his retractions."® Similarly, for over three years, Stephen

Glass, a young and upcoming writer for the New Republic, published
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a series of fake news stories about a Monica Lewinsky memorabilia
convention, racist cab drivers, and psychic hotline scams.!* Broad-
casters such as Brian Williams and Bill O’Reilly also solidified their
position in the industry with fake news. During his career as an on-air
reporter, MSNBC’s Williams falsely claimed to have traveled with
SEAL Team Six, witnessed a suicide during Hurricane Katrina, and
survived a missile attack while aboard a helicopter in Iraq.'® Simi-
larly, Fox News Channel’s O’Reilly falsely claimed that he had been
present while a friend of John F. Kennedy’s never-before-revealed
assassin committed suicide and that he had been active in fighting to

save journalists’ lives during the Falklands’ War.!'6

Regardless of their outlet’s economic modeling, ethical code, or or-
ganization, members of the press have historically confused and
misled consumers by conflating fake news with journalism. In pre-
press America, fake news often took the form of unsubstantiated ru-
mors and malicious or fear-based accusations, as was the case in the
infamous Salem witch trials in the late 1600s, where at least two hun-
dred people went to trial and twenty were executed. The modern
newspaper emerged in the mid-1800s, but in the early days the press
was largely a disorganized group of for-profit journalists who often
spread sensationalistic fake news tales, especially regarding war, to
build their audience. The Millerite movement described at the be-
ginning of this chapter is just one of the sensational stories that
broughtin readers. War, however, was the proving ground for reader-
ship, and in the 1800s, false stories about Mexico contributed to the
Mexican-American War, just as false stories about Spanish plots to
sink American ships enticed readers to buy newspapers and led to the
Spanish American War. Wars in Vietnam and Iraq are more recent
examples of the same fake news role.

The power of the press to influence public opinion remains

strong. However, there are two sides to this power. The press’s ability
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to simultaneously serve and weaken democracy puts news consum-
ers in a precarious position. News consumers rely on the press for
fact-based reporting. After all, journalists are tasked with protecting
democracy by dispelling falsehoods, especially those from people in
power, while illuminating truths that enable a democracy to func-
tion. It is worth noting that at the same time that the penny press was
printing hoaxes and fiction, muckrakers were uncovering abuses and
corruption through what would become investigative journalism.'”
When done properly, journalism equips citizens with the knowledge
to control their system of government. When done poorly, journal-
ism results in fake news content that is so divisive, hateful, and in-
flammatory that it engenders fear, anxiety, moral panic, and war.

In order to responsibly consume news content, citizens must be
aware of the vested interests of the news media producers. Citizens
who are unaware of these interests run the risk of conflating fake
news with journalism. Conversely, when aware of these competing
interests, news consumers are empowered to make more informed
decisions about the veracity of news outlets and content. The public
backlash against the news media during the Cold War, specifically
with regard to the Vietnam War, led to a dismantling of the twenti-
eth-century regulations. At the same time another iteration of the
press emerged: the twenty-four-hour news cycle. As discussed in the
next chapter, the avaricious capitalist model and political allegiances

of the for-profit news industry incentivized fake news.
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3 Satirical News and Political
Party Propaganda Apparatuses

“By the way, all those people in the back are fake news,” shouted Fox
News Channel’s Sean Hannity as he pointed at the journalists cor-
ralled in the back of the Missouri Arena.! They had arrived at the No-
vember 5, 2018, rally to report on the man standing next to Hannity:
President Donald Trump. Hannity’s use of the term fake news out-
raged journalists, who had witnessed Trump repeatedly invoke it to
deride the press.? Trump’s use of the term exemplified George Or-
well’s concept of “doublespeak,” which Rutgers University linguist
William Lutz defined as “language which pretends to communicate
but really doesn’t. It is language which makes the bad seem good, the
negative appear positive, the unpleasant appear attractive, or at least
tolerable.”? As a weaponized phrase, fake news pretends to expose lies
but actually serves to normalize them while discrediting factual
statements.

From the rally stage, Hannity and his Fox News Channel col-
league Jeanine Pirro echoed Trump’s use of the phrase as they casti-
gated members of their profession with the fake news epithet. For
their efforts, Trump lauded the Fox News Channel hosts as “special
guest(s),” noting, “They’re very special, they’ve done an incredible
job for us. They’ve been with us from the beginning.” Trump said

of Hannity’s television program, “I never miss your opening
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monologue.”® The rally illustrated the degree to which the line be-
tween objective journalism and political advocacy had been blurred
in the twenty-first century.

But that line was being blurred long before Hannity got up on that
Missouri stage. Partisan narratives characterized the divisive raggle-
taggle press of the early Republic. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury and into the twentieth, independent press organizations turned
from partisan reporting toward sensationalized stories, often hoaxes
or outright fiction, in the hope that these would attract a mass audi-
ence and thereby reap mass profits for newspaper owners. By the late
twentieth century, the federal government’s deregulatory policies
and the public’s waning support for the press enabled the creation of
massive media monopolies owned by a handful of corporations. The
corporate press developed into propaganda wings of America’s po-
litical class. In the twenty-first century, the popularity of satirical
news programs threatened the economic viability of the corporate
news media. Out of a desire to expand their revenue and audience
size, the corporate news media adopted the satirical news practice of
privileging sensational and divisive content over journalism. Much
of the corporate media’s divisive content originated from political
party propaganda apparatuses, which are loosely connected groups
of actors and institutions who, sometimes through coordination and
other times through overlapping interests and actions, strive to influ-

ence public opinion with fake news.

Infotainment

By the end of the twentieth century, the industry had become more
consolidated as the fifty companies that had controlled 9o percent of
news media in the 1980s were reduced to six : News Corp, Disney,
Viacom, Time Warner, CBS, and Comcast.® The way that news

was reported had dramatically changed with the advent of twenty-
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four-hour news. In June 1980, CNN became the first twenty-four-
hour news channel, but in the 1990s it was joined by Fox News and
MSNBC. Each outlet sought to build and maintain an ever growing
loyal audience with news programming. In fact, their economic via-
bility depended upon it. They faced an unexpected competitor in sa-
tirical fake news programs.

Satirical fake news is entertaining content and social commen-
tary presented in a news format. Rather than appeal to the logical
preponderance of evidence, as is the case with journalism, satirical
fake news appeals to emotion through humor. Satirical news content
such as Saturday Night Live’s “Weekend Update” segment, Conan
O’Brien’s “Not Necessarily the News,” Stephen Colbert’s The Colbert
Report, the Onion, and the satirical website Clickhole parodied news
content through impersonations, false stories, and fabricated on-
the-spot reporting.” In the early twenty-first century, younger audi-
ences were increasingly getting the majority of their news content
from satirical news programs.® In fact, by 2008, the most popular sa-
tirical news programs, like Comedy Central’s The Daily Show, hosted
by Jon Stewart, garnered audiences comparable to Fox News Chan-
nel and PBS.? Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute’s Benjamin D. Horne
and Sibel Adali argued that satirical news was able to build an audi-
ence by exploiting “the widely-shared frustration and perception
that the news media is failing democracy.”*°

By the early twenty-first century, the popularity of satirical fake
news caught the attention of the corporate press. In an effort to en-
gage with satirical fake news audiences, the corporate press began
inviting satirical fake news personalities on their programming.
However, as a consequence of this decision, the line between satiri-
cal fake news and journalism was blurred for audiences. For exam-
ple, on a 2004 appearance of Jon Stewart on CNN’s Crossfire, the
Daily Show host chided Crossfire host Tucker Carlson for fostering

partisan division rather than honest debate on his news program.
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Carlson, in response, accused Stewart of being partisan, citing The
Daily Show’s repeated lampooning of the George W. Bush adminis-
tration and leniency toward Democratic politicians.” But Carlson
was assuming that a satirical news program on Comedy Central
should be judged by the same journalistic standards as traditional
news organizations. This was not lost on Stewart, who told Carlson,
“You'’re on CNN. The show that leads into me is puppets making
crank phone calls. What is wrong with you?” Nonetheless, the corpo-
rate press was so impressed with these types of appearances that they
began to replace traditional news programming with satirical per-
sonalities discussing news content.

The corporate press responded to the popularity of satirical news
programming by emulating it. In 2007, Fox News Channel launched
the satirical talk show Red Eye, originally hosted by comedian Greg
Gutfeld.”? Red Eye exemplifies the entertainment-based non-news-
worthy programming that media scholar Neil Postman labeled as
“infotainment.”* Red Eye, which was for a time hosted by comedian
Tom Shillue, offered humorous commentary on news stories such as
“The Most Important Story of the Day” segment, which in fact intro-
duced a sensational non-newsworthy story.* The same year that Red
Eyelaunched, CNN’s Larry King Live brought in comedian Joy Behar
as a guest host."® Her performance resulted in the 2009 launch of the
CNN program The Joy Behar Show, which featured comedian Joy Be-

har’s witty commentary on news stories and personalities.!®

Privileging Entertainment over Facts

Over time, the corporate press began to value the sensational content
that drove the popularity of satirical news programming without
much attention paid to the validity of what they were reporting. For
example, in 2010, networks showed nonstop live video of a penny

press-like story about a Toyota Prius that had driven itself for twenty-
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three minutes with a driver trapped inside. News consumers were
glued to their television watching in horror as a car malfunction kept
an individual trapped inside and racing up the highway. The twenty-
four-hour news networks were thrilled that the sensational real-time
video had helped build their audience. It was later shown that the
story was fake news. The car was not a runaway. In fact, the driver
had committed insurance scams previously. He was $700,000 in
debt at the time, owing Toyota Financial more than $20,000.”
Asfamed journalist and author Matt Taibbi notes in Hate Inc., the
proliferation of cable television and the internet, coupled with the
deregulation of news media in the 1990s, created a fragmented me-
dia landscape that valued an audience’s attention more than per-
forming sound journalism. Indeed, just as the satire news programs
had discovered, sensational stories, such as that of the runaway
Prius, framed in highly divisive ways, were the most effective content
for building a loyal news audience.’® As University of Pennsylvania’s
Matthew Levendusky points out, humans enjoy divisive content be-
cause they are “motivated reasoners. Humans have two broad classes
of goals: accuracy goals (the desire to reach the correct conclusion)
and directional goals (the desire to reach the preferred conclusion,
i.e., the conclusion that supports our existing beliefs).”* When satir-
ical news programs ridicule ideological enemies, they offer a simplis-
tic view of the world that appeals to viewers’ narcissism. Viewers are
told that their ideological position is morally superior to that of their
opponents. It is reminiscent of pro wrestling, which for over half a
century built a massive television audience by offering viewers sen-
sationalistic and divisive story lines that simplified the world into
“good guys” fighting “bad guys.” Satirical fake news programs such
as the Daily Show mirrored the story lines of pro wrestling but re-
placed wrestlers with political and media figures.? Stewart’s popular
Daily Show was grounded in polarizing critiques of Republicans

and conservative news personalities, whom he targeted three times
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as often as members of the Democratic Party.?? A decade later, Trevor
Noah’s Daily Show, Samantha Bee’s Full Frontal, and John Oliver’s
Last Week Tonight utilized Stewart’s divisive formula for their own
success.”

From the 1990s on, the corporate news media increasingly mim-
icked the hyperpartisan formula of satirical news programs. By 2007,
hyperpartisan commentary dominated the twenty-four-hour news
industry, with Fox, CNN, and MSNBC each annually increasing the
amount of commentary while decreasing the amount of news report-
ing in their programming.? The commentary-based programming
has focused on attacking ideological opponents in the news media.
For example, Red Eye had recurring conservative characters such as
Pinch, a puppet made out of a folded-up newspaper and named after
the New York Times former editor Arthur Hays “Pinch” Sulzberger,
who was used to mock liberals.” However, the most illustrative ex-
ample of the corporate news media’s ideological entertainment war
was between MSNBC'’s Keith Olbermann and Fox’s News Channel’s
Bill O’Reilly. The war began with occasional critiques of each other
in 2003 that transformed into frequent satirical attacks. In 2006, Ol-
bermann began repeatedly referencing the workplace sexual assault
allegations against O’Reilly on his program (allegations that would
later get O’Reilly fired from his eponymous program at Fox). O’Reilly
responded by banning the word “Olbermann” from his radio show
and lobbying his listeners to put pressure on MSNBC to remove Ol-
bermann from television.? Olbermann continued the attacks on his
program, often as part of a daily segment titled “Worst Person in The
World,” which was Olbermann’s attempt to humorously list the worst
people in the world. The segment was reminiscent of satirical fake
news in that it had funny and doctored images of the people Olber-
mann was lampooning.

The corporate news media’s emphasis on entertainment and

polarization set a series of events in motion that marginalized the
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influence of journalism. In the decade since Red Eye first broadcast,
scholars have found that hyperpartisan content is privileged in tradi-
tional news media over journalism.” At the same time, news consum-
ers have been conditioned to seek and accept hyperpartisan news
programs over traditional journalism. As a result, the audience for hy-
perpartisan news has grown annually, while the audience for tradi-
tional journalism has declined.?® According to a Pew Research study,
the waning demand for traditional journalism resulted in 25 percent
of newsroom positions vanishing between 2008 and 2018, with most
of the loss driven by newspapers, where the job loss was 47 percent
(digital news positions have actually increased).? Hyperpartisan en-
tertaining content, especially on the internet, is a cost-saving substi-
tute for journalism because it requires less resources than investiga-
tive journalism. However, the emphasis on party division is not simply
a product of the market. Rather, the economic demands and hyper-
partisan formula of news outlets have overlapping interests with some
political parties. As a result, press outlets have been incentivized to

transform into an extension of political propaganda apparatuses.

Political Propaganda Apparatuses

Political propaganda apparatuses are a group of connected individu-
als and resources loosely organized to achieve political domination
through the manipulation of public opinion. There is scant evidence
that news media outlets take direct orders from political parties.
Nonetheless, their shared interests result in the production and dis-
semination of fake news.

Political propaganda apparatuses originated from political con-
sulting firms. The world’s first political consulting firm was the Cali-
fornia-based Campaigns Inc., founded in 1933 by Clem Whitaker and
Leone Baxter, which specialized in managing public perception

through fake news. They optimized imagery and manipulated news
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reports to reframe negative press reports about monopolies, such as
Standard Oil and Pacific Telephone Telegraph, in a positive fashion;
published quotes by California gubernatorial candidate Upton Sin-
clair out of context in the historically antiunion Los Angeles Times in
order to undermine his prounion labor agenda known as EPIC (End
Poverty In California); and spread fake news to defeat then President
Harry Truman’s national health insurance plan in 1940.3° Although
numerous other firms were created after what Sinclair called the “Lie
Factory,” few used fake news as effectively as Campaign Inc. until
Lee Atwater and Black, Manafort & Stone (BMS).

The modern political propaganda apparatuses are largely shaped
by the work of Lee Atwater. Atwater was a Republican political strat-
egist who went on to work for US presidents Ronald Reagan and
George H.W. Bush. Although he would die at the young age of forty,
he would leave a blueprint for modern-day political party propa-
ganda apparatuses weaponizing fake news. For example, in the 1980
South Carolina House of Representatives contest, he employed
push-polling, where political operatives approach voters under the
auspices of collecting polling data but instead spread fake news about
an opponent, to defeat the Democratic Party’s candidate.’ Atwater
also planted reporters to ask loaded questions that insinuated that
the Democratic Party’s candidate was not mentally fit for office.* In
1985, Atwater was hired by BMS, a political lobbying firm started by
Republican Party advisers Roger Stone, Paul Manafort, and Charlie
Black.® Among its other contributions to the Republican Party
propaganda apparatus was the “message of the day” which saw all
Republicans repeat the same message throughout the day because
they believed that citizens would conflate the message’s frequency
with authenticity.** BMS’s aspirations for power were so far-reaching
that they earned the name “the Torturers’ Lobby” because of the
conservative despots they represented in the Philippines, Dominican

Republic, Nigeria, Kenya, and Somalia.®
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BMS’s most famous act of content manipulation was the famed
“Willie Horton” advertisement. The Democratic Party candidate for
president in 1988, Michael Dukakis, as governor of Massachusetts,
had presided over a furlough program that allowed some inmates to
leave prison grounds on weekends. While on a furlough, inmate Wil-
liam Horton did not return to prison and committed rape, assault,
and theft.? During the election, Atwater, who was one of the many
members of the BMS staff working on Republican presidential can-
didate George H.W. Bush’s campaign, utilized focus groups to deter-
mine how they could exploit the Horton story. The focus groups
revealed that the Republican Party propaganda apparatus could ex-
pectvictory from the furlough issue if they framed it in a way that ap-
pealed to voters’ racism.*’ Atwater said of Horton, “By the time we’re
finished, they’re going to wonder whether Willie Horton is Dukakis’
running mate.”*® Atwater and his team created an ad known as
“Weekend Passes” which told the story of Horton’s furlough and

» «

crimes. While flashing the words “stabbing,” “raping,” and “week-
end pass” across the screen, they manipulated the content using the
name “Willie” instead of “William”; they also chose photos that
made Hortonlook taller and larger than the whites in juxtaposing im-
ages.® By insinuating that a Dukakis presidency would see the nation
overridden with black crime and violence, the manipulated content
aggressively appealed to voters’ racism and helped deliver electoral
victory to Bush.*°

Despite BMS’s closure in 1990, its founders and their protégées
continued to influence electoral outcomes through the Republican
political party apparatus for decades. During George H.W. Bush’s
presidency, Atwater’s Republican Party propaganda apparatus sought
to engender support for the drug war by having the Drug Enforce-
ment Agency (DEA) set up a drug purchase from a nineteen-year-old
African American drug dealer in front of the White House.*' One of

Atwater’s associates, Karl Rove, shifted the 1986 Texas gubernatorial
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race to a Republican Party win by falsely reporting that the Democrats
had planted listening devices in the Republican campaign office,
when in fact it was Rove who planted them.*> Rove successfully
shifted the 2000 Republican Party presidential primary to George W.
Bush by appealing to voters’ racism with push-polling and stories that
falsely claimed Bush’s primary opponent Senator John McCain had
fathered a black child out of wedlock.** However, the most influential
fake news of the 2000 presidential election was the Brooks Brothers
Riot or Docker’s Rebellion, an event created by Roger Stone, who
hired actors to stage a protest, known as astroturfing, against the re-
count of votes in Florida. The recount would have shown that Bush
had lost the election.** However, it was superseded by a Supreme
Court decision declaring that Bush won the election.*

In addition to shifting elections, the Republican Party propa-
ganda apparatus has focused on destroying the careers of elected
officials. For example, during Democratic president Bill Clinton’s
administration, the Republican political propaganda apparatus fab-
ricated and legitimized a series of scandals about the president, in-
cluding Whitewater, which claimed that the Clintons had collected
illegal real estate funds; Travelgate, which insinuated that Bill had
fired federal employees to hire cronies; Filegate, which asserted that
Republicans were being illegally targeted by federal investigators;
and a 1993 story that Bill and his wife Hillary had had White House
lawyer Vince Foster murdered.*¢ After Bill left office, the Republican
Party propaganda apparatus smeared Hillary, during her time as US
senator (2001-9) and as a 2008 and 2016 presidential candidate, by
appealing to voters’ homophobia with fake news stories of her being
alesbian.” During Barack Obama’s presidency, the Republican Party
propaganda apparatus sought to delegitimize Obama’s electoral vic-
tory and policy agenda with racist and Islamophobic fake news sto-
ries such as the “birther conspiracy,” which claimed that Obama had

provided a fake birth certificate to the federal government in order to
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hide his true identity as a Muslim socialist born in Kenya.* One of
the biggest funders and communicators of this conspiracy for the Re-
publican political propaganda apparatus was Donald Trump. During
Obama’s first term, Trump offered to donate money if Obama would

release his “real” birth certificate.*®

The Fake News Press

Starting in the late twentieth century, members of the press were in-
tegrated into the political propaganda apparatuses. Initially, the
press and the political class developed a codependent relationship of
information and access to power: New York Times reporter Thomas
Friedman, for example, was friends with US secretary of state James
Baker, and dozens of reporters, including ABC White House corre-
spondent Brit Hume, jogged and played tennis with President George
H.W. Bush.* This interdependent relationship had emerged a few
times previously in US history: President Theodore Roosevelt, for ex-
ample, had close relationships with the press.® However, in the
twenty-first century, the ideological relationship between the
press and political parties became ensconced in American media.>
The origins of that transformation are rooted in the 1990s, when
these relationships were exploited by the political propaganda
apparatuses.

In the 1990s, the political propaganda apparatuses began to in-
clude news outlets. Traditionally, the political parties had tried to
control the news cycle by limiting access to critical journalists. How-
ever, this was not a foolproof plan because politicians’ electability
often depends on the press to communicate their message to the
electorate.”® As a result, politicians could not shun the press without
risking their electability. Although it took a quarter century to
achieve, in the 1970s the political propaganda apparatuses devised a

method for politicians to simultaneously shun critical press outlets
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and disseminate their message: they would create their own ideolog-
ically driven media outlets.

Political propaganda apparatuses connected the economic inter-
ests of the corporations that owned the press with the electoral goals
of the party. For example, the Gulf War was politically advantageous
for the president’s Republican Party, citizens historically support a
president in a time of war, and the war was profitable for the corpora-
tions that owned the news media. In 1990, when Iraq invaded Ku-
wait, General Electric (GE), a defense company, that stood to profit
from the US invasion of Iraq, owned NBC and shares of the Washing-
ton Post.>* GE successfully convinced the public to support the Bush
administration’s invasion of Iraq with fake news stories such as that
of Nayirah, a fifteen-year-old girl who falsely claimed she had wit-
nessed the Iraqi Army launch babies out of incubators in Kuwait; in
fact, she was no ordinary civilian but the daughter of Saud al-Sabah,

the Kuwaiti ambassador to the United States.>

Political Propagandists Become the News Media

To better manage the shared interests of corporations and the party,
political propaganda apparatuses began working with public rela-
tions firms to manage and spread information. The three largest
in the US are Omnicom Public Relations Group, WPP, and the
Interpublic Group of Companies. They each have hundreds of
smaller propaganda firms that work under their corporate umbrella.
They represent products and governments as well as specific wings
of the government such as the Pentagon. They produce news stories
and press releases that they give to the corporate press, who
publish these as legitimate news stories. The prepackaged news sto-
ries serve the economic and political interests of these firms, which
are hired by the same corporations that fund dominant political

figures.>
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To ensure that these stories would make it to the airwaves, the po-
litical propaganda apparatuses built their own news outlets. The Fox
News Channel, founded in 1996 by conservative mogul Rupert Mur-
doch and run by Atwater protégé Roger Ailes was the first successful
twenty-four-hour press outlet to act as an influential component of a
political propaganda apparatus. Ailes had a background in television;
most notably he worked on the Mike Douglas Show, where he met then
vice president Richard Nixon during his 1968 presidential campaign.
Ailes explained to Nixon that in order to popularize the conservative
message and mitigate the influence of the counterculture, Republi-
cans needed to harness the power of television. In fact, from that
meeting until his 2017 removal from Fox News following a litany of
sexual harassment and assault allegations, Ailes worked directly
with the Republican Party as a political adviser and indirectly as a
news producer to proliferate the party’s message and shape their im-
age through television broadcasts. For example, Ailes convinced
Nixon and other Republican candidates that they could temper me-
dia scrutiny if they avoided the long-standing practice of depending
upon press conferences for crucial media exposure. Instead of stand-
ing in front of journalists and answering their questions at press con-
ferences, Ailes broadcast Republican candidates answering ques-
tions from party-approved individuals who were falsely portrayed to
viewers as randomly selected audience members. Ailes’s talents
were recognized by influential party donors. In fact, in the 1970s, Ai-
les worked at the Coors Company’s failed experiment to develop a
hyperpartisan conservative news media network: Television News
Inc. (TVN). Although TVN failed, it offered an influential experience
for Ailes and a framework for what would become Fox News Chan-
nel. While at TVN, Ailes was running a political consulting firm, Ailes
Communications Incorporated, which advised Ronald Reagan and
George H.W. Bush among others. In the 1990s, after a three-year
stint at NBC, where he oversaw CNBC, Ailes was approached by
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Murdoch with an opportunity to combine his political consulting, tel-
evision production, and twenty-four-hour news acumen to normal-
ize conservative views nationally through the Fox News Channel.”

Under Ailes, the Fox News Channel acted as a megaphone for the
Republican Party propaganda apparatus. The majority of the channel
featured conservative personalities such as Sean Hannity, Bill
O’Reilly, Glenn Beck, and Sarah Palin delivering long pasquinades
about the Democrats. For example, their program Special Report had
89 percent Republican guests (out of those with a party affiliation) in
the first nineteen weeks of 2001.%® The slant was obfuscated by the
channel’s tagline “fair and balanced” and its slogan “We Report, You
Decide.” During George W. Bush’s presidency, the Republican Party
propaganda apparatuses also managed the news media by hiring an
actor, Jeff Gannon, to pose as a reporter and ask easy or misleading
questions that distracted the press from real scandals in the White
House; paying journalists a quarter of a million dollars to write posi-
tive fake news stories about the president’s Medicare reform and No
Child Left Behind Act, which sought to alter health care and educa-
tion policy respectively; and having twenty federal agencies, includ-
ing the Defense Department, pay corporations to construct video
news releases (VNRs), video segments that were constructed to look
like news reports and sell their policies to the voters.*

The influence of the Republican Party propaganda apparatus
over the news industry facilitated their ability to manage the Ameri-
can electoral system and government. For example, during the
second Bush administration, Fox News falsely reported that Demo-
cratic presidential candidate John Edwards was lying when he said
that two hundred thousand veterans were homeless because they
perceived that the truth looked bad for Republican Party at a time of
war.®® During Obama’s presidency, Fox News played a critical role in
hindering the president’s policy agenda with fake news such as their

false claims that Obama’s health care plan would “kill Granny” with
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“death panels.”®' In addition, Fox News undermined the Democratic
Party’s efforts at immigration legislation and buttressed up their own
proposals for a wall along the United States-Mexico border in 2006
and 2016 with fake news that inflated the number of immigrants in
the US, claimed that undocumented immigrants accounted for seven
thousand leprosy cases in the US, and claimed that undocumented
immigrants voted in and influenced the 2018 election.®

Nearly twenty years after the first war with Iraq, The Republican
Party propaganda apparatus’s fake news would propel the US to ac-
cept another war with Iraq under another president Bush. George W.
Bush’s administration wanted to go to war with Iraq under the pre-
tense that Saddam Hussein, then president of Iraq, was procuring
“weapons of mass destruction” (WMDs).®* There was no evidence to
substantiate the claim. The Republican Party propaganda apparatus
manufactured fake news stories that claimed Britain, Italy, and the US
had proof of Irag’s nuclear weapons program, while excluding from
programming such antiwar voices as Bill Press, Bill Maher, Chris
Hedges, Phil Donahue, and Jesse Ventura.®* Others in the press were
complicit with party officials in government, such as the New York
Times’s Judith Miller, who falsely claimed that Hussein’s regime was
developing WMDs. Miller, like her sources in the Pentagon and the
intelligence community, relied heavily on false reports provided by
Iraqi defectors who had a special interest in Hussein being ousted.®®
Her articles were seen as critical to mobilizing liberal and Democratic
Party support for the invasion of Iraq. A year after the war began the
New York Times apologized for the stories. In a related development,
the Republican Party propaganda apparatus actively worked to si-
lence Joseph Wilson of the State Department and his wife Valerie
Plame of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for revealing that Iraq
did not have WMDs. Veteran Washington Post reporter Bob Novak
worked in collusion with the vice president’s office to break federal

law by exposing Plame’s identity as an undercover CIA agent.®.
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With the fact-based critics silenced, the Republican Party propa-
ganda apparatus was able to convince the public, through fake news
about WMDs, that the US should invade Iraq. In the weeks leading
up to the war, 71 percent of news program guests in the US supported
the US invasion of Iraq, and only about 10 percent of news program-
ming provided an antiwar critique. Viewers were six times more
likely to encounter a prowar than an antiwar argument.®’ By the time
the US Congress voted to invade Iraq, over two-thirds of US citizens
supported the war that killed between half-million and a million Ira-
qis, under the false pretense that Iraq had WMDs.®® The fake news
had a long-term impact. By 2016, polls showed that 53 percent of
Americans believed that the US had found WMDs in Iraq, despite de-
nials from the Defense Department and Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA).® The fake news reached global audiences after the Defense
Department paid Iraqi journalists to publish pro-American stories in
their newspapers.”®

Compared to the Republican Party, the Democratic Party propa-
ganda apparatus was disorganized and hampered by internal div-
sion. As a countermeasure to the spread of Republican Party propa-
ganda, progressives launched Democracy Radio in 2002 and Air
America in 2004. Their content often critiqued the party leadership
and cultivated progressive media personalities such as Ed Shultz,
Rachael Maddow, and Al Franken before Air America closed opera-
tions in 2010 on account of funding issues.” In 2007, MSNBC began
testing liberal programming as a competitive alternative to Fox
News. The experiment, which saw many of the Air America person-
alities employed by MSNBC, led to a rise in viewership in mid-2007.7
Since then, MSNBC has largely acted as a political arm of the Demo-
cratic Party, with a majority of its coverage dedicated to critiquing
conservatives and excusing the behavior and attitudes of Demo-
crats.” For example, in order to defeat the Ohio Republican gover-

nor’s state budget bill, which included changes to the state’s abortion
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policies, MSNBC’s Rachael Maddow falsely claimed that the bill in-
cluded a “mandatory vaginal probe” when the ultrasound was actu-
ally specified to be transabdominal in the final version of the bill.”
To maintain its centrist position, the Democratic Party weap-
onized fake news to discredit both progressives and conservatives.
For example, in addition to leaking debate questions, in 2016, the
Democratic Party propaganda apparatus worked to shift the presi-
dential primary to Hillary Clinton by attacking her rival on the left,
Bernie Sanders, with fake news stories that Sanders supporters at the
contentious Nevada Democratic convention had thrown chairs at
party leaders (a chair had been raised but not thrown) and that male
misogynist “Bernie bros” who harassed Sanders’s critics and oppo-
nents online were representative of his supporters.” Similarly, much
in the same way that Trump used “fake news” to stifle inquiry, the
Democratic Party propaganda apparatus weaponized the phrase
“Republican talking point.” For example, in an August 2019 Demo-
cratic Party presidential debate, Elizabeth Warren dismissed ques-
tions about the budget for her health care plan as “Republican talking
points.””¢ The party has also adopted a message of the day that ex-
plains by naming: they frequently referred to Senate majority leader
Mitch McConnell (R-KY) as “Moscow Mitch” as part of a three-year
campaign by the Democratic Party propaganda apparatus to con-
vince voters that the nation of Russia was responsible for the Repub-

lican Party's electoral victories.”

On November 6, 2018, Fox News Channel released a statement about
the rally the previous night that read, “Fox News does not condone any
talent participating in campaign events. We have an extraordinary
team of journalists helming our coverage tonight and we are extremely
proud of their work. This was an unfortunate distraction.””® In fact,
Hannity was missing from the network’s election coverage on Novem-

ber 7,2018.” The absence of such a popular figure gave the impression
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that Fox News Channel was taking action against the shameless polit-
ical pandering performed by its network personalities. However, a day
later, on November 8, 2018, Hannity was back on the air, this time do-
ing his radio broadcast, peddling unsubstantiated stories that claimed
the Democratic Party had performed election fraud the night before.°
Soon Hannity was back on Fox News Channel and the Missouri ap-
pearance was another forgotten episode in the history of democracy’s
distortion by the political party system.

The political party propaganda apparatuses developed organi-
cally by capitalizing on the shared interests of corporations, news
media outlets, advertisers, and political parties. Through coordina-
tion and collusion they worked to not only create but disseminate
fake news to the American public. Their work reveals that American
democracy can be managed by fake news if the electorate conflate
political propaganda with journalism. Furthermore, American news
consumers cannot depend on the press or the political class to behave
in a manner that serves our democracy and exposes fake news. This
points to the need for news consumers to develop the skills to distin-
guish journalism from fake news or risk becoming dependent upon
political party narratives to inform their vote. However, political
party propaganda apparatuses represent just one type of fake news
producer threatening American democracy. In the next chapter we
will examine another large-scale network of fake news producers:

state-sponsored propaganda machines.
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4 TheRoots of State-
Sponsored Propaganda

The Backstreet Boys blared through the Cleveland, Ohio, arena
speakers as the audience shuffled toward the exit. The temperate-
sounding lyrics of “I Want It That Way” were a big contrast to the en-
ergetic and emotional performance just given by candidate Donald
Trump. During that October 22, 2016, evening speech, he falsely
claimed that Secretary of State Hillary Clinton had sold “her office
for personal enrichment” and that he had witnessed “the media col-
luding and conspiring directly with Clinton.”! Unbeknownst to the
crowd, in a few short weeks Trump would be president.

As the crowd was making their exit, one attendee, an unknown
white man, shouted at the press standing nearby, “Liigenpresse! . . .
You are all in bed with the Clintons, bought and paid for.” As the man
was filmed by BuzzFeed’s Rosie Gray, he directed his antipathy to-
ward the media and Hillary and Bill Clinton at Gray, noting, “You're
[the press] all in bed with the Clintons.” Occasionally, the man whis-
pered to another white man wearing a hat with Trump’s campaign
slogan on it, “Make America Great Again.”?

The attendees’ use of the word Liigenpresse stood out because it
was a centuries-old phrase popularized by Germany’s Nazi Party. Lii-
genpresseis a German term that means “lying press.” Ithad been used

sparingly in late nineteenth-century Germany but had reemerged
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during World War I to denounce enemy propaganda.® During World
War II, the Nazi Party weaponized the phrase to discredit journalists,
silence critics, and spread hegemonic narratives. It is remembered
by historians as a central weapon of the Nazi regime. The term lay
dormant for decades until 2014, when its usage increased so much
that Germany had to ban it the following year.* The reappearance of
the Nazi term in US discourses in 2016 illustrates the long-lasting im-
pact of state-sponsored propaganda machines.

A propaganda machine is a hegemonic force that organizes people
and resources to construct and circulate dominant messages that seek
to control and influence human behavior and attitudes. The term
propaganda was coined by the Catholic Church in their 1622 Sacra
Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, which sought to shift public opinion
among Christians toward Catholicism and away from Protestant
denominations.® Propaganda, according to Yochai Benkler, Robert
Faris, and Hal Roberts, is a form of “communication designed to ma-
nipulate a target population by affecting its beliefs, attitudes, or pref-
erences in order to obtain behavior compliance with political goals of
the propagandist.”® As writer and political commentator Walter Lipp-
mann noted, propaganda is most effective when it saturates commu-
nication, leaving little to no space for contrary facts or evidence. He
explained in his 1922 Public Opinion that “under the impact of propa-
ganda, not necessarily in the sinister meaning of the word alone, the
old constants of our thinking have become variables.””

Lippmann’s entry elucidates how fake news is legitimized by
state-sponsored propaganda machines: they create a social climate
in which falsehoods are believed because they fit with the propagan-
distic narratives dominating national discourses. Communication
scholars refer to this as priming.® The Nazi Party’s ability to influence
and control public opinion resulted from their state-sponsored prop-

aganda machine, which relied on fake news to consolidate their
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power. Germany was hardly the only country to create and operate a
propaganda machine. Since the early twentieth century, numerous
nations have collectively spent trillions of dollars on the construction
of fake news-peddling propaganda machines. The fake news they
disseminate continues to appear in discourses long after the ma-
chine’s architects and their regimes have disappeared. Originally,
they were created for a temporary purpose, such as increasing troop
enrollment for a war. However, the demands of the Cold War led to
propaganda machines becoming a permanent component of nation-
states. State-sponsored propaganda machines further complicate
citizens’ news consumption patterns by methodically priming the

citizenry to accept fake news content as truth.

Nascent Propaganda Machines

In addition to costing tens of millions of lives, the First World War saw
the birth of state-sponsored propaganda machines.’ Where fake news
from the press sensationalized war to build their audience, a state-
sponsored campaign sought to build national support for war. In
1914, Germany had enlisted four million more troops in their military
than Great Britain.’ In order to close the enlistment gap with Ger-
many, Great Britain’s secretary of state, Lord Kitchener, was charged
with increasing troop enrollment. To convince people to enlist, Kitch-
ener developed the first state-sponsored propaganda machine to
disseminate his messaging through posters, theatrical messages,
advertisements, and fake news." The fake news sought to prime
audiences for war by dehumanizing the Germans and provoking
moral outrage. Whereas a moral panic is a response to fear-laden
content, Daniel Batson and his colleagues define moral outrage as
the “anger provoked by the perception that a moral standard—

usually a standard of fairness or justice—has been violated.”*? Great
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Britain sought to cultivate moral outrage through fake news stories
claiming that the Germans were impaling babies with bayonets, sexu-
ally assaulting nuns, enslaving and murdering priests, cutting off the
hands of children, using civilians as human shields, turning cadavers
into soap and margarine, crucifying soldiers, and cutting the breasts
off nurses.® The grotesque nature of the stories had the dual effect of
dehumanizing the enemy in British citizens’ minds and creating
moral outrage about the welfare of babies, fellow citizens, and priests.
Kitchener’s efforts were seen as a success, with Britain closing the
troop gap.*

During World War I, US leaders emulated Britain’s campaign. Al-
though American public opinion favored isolationism when the war
began, many US leaders felt that America should enter the war.”®
Thus they created a propaganda machine to transform US public
opinion from isolationist to interventionist.’® Their efforts were led
by foundational figures in public relations and propaganda such as
former journalist George Creel, who presided over 150,000 employ-
ees in the Committee on Public Information (CPI); Edward Bernays,
who had helped devise the strategy for news coverage that would
conform to FCC regulations; and the godfather of journalism, Walter
Lippmann.” They worked to influence the American people and in
some cases outright provide fake news content for journalists.'®

The US entry into World War I exhibits how fake news content
from domestic and international sources can stir up moral outrage to
shift an isolationist public opinion toward intervention. On May 7,
1915, despite two warnings from Germany, the Lusitania, a British
ocean liner carrying passengers and 173 tons of war munitions, was
struck by a German submarine, killing three hundred people, twenty-
five of whom were American.” The Germans claimed it was in re-
sponse to the US trading weapons to their enemies via the ocean
liner. A campaign of fake news swirled around the subsequent inves-

tigation. The British and US press largely maintained the narrative
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that the German attack was unjustified because the ship contained
no employable weapons, only parts for creating weapons.>® How-
ever, some in the press, such as the Tucson Daily Citizen, rightly de-
nounced the government’s fake news about the Lusitania, noting that
there were indeed weapons onboard.? They were a minority voice,
as most news outlets falsely reported that the Germans had mur-
dered passengers without cause.?? In fact, some news outlets in-
cluded cartoons that dehumanized the Germans by showing them as
hell-bent on attacking “civilization.”?

The British also sought to increase Americans’ support for enter-
ing World War I by disseminating fake news stories that would evoke
feelings of national humiliation, such as a story that Germans were
celebrating the sinking of the Lusitania with a holiday for all school-
children.?* Populations often respond to events perceived as national
humiliations with attempts to restore the nation’s pride through war.”
The American propaganda machine worked to turn shame over the
Lusitania into support for the war with anti-German parades, posters,
performances, speeches, and fake news.? National pride can become
arrogance or a stance of moral superiority, where individuals become
blind to context and reality because they feel justified on moral
grounds.” For example, during World War I, Americans marginalized
German Americans by expelling German clubs, nearly ending Ger-
man-language courses in American schools, openly dehumanizing
the Germans in newspapers that referred to them as “Huns,” and re-
naming food with German origins, changing hamburger to liberty
sandwich, sauerkraut to freedom lettuce, and frankfurter to hot dog.?®
Woodrow Wilson claimed that Americans should take pride in fight-
ing the war because in the process they were going to deliver democ-
racy to the world.? Appeals to national pride proved highly effective
in garnering support for the US to join World War L.

Reporting during World War I demonstrated the recurring practice

of state-sponsored propaganda machines censoring and colluding
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with the press to spread fake news content. The CPI recruited and
managed journalists to report fake news for the federal government.*°
Some journalists joined the CPI out of patriotism, while others be-
lieved in Wilson’s vision of the world.* Nonetheless, the CPI became
what historian Stephen L. Vaughn calls a “a veritable magnet” for “in-
tellectuals, muckrakers, socialists, and other reformers,” with progres-
sive journalists such as S.S. McClure and Ida Tarbell repeating CPI
content as legitimate journalism.*2 The CPI’s fake news targeted not
only domestic audiences but, through its Foreign Language Newspa-
per Division, foreign audiences as well.** The journalists viewed them-
selves not as propagandists but as patriotic citizens. In fact, even if
journalists wanted to print critical accounts, fact based or not, of the
war, they were censored by the Espionage Act, which empowered the
postmaster general to stop the distribution of materials deemed as,
among other things, interfering with the war effort.>

The fake news stories continuously dehumanized Germans as a
way to justify the continued war effort. For example, journalists
falsely reported that Germans were selling court plaster (adhesive
bandages) in the US that contained “leprosy germs,” and that Ger-
mans ate the US soldiers they captured.® In fact, the New York Trib-
une mused about the health implications of the latter practice, pre-
dicting “an epidemic of stomach trouble if the German people were
toindulge [in cannibalism].”?¢ Another lie reported was that the Ger-
mans were fattening up prisoners before execution, then turning
them over to the German Corpse Utilization Company (GCUP),
where they could be turned into consumer goods. According to Vir-
ginia’s Clinch Valley News, the GCUP was turning the fat from corpses
“into lubricating oil and everything else is ground down in the bones
mill into a powder which is used for mixing with pigs’ food and as ma-
nure. Nothing can be permitted to go to waste.”®” The US would enter
the war eighteen months before it ended, accounting for 110,000 of

the nearly 30 million casualties during the war.®
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Industrial Propaganda Machines

The incredible success of the World War I propaganda machines of
the US and Great Britain caught the attention of a prisoner who de-
scribed them as “marvelous.”* His name was Adolf Hitler. In his
book Mein Kampf he claimed that “the war propaganda of the Eng-
lish and Americans was psychologically sound. By representing the
Germans to their own people as barbarians and Huns, they prepared
the individual soldier for the terrors of war, and thus helped to pre-
serve him from disappointments.”™ Hitler’s Nazi regime would not
only emulate but dramatically redefine the capabilities of state-spon-
sored propaganda machines. Eventually, Hitler’s rhetoric and that of
other aggressive nations would play a key role in mobilizing the
Western war into World War II, which cost between sixty million and
seventy-five million lives.*!

The architect of the Nazi propaganda machine was Paul Joseph
Goebbels. After reading Mein Kampf, Goebbels became an admirer
of Hitler. In particular, he found himself agreeing with Hitler’s
argument that Marxism was a dangerous product of the Jews.** His
approbation for Hitler and Nazi ideology gave him a direct role in
constructing and operating the Nazi propaganda machine. As minis-
ter of propaganda for Nazi Germany from 1933 to 1945, Goebbels
took supervisory control over the press and the arts. In addition, he
incorporated new media such as film and radio into Nazi propaganda
efforts.** Goebbels was familiar with Lippmann’s belief that propa-
ganda was most effective when consumed repeatedly. As a result,
Goebbels ordered citizens to listen to the propaganda through radio
transmissions. Citizens without radios in the home were forced into
so-called Listening Rooms, such as meeting halls, courtrooms, and
schoolrooms, where they were forced to consume Nazi propaganda.
The messages reached 70 percent of German households, some

fifty-six million people.**
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Like the US authorities during World War I, the Nazis used cen-
sorship to strengthen the effects of their fake news. Under Nazi rule,
journalists and press outlets that did not produce party propaganda
were discontinued, silenced, and imprisoned.* The public wasled to
believe that the vast censorship was caused by enemy content that
threatened the stability of Germany. The Nazis discredited the crea-
tors of this content with the term Liigenpresse, which equated fact-
based reporting with treasonous lies.* The term was successful in
convincing enough Germans to passively accept censorship of the
press and the Nazi’s totalitarian regime.

Nazis’ fake news relied on fear to centralize the regime’s power.
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued that fear was an exploit-
able force, one that could promote an awesome concentration of
state power and authority with popular consent.* The Nazis’ mes-
sage was that mismanagement by previous leaders and conspiracies
by groups such as the Jews had caused cultural, economic, political,
and social decay in Germany. The Nazis promised that removal of
the “others” who were the source of social degeneracy, would restore
Germany’s glory in the form of the Third Reich, the heir to the Holy
Roman and German Empires.* Other is a sociological term referring
to an individual or group that is abused for being an outsider by the
dominant group. In Nazi Germany, Jews were the main “other.” They
were blamed for crime, family dissolution, the poor economy, and
defeat in World War I. In addition, the Nazis blamed Catholics, com-
munists, the physically challenged, feminists, and liberals.*’ Fear of
“others” was often stoked by fake news films that manufactured sta-
tistics about undocumented immigrant and Jewish crimes and exag-
gerated the prevalence of sexual relations between Jewish men and
German women, with the implication that the supposed Aryan racial
characteristics of the German people would be diluted, corrupted, or
destroyed.*® People whose fears were stirred up by these stories went

along with measures that took away Jews’ civil rights and eventually

[74] THE ROOTS OF STATE-SPONSORED PROPAGANDA

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

their lives. Those who were ambivalent about the treatment of Jews
saw their own civil liberties diminished or taken away.” Hitler’s
propaganda would result in the deaths of eleven million civilians.>

As a means of cultivating public support for wars to expand the
German Empire, the Nazis pioneered the fake news concept of the
false flag operation. Jim Maddock and his colleagues at University of
Washington define a false flag as “an attack designed to appear as if
carried out by someone other than its perpetrators.”> The Nazis fre-
quently would orchestrate events and then blame them on someone
else as a pretext to implement a policy.>* The Nazis envisioned Ger-
many as accomplishing vast infrastructure projects paid for by the
exploitation of conquered nations.*® A high degree of public faith in
that vision was necessary, considering that it required millions to not
only support but engage in war. As a result, the regime orchestrated
false flag operations that they believed would engender public sup-
port for the war. For example, Henrich Himmler had the Nazis dress
German soldiers in Polish military uniforms prior to staging an Au-
gust 1939 attack on a German customs post.>® The simulated attack
was one of many reported by the press as an attack by Poland and
thus served to convince the German public that an invasion of Poland
was defensive rather than offensive.

The Nazis also pioneered the use of fake news as a distraction
from and an outright denial of disturbing realities. As the Nazi mili-
tary began to lose the war, fake news stories constructed narratives
of German heroism and triumph. Despite massive losses at Stalin-
grad between 1942 and 1943, a battle that took nearly two million
lives, the German press hid the number of dead Germans and re-
ported victory.¥ One newspaper reported that “names like Stalin-
grad, Welikje-Luki, Rschew, Illmensee and others have become sym-
bols of the unbelievable heroism of German soldiers. . . . Every day,
positions held by a few troops must withstand steady attacks

by enemy masses.”*® As late as 1944, when Germany was taking
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unsustainable losses of lives and resources, the German press re-
ported that the US, not the Germans, were the ones taking unsustain-
able losses.” One newspaper reported that “recently the US military
leadership admitted the loss of a 20,000-ton troop ship two years
ago. That would not be possible with us.”®° Stories like these kept
Germans feeling justified for engaging in the war and bolstered their
faith that victory was both attainable and arriving soon while obscur-
ing the reality on the ground.

The Nazi propaganda machine also worked on an international
scale to spread fake news in enemy territory. “Lord Haw-Haw” was
a nickname for a series of radio announcers, German, British, and
American, who delivered pro-Nazi propaganda in English on a show
called Germany Calling that was broadcast to Britain.®! The content
was aimed at demoralizing the British people and weakening their
support for the war. In response, the British, who had earlier created
the government-run British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), began
broadcasting a fake German-language program hosted by a fake per-
son, code-named Gustav Siegfried Eins (GS1), supposedly a disaf-
fected Prussian military officer, to undermine German support of the
Nazi regime by delivering profanity-laced diatribes that spread un-
substantiated claims about Nazi corruption, immorality, and buf-
foonery.®* The Nazis searched Germany to discover the illegal station
and punish its evasion of censorship, but the show was actually being

broadcast from England.

Fake News in Enemy Territory

The Nazi propaganda machine began the long-standing practice of
regimes employing fake news as a tool to spread their ideology to
other nations. During the war, the Nazis employed “Axis Sally” (real
name Mildred Gillars), an American woman turned Nazi sympa-

thizer, to broadcast defeatist propaganda to Canadian, US, and
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British soldiers serving in Europe. Sally’s content praised the Nazis,
denounced the Allies, and attempted to sow fear and doubt among
American soldiers that they would then spread to other Americans at
war and on the home front. After the war, she was captured by the US
and sent to prison for treason.®

In addition to this radio campaign, the Nazi propaganda machine
encouraged Germans living abroad to spread “German virtues,”
which meant Naziideology, into the US. By the mid-1930s, it had suc-
cessfully cultivated Nazi sympathizers in the US. In 1936, these sym-
pathizers created the Amerikadeutscher Volksbund, or German
American Bund, which included over twenty thousand members op-
erating twenty youth camps led by Fritz Julius Kuhn. Until they fell
apartin 1939, largely because of Kuhn’s imprisonment for embezzle-
ment, the organization spread Nazi fake news to American citizens.
For example, on February 20, 1939, they held an “Americanization”
rally of twenty thousand people in New York’s Madison Square Gar-
den.®* The rally’s rhetoric focused on repeating Hitler’s fake news
about a Jewish communist plot to take over the world. Kuhn warned
the crowd of the “slimy conspirators who would change this glorious
republic into the inferno of a Bolshevik Paradise” and “the grip of the
palsied hand of Communism in our schools, our universities, our
very homes.” The rally was met by one hundred thousand counter-
protesters, including one Isadore Greenbaum, who snuck on stage to
attack Kuhn and was beaten half to death by attendees.®

The Nazi propaganda machine was hardly the only propaganda
machine to spread fake news in the US during World War II. In 1922,
Benito Mussolini and his thirty thousand supporters—known as
Blackshirts—marched on Rome to seize power and install a fascist
regime with Mussolini as their leader.*® In response, the Italian mon-
arch agreed to peacefully transfer power to Mussolini. Mussolini’s
fascist regime consolidated their authoritarian power through a

propaganda machine that outlawed criticisms of the state, violently
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subdued and murdered the opposition, and destroyed rival newspa-
pers, especially the socialist papers.®” Meanwhile, the government
funded and distributed fake news to press outlets, such as stories that
Mussolini had saved and preserved Italy from communism and law-
lessness.®® Such stories obscured the fact that he had created an
authoritarian regime and that in 192§ he declared himself Italy’s life-
long leader.®® US newspapers uncritically adopted this perspective.
The New York Tribune, the Cleveland Plain Dealer, and the Chicago
Tribune all claimed that Mussolini had stabilized Italy, and the New
York Times repeatedly credited Mussolini’s fascist “experiment” with
returning Italy to “normalcy.”’® Historian Laylon Wayne Jordan
writes that “the early Mussolini, who veritably personified Italy and
Fascism to the outside world, enjoyed a cosmic reputation that was
tailor-made to evoke admiration among Americans, whose basic cri-
teria was [sic] pragmatic and materialistic.””!

In Japan, the press, motivated by patriotism, worked with the
state-sponsored propaganda machine to construct and disseminate
fake news that emphasized heroism and reasons to support the Japa-
nese war effort.”” In addition, they, like Germany, spread fake news
to create instability in enemy nations, including the US. For example,
they broadcast into the US the radio program Zero Hour, which cri-
tiqued American culture, art, and society. One of the show’s hosts
was Iva Toguri, who would be dubbed “Tokyo Rose” by the US gov-
ernment. Toguri had originally lived in the US but had traveled to Ja-
pan to tend to her sick aunt. When Japan attacked the US at Pearl
Harbor she was denied reentry to the US. When the war ended she
was arrested for treason and spent ten years in prison before being
pardoned by President Gerald Ford in1977.7

Japan revealed that fake news is effective at creating division
when it exaggerates a kernel of truth, such as America’s long-stand-
ing racism. Although the Zero Hour program spread falsehoods about

the US, it also discussed very real racial discontent among Americans
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as away to exploit racial divisions in the US. The Japanese forced ac-
tual African American POWs to broadcast prescripted statements
criticizing racial inequality in the US and surrendering their citizen-
ship. The Japanese found these scripted messages to be so successful
that they introduced them into other programs such as Conversations
about Real Black POW Experiences and Humanity Calls. Although the
content was scripted, the issue of racial inequality was real. In fact,
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) cited it to point out that racial inequality undermined the
US war effort.”

The Second US Propaganda Machine

The success of enemy propaganda machines incentivized the US to
update its propaganda machine. President Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt’s propaganda machine was designed to stimulate American
citizens’ support for US entry into World War II. The operation,
largely run by the US Office of War Information (OWI), distributed
fake news through a series of government-run media such as the ra-
dio station Voice of America (VOA), which operated domestically
and internationally on thirty-nine transmitters in over forty lan-
guages, and United Newsreel, which gave pro-US newsreels to US
citizens.”” Most of the content was misleading because of wartime
regulations. Press codes censored various facts, allowing for only a
narrow view of US operations and enemies, presenting a picture that
benefited US war policy. If journalists had questions about the gov-
ernment codes, they were supposed to bring them to the Office of
Censorship.”

Much of the fake news was a distraction from the contradiction
of combating a hateful regime while practicing hate at home. During
World War II, the public felt that US involvement in the war was

justified because of the nature and actions of the fascists. However,
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at the same time, the US government arrested and interned innocent
citizens and immigrants. The situation required a careful explana-
tion, and the government relied on fake news to convince the public.
After the December 7,1941, attack by the Japanese at the US military
base on Pearl Harbor, FDR signed Executive Order 9066 to intern
seventy thousand Japanese and Japanese Americans in camps for the
duration of the war out of fear that they would subvert the US war ef-
fort. Two-thirds of them were American citizens.” The government’s
Civilian Conservation Corps produced newspapers that offered fake
news stories justifying internment to the internees, while providing
a rosy image of their captivity to the rest of the public.”® They also
produced videos that showed internees smiling in a beautiful land-
scape and comfortable quarters. Such coverage hid the reality of the
cramped quarters under military rule. At the same time, anti-Nazi
and anti-Japanese films were being produced collaboratively by the
OWTI and the Bureau of Motion Pictures (BMP).”” All together, the
content justified Japanese internment and distinguished the US from

enemy regimes.

Cold War Propaganda in the USSR

As World War Il came to an end, the Union of Soviet Socialist Repub-
lics (USSR) and the US embarked upon a half century of Cold War,
where the economic visions of capitalism and communism com-
peted for world dominance. Each side used propaganda (as well as
economic incentives and sometimes force) to win over other nations
to their worldview. From 1945 to 1953, the USSR sought to turn east-
ern Europe into an ideological and politically homogeneous region,
just as Germany had tried to do under the regime of Adolf Hitler.
They invaded eight countries: Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia,
eastern Germany, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, and Yugoslavia. In

each nation, the invaders would collaborate with local communist
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parties to immediately create a secret police force that relied on se-
lective violence, precision targeting of political enemies, and other
methods for maintaining Soviet influence.®

In a move reminiscent of previous regimes, the USSR relied on
limiting news content in these regions to fake or approved news. The
Soviet Union believed that eventually their propaganda machine,
which limited radio and newspaper content to procommunist mes-
sages, would lead people to adopt and support communism. 8! Local
communist groups, each with its own ministry of culture, were tasked
with operating the media outlets.®? The fake news they disseminated
sought to maintain support for communism even by the most absurd
claims. For example, when the weather reports revealed dark
conditions for May 1, the very important communist celebration of
Labor Day, fake news reports would predict and claim sunshine in-
stead.®

Most of the USSR’s domestic fake news was produced through
government-controlled radio stations and newspapers such as
Pravda. Soviet Party leaders controlled the flow of news in the USSR
by censoring undesired information.®* Individuals were jailed and
murdered if they challenged the regime.® Just as Hitler had done
with accusations of a Liigenpresse, the USSR claimed that any content
critical of communism was false and had been planted by the US gov-
ernment.® Fake news stories buttressed citizens’ morale under gov-
ernment-mandated labor programs such as the famous Glavnoye
Upravleniye Lagerejare (Gulag), which from the 1920s through the
1950s forced tens of millions of Soviets to perform manual labor to
industrialize the USSR through state-run projects.®” These stories ap-
pealed to national pride and thereby gave workers a sense of accom-
plishment. They falsely reported that mandatory labor had produced
the “overproduction of goods” that the capitalists had promised but
never delivered. In actuality, the USSR was underproducing the

amount of goods it had promised.s®
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Beyond its satellite states, the USSR’s propaganda machine weap-
onized fake news to sow division in the US. One program called
INFEKTION operated news outlets overseas such as the San Fran-
cisco-based publication the Sun Reporter. The USSR’s publications
tried to break up the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) by
claiming that the US was planning to use nuclear weapons against its
NATO allies. In the US, Soviet fake news attempted to intensify racial
division through fake news stories that claimed Jimmy Carter sup-
ported apartheid in South Africa and that the US had invented the
disease of AIDS as a weapon against black people.® The latter story
had long-standing consequences, as in the twenty-first century 50
percent of African Americans either believed or did not discount the
idea that the US government was behind the AIDS epidemic.”®

US Cold War Propaganda

As World War II came to a close, the US was already seeking to up-
date its propaganda machine for what would become the Cold War.
During the Cold War, the US government sought to build national
consensus against communism.” In January 1945, US congressman
Karl E. Mundt (R-SD) introduced a bill, the US Information and Edu-
cational Exchange Act of 1948, popularly called the Smith-Mundt
Act, and signed into law by President Harry S. Truman on January 27,
1948 that allowed Congress to fund media outlets, such as Voice of
America and Radio Free Europe, to distribute propaganda that ap-
peared as news content to international audiences. These outlets
were banned from distributing their content domestically.

Despite the Smith-Mundt Act’s intention to keep US propaganda
from dominating domestic discourse, the US government weap-
onized television as a domestic fake news medium. During the Cold
War, television news was dominated by Defense Department-

scripted fake news programs such as Battle Report Washington and

[82] THE ROOTS OF STATE-SPONSORED PROPAGANDA

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

The Armed Forces Hour.? Top government officials would appear on
these shows, which were comfortable with the government-scripted
content, but rarely on others. Because Battle Report Washington was
broadcast in partnership with NBC, it had to placate advertisers, so
the program’s content often presented consumerism as an effective
way to defeat communism. Rather than obtaining objective news,
viewers were effectively treated to advertisements for capitalism,
consumerism, and a Cold War military ideology of a world struggle
between communism and freedom. By 1953, the Republican Party,
fearing that the Democratic Party was using the show to their advan-
tage, had funding for the scripted television shows canceled.”

The US Cold War-era propaganda machines employed hundreds
of journalists who were working at private press outlets. The produc-
tion of fake news reported by journalists was one of the multifaceted
activities of the Central Intelligence Agency.** The CIA’s Operation
Mockingbird drafted content for journalists to publish in news out-
lets such as ABC, CBS, NBC, Newsweek, the Miami Herald, the Satur-
day Evening Post, and the New York Herald-Tribune. Journalists would
engage in the common practice of copying and publishing content
from these news outlets, not realizing that the content was CIA pro-
duced.” In fact, the CIA coordinated its operations closely with
Arthur Hays Sulzberger, publisher of the New York Times from 1935 to
1961, and Joseph Alsop, the influential political columnist (from 1937
to1971) and Washington insider who was the cousin of Franklin De-
lano Roosevelt.”s The collective result of these journalists’ efforts
was that the CIA news stories were spread under the auspices of au-
thentic journalism.

The extent to which Operation Mockingbird produced outright
false stories or just misleading stories remains unknown. However,
members of the press and the CIA were tightly connected. Veteran
reporter Carl Bernstein wrote of Operation Mockingbird, “The gen-

eral outlines of what happened are indisputable; the specifics are
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harder to come by.” The content published has not been declassified.
Out of the millions of stories published at the hundreds of outlets
working with the CIA, it is hard to determine when the factually in-
correct news was CIA propaganda and when it was journalistic error.
However, Bernstein did determine that the New York Times reporting
“provided cover for about ten CIA operatives between 1950 and
1966.”%” Furthermore, the known CIA content focused on favorable
reporting for the politicians who were tough on communism, such as
Dwight D. Eisenhower and Lyndon Baines Johnson,”® effectively
sidelining other political candidates and their positions.

Just as previous regimes had done, the US propaganda machine
relied on censorship and intimidation to insulate their fake news nar-
ratives from facts or criticism. Some members of the press, such as
Walter Cronkite, willingly worked with the government to manage
news out of perceived patriotic duty.”® Others had a vested economic
interest, such as Henry Luce of Time, who became so close with then
director of the CIA Allen Dulles that they shared the same mistress.!°
However, some journalists attempted to evade governmental news
management. Robert S. Allen and Paul Scott, who wrote the popular
syndicated column “The Allen-Scott Report,” frequently cited anony-
mous top CIA officials in their articles to deliver information that had
not been approved for public release. In their desperation to learn the
sources’ identities, the CIA spied on Allen and Scott by listening in on
their phone calls.!*! The extent of these operations has not been de-
classified, so the American public remained ignorant about them.
Nonetheless, they represent a clear attempt to limit news to the nar-
rative offered and produced by the federal government.

The US Cold War-era propaganda machine started the practice,
which had continued into the twenty-first century, of using fake news
to produce regime change. The US, largely through the CIA, utilized
fake news to motivate populations to overthrow their democratically
elected leaders, such as Mohammad Mosaddegh of Iran in 1953,
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Jacobo Arbenz Guzméan of Guatemala in 1954, and Salvador Allende
of Chile in 1973.192In these cases, the propaganda machine followed
the same pattern of action. First, the press would saturate the nation
with fake smears of its leader. For example, in Iran, the CIA gave
$45,000 to an Iranian press outlet in exchange for publishing CIA-
generated fake news about Mosaddegh.!%

Second, the CIA would spread fake news of a false flag operation
to spark a rebellion and regime change.!®* For example, in Iran the
CIA bombed the house of a prominent Muslim and then falsely re-
ported the perpetrators to foster internal divsion in Iran.'® In Guate-
mala, the CIA tried to blow up Guzman’s car to foster internal divi-
sion.!®¢ In Chile, false flag operations were employed and reported in
the local newspapers to prompt a rebellion.!”” Elsewhere, the CIA de-
veloped false flag proposals that never saw the light of day. For exam-
ple, in Operation Northwoods the CIA discussed committing violent
acts against civilian and military targets and blaming Cuba for them
in such false flag operations as shooting down a civilian airliner, stag-
ing a fighter jet crash, hijacking a US ship, detonating bombs in the
US, attacking a Cuban neighbor, and burning a ship in Guantanamo
Bay Harbor.'°® Where the US was successful in fomenting rebellion
and installing US-approved leaders, hundreds of thousands were
killed and subjugated.’®®

The CIA even went so far as to use their control over the press to
foster domestic support for regime change. The press evoked images
of World War II dictators to justify coups overseas, such as the New
York Times comparing Iran’s Mohammad Mosaddegh to Hitler be-
cause he had sought to nationalize Iran’s oil fields and use the wealth
for the nation’s social safety net.""® Newsweek, the New York Times, and
the Washington Post celebrated the ouster of Mosaddegh and the
reentry of foreign oil companies into Iran.™ Similarly, in efforts to
justify the overthrow of a foreign leader, the US would distribute

fake news claiming the leader was a communist despite evidence to
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contrary. For example, the Christian Science Monitor reported that
Guzman had become a communist despite conflicting reports.
Numerous US press outlets celebrated his ouster as a victory for de-
mocracy even though he had been democratically elected.”? This si-
lenced critics and questions about the US participating in the over-

throw of democratically elected leaders.

The War on Terror

In the waning days of the Cold War, there was a revolt against the
federal government’s fake news propaganda. During the 1970s, rev-
elations of Richard Nixon’s Watergate crimes inspired congressional
investigations such as the Church Committee. The hearings’ revela-
tions were the first time that the American public was informed of
how state-sponsored propaganda machines had dictated the media
content that they consumed.™? Critics like Carl Bernstein argued that
the hearings did more to excuse and hide than to explain the extent
of the CIA’s operations involving journalists.!*

Nonetheless, the hearings sparked discussions about reforming
the CIA and making it more transparent regarding American propa-
ganda. A reform effort supposedly began at the CIA that included
ending their domestic propaganda operations."® After the revela-
tions, some politicians focused on repealing the Smith-Mundt Act,
which had legalized the activities of the US Cold War propaganda
machine. Arkansas senator J. William Fulbright in the 1970s and Ne-
braska senator Edward Zorinsky in the 1980s argued that the Smith-
Mundt Act was a relic of an era when propaganda had been viewed
as acceptable.® They were not successful in repealing it, and in a
grand twist of irony, the act would in fact be expanded and strength-
ened for the war on terror.

On September 11,2001 (9/11), after the hijacking and crashing of

four US commercial airliners in three American states, the US de-
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clared a war to find and capture individuals suspected of engaging in
terrorism. Polls showed that the outpouring of patriotism after the
event led a majority of Americans to support government spending
on counterterrorism and national security.'” However, maintaining
that support would be difficult considering that it was an endless war
with ever changing enemies and goals. The enemy was not a single
terrorist or organization but rather a myriad of individuals and groups
to be hunted down. The US would conceivably be fighting for years,
decades, or maybe centuries as figures like Osama bin Laden and his
al-Qaeda organization were replaced by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)."® The state-sponsored prop-
aganda machine faced an arduous task: they would need to maintain
public support for the war at home while maintaining costly support
for our allies against the “terrorists” overseas.

Originally, the federal government was successful in manipulat-
ing public opinion with fake news stories that appealed to America’s
feelings of national pride. Americans felt shame after the events of
September 11,2001. The US propaganda machine attempted to rem-
edy that shame with fake news that framed the US invasion of Iraq as
an act of pride for citizens. In 2003, when the US invaded Iraq, over
two-thirds of Americans supported the move." Less than a month
after the invasion, an unknown Marine colonel ordered that a statue
of Saddam Hussein in Firdos Square in Baghdad, Iraq, be taken
down. Members from army psychology operations used loudspeak-
ers to direct Iraqi citizens to help take it down.’° The image of Iragis
taking down a statue of Hussein, whom the US had just deposed, pro-
voked pride in US news consumers by suggesting that Iraqis whole-
heartedly backed the invasion and that the US had saved them from
atyrannical leader.

The US also manufactured fake news stories about the bravery of
US soldiers to maintain domestic support for the war. Days after the

war began, nineteen-year-old Private First Class Jessica Lynch was
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ambushed in her vehicle and arrested by the Iraqi army. Lynch was
rescued from the Iraqi hospital where she was being held after the
army and Navy SEALs created a diversion. After she was rescued,
Pentagon sources told news outlets, such as the Washington Post, that
Lynch had fought back bravely, firing at the Iraqis who had ambushed
her, but ended up being captured.’ It was actually a government
fabrication meant to elicit support for the war by appealing to Amer-
icans’ pride in their military and moral outrage over Lynch’s treat-
ment. The part of the story where Lynch fought back was invented by
the Pentagon. Lynch stated, “I was captured, but then I was OK and
Ididn’t go down fighting.” Years later, she noted that people still be-
lieve the false story. Lynch said that “it was really hard to convince
people that I didn’t have to do any of that.”??

Pat Tillman was another case where the government propaganda
machine not only developed fake news about a soldier’s death but
also actively worked to maintain the charade in order to cultivate
public sentiment for the war. Tillman had a National Football League
(NFL) contract but was inspired by 9/11 to join the military. On April
22,2004, Tillman, who had fought in Iraq, was killed in Afghanistan
by what the military reported was enemy fire. Tillman’s story made
Americans feel proud that their nation was worth not only a lucrative
NFL contract but a life. However, the story was false. Tillman did in-
deed die, but it was by three shots of friendly fire. Worse, the US
Army knew the real story but hid it by burning Tillman’s body armor
so it could not be investigated.!® It also mandated the enlisted men
to lie about what they had seen,?* and it posthumously awarded Till-
man the Silver Star, which the army reserves for those “engaged in
military operations involving conflict with an opposing foreign force”
and has not traditionally given to people who die from friendly fire.’®

During the war on terror, the federal government launched a pro-
gram, reminiscent of Operation Mockingbird, that relied on the press

to distribute state-sponsored fake news. The program, referred to as
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the Pentagon military analyst program, began in 2002 with the pur-
pose of informing the public about the war on terror. It saw retired
generals and active security agents using their employment by press
outlets to shape the electorate’s understanding of foreign policy. The
New York Times’s David Barstow, who won a Pulitzer Prize for expos-
ing the program in 2008, reported, “Some analysts stated that in later
interviews that they echoed the Pentagon’s talking points, even when
they suspected the information was false or inflated.”'?s The journal-
istic ineptitude exposed by Barstow went unreported by the twenty-
four-hour news networks and received miniscule coverage in other
outlets.”” The government not only defended the program but used
congressional legislation, the Smith-Mundt Modernization Act of
2012, a segment of the National Defense Authorization Act, to retro-
actively legalize their ability to propagandize the American public.'®
Prior to the Smith-Mundt Modernization Act of 2012 the federal gov-
ernment was forbidden from spreading propaganda domestically.
Advocates of the bill argued that domestic propaganda was the most
effective method for combatting terrorist propaganda.’® In fact, in
2010, a scholar of conspiracy theories and the administrator of the
White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA),
Cass Sunstein, had proposed “cognitive infiltration” of domestic In-
ternet groups as way to combat terrorism."°

Nonetheless, the federal government continued to use the press
as an extension of the propaganda machine. In 2014 former Los An-
geles Times, Associated Press, and Chicago Tribune intelligence re-
porter Ken Dilanian stepped down after internal documents and
emails confirmed that he had published CIA-approved reports
and presented them as journalism. Dilanian not only sent the CIA
advanced drafts and talking points for his articles but also introduced
their talking points as his original and genuine reporting. Although
it is not known if or how it influenced their reporting, other journal-
ists from the Washington Post, the New York Times, NPR, and Fox
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News’s channel attended similar events with the CIA."*' By 2019,
the relationship between the corporate press and elements of the
federal government was so strong that Pulitzer Prize-winning jour-
nalist Glenn Greenwald noted, “It’s virtually impossible to turn on
MSNBC or CNN without being bombarded with former Generals,
CIA operatives, FBI agents and NSA officials who now work for those
networks as commentators and, increasingly, as reporters.” Green-
wald’s reporting was in response to an inspector general’s report that
revealed how the news media’s relationship with the intelligence
community had enabled the Federal Bureau of Investigation to fal-
sify and conceal evidence regarding an opposition research study
that was discredited by its author, the Steele Dossier, in order to se-
cure a Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (FISA) warrant to spy on
former Trump campaign adviser Carter Page during the 2016 US
presidential election.’® The episode revealed how the relationship
between the federal government and corporate press not only results
in the production of propaganda, but attempts to manage the demo-

cratic process.

In 2018, an internet video showed xenophobic Germans giving the
Nazi salute and chanting Liigenpresse. Both of these actions are illegal
in Germany. The men in the video were protesting what they viewed
astheir national government’s complacent response to an immigrant
who had allegedly murdered a German citizen.'® However, their
venting of frustration through a phrase and salute made popular
seven decades earlier illustrated the enduring legacy of state-spon-
sored propaganda machines. In fact, although in English and an
ocean away, at the same time Trump was regularly invoking the fake
news epithet just as the Nazi regime had done, against enemies and
truth-tellers. The history of state-sponsored propaganda machines
illuminates the important function of fake news in international rela-
tions. Whether it be INFEKTION or Mockingbird, false flags or dubi-
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ous reporting, fake news has been an influential weapon in global
conflicts sparking world wars and regime change.

News consumers’ civic agency depends upon an awareness of the
complex organization and practices of state-sponsored propaganda
machines. Just like political propaganda apparatuses, state-sponsored
propaganda machines exploit citizens’ tendency to conflate repetition
with reliability. Furthermore, they take complex measures to censor
and marginalize truthful content, especially if it discredits the gov-
ernment’s narrative. Citizens cannot be full participants in a democ-
racy unless they are aware of the warning signs of a state-sponsored
epistemological crisis: censorship; shared narratives between the
news media and government; and fear-laden stories that dehumanize
enemies and elicit national feelings of arrogance, shame, pride, moral
superiority, and moral outrage. However, to focus solely on fake news
producers in government, the press, and political class risks missing
the important ways that the internet has complicated the study of fake
news. The next chapter analyzes the relationship between the inter-

net and fake news.
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5 Fake Newsandthe
Internet Economy

As Eric Tucker drove through his hometown of Austin, Texas, rain be-
gan battering his windshield. It was November 9, a day after the 2016
US presidential election, and the thirty-five-year-old cofounder of a
marketing company had recently read internet stories about Demo-
cratic Party billionaires such as George Soros hiring busloads of actors
to portray anti-Trump protesters in cities across America. As he drove
through Austin, he noticed anti-Trump protesters on the sidewalk. At
anearby location, he noticed busloads of people arriving at a hotel. He
had the fleeting thought, What ifthese busloads of people are the Soros ac-
tors? He searched for local conferences on Google but found nothing.
Now convinced that he had discovered Soros’s minions, he stopped his
car, pulled out his phone, and began frantically taking photos of the
people and buses. Within minutes he tweeted three of the images to
his forty Twitter followers under the comment “Anti-Trump protestors
in Austin today are not as organic as they seem. Here are the busses
they came in. #fakeprotests #trump2016 #austin.”!

Shortly after midnight, as the world was learning of Trump’s vic-
tory in the Electoral College, Tucker’s tweet was posted to the social
news website Reddit under the headline “BREAKING: They found
the buses! Dozens lined up just blocks away from the Austin pro-
tests.” Over three hundred people commented on the story. By 9
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a.m., less than a day after Tucker’s original post, a user on the con-
servative internet website Free Republic spread his post to a massive
swath of the online news reading community, including three hun-
dred thousand Facebook users. The uproar over paid protesters drew
attention to its source: Tucker. By the late afternoon, Tucker’s initial
tweet had been shared and liked over five thousand times; his forty
Twitter followers had multiplied to nearly one thousand.?

It took fact checkers twenty-four hours to challenge the validity
of Tucker’s post. News reporters began to approach the bus company
in Tucker’s tweet, Coach U.S.A. North America, about its activity in
the area. The bus company seemed unaware about its supposed con-
nection to the protesters. Meanwhile, Tucker was replying to queries
on Twitter about whether he had proof'to support the claims made in
his post. He confirmed in a post that he “did not see loading or un-
loading” but that the buses were “quite near protests.”

Tucker’s transparency regarding his baseless claim did little to
quell the growing hysteria among internet users. Around 6 p.m. on
November 10, 2016, the conservative blog Gateway Pundit posted
Tucker’s image under the headline “Figures. Anti-Trump Protesters
Were Bussed in to Austin #FakeProtests.” It was shared forty-four
thousand times. It became a prominent story throughout the con-
servative blogosphere—so much so that it reached president-elect
Trump, who tweeted, “Just had a very open and successful presiden-
tial election. Now professional protesters, incited by the media, are
protesting. Very unfair!”™

Two days after Tucker’s post, a spokesperson for the software
company Tableau announced that the buses had been hired by their
company to drop off thirteen thousand individuals attending a con-
ference in Austin. That same day, the conservative website American
Statesman and the fact-checking website Snopes both posted evi-
dence to debunk Tucker’s claims. Tucker began to feel pressure

about his news fabrication. He tweeted to his followers that it was a
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strong possibility he could have been “flat wrong” in his assertion
about the buses.’

Three days after it was originally posted, Tucker’s story was on
popular conservative websites, discussed by the president-elect, and
shared on social media over a half a million times on various plat-
forms. However, the articles debunking the false claim did not re-
ceive nearly as much attention. The Snopes article debunking Tucker
received a mere 5,800 shares, and Tucker’s corrective was shared
minimally. He eventually deleted his original tweet, replacing it with
the same images covered by the word “False,” illustrating that his
previous claims were incorrect. However, after a week, the message
had received a mere twenty-nine retweets and twenty-seven likes.

Tucker’s story exemplifies the global epistemological crisis
brought about by the internet. The internet simultaneously offers ac-
cess to endless truths and facts and provides a medium for creating
fake news content that is easily disseminated and legitimized to au-
diences. This chapter delves into the political economy of the inter-
net, not only to analyze fake news content and its producers, but to
investigate why fake news is so pervasive and effective in the digital
age. Like any other technology, the internet is not responsible for the
production of fake news. However, the political economy of the in-
ternet incentivizes the spread of fake news. Data collection, machine
intelligence, and the creation of algorithmically based predictive an-
alytic products have maximized the effectiveness of fake news con-
tent. As a result, internet users are increasingly addicted to their
screens, which results in more enclosure in a digital cave or bubble of
fake news content that influences and directs their attitudes and be-
haviors. The fake news content derives partly from internet users
and partly from digital propaganda machines that have all the hall-
marks of twentieth-century state-sponsored propaganda machines,
but with digital capabilities. Fake news predates the internet, but

the internet certainly has enabled fake news to have a much more
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pervasive and powerful influence on news consumers than anything

previous.

The Technomics of Data Collection

The influence of internet fake news is best understood through an
examination of the internet’s political economy. During the 1980s, as
the internet entered the commercial sphere, there was great hope in
its ability to deliver useful and boundless information to users. It was
referred to as the “information superhighway” by then vice presi-
dent Al Gore.” President Ronald Reagan promised that the internet
would usher in freedom with his claim that “the Goliath of totalitari-
anism will be brought down by the David of the microchip.”® The in-
ternet’s attractiveness derived from its ability to give everyone who
had access endless communication opportunities. Policy makers
were so confident that the internet was a level playing field for users
that the federal government absolved technology companies from li-
ability for the content on their platforms with Section 230 of the 1996
Federal Communications Decency Act.’

For their part, technology companies extolled the opportunities af-
forded by the internet to potential users. In 1995, Apple CEO Steve Jobs
proclaimed that the internet had transformed the economy, telling Roll-
ing Stone, “We live in an information economy.” A year later, Bill Gates
of Microsoft promised that with the transition to an information econ-
omy, new tools, operating at record speeds, would become available at
relatively low cost. “What we’re saying to people,” he told an inter-
viewer, “is that every idea about ease-of-use, we can develop in soft-
ware, for the PC, without asking them to buy new hardware, without
asking them to throw away their old applications.”*® Google summed
up the philosophy of the industry with its motto, “Don’t be evil.”*

The economic recession in 2000 and the terrorist attacks of

September 11, 2001, saw technology companies shed principled
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commitments such as “Don’t be evil.” Since their inception, technology
companies have been collecting users’ data.'? Data refers to the digital
records of every action taken by an internet user.” Initially, companies
such as Google and Amazon viewed their data-collecting activities as a
necessary evil: companies would analyze the data to determine how to
best design their platform to serve customers. Any data collected that
was not directly related to these operations, known as behavior surplus
data, was deemed expendable. Until 2000, most technology compa-
nies agreed that storing or sharing user data was unethical.'* However
in2000, the US economy faced a recession that was largely due to over-
speculation on the internet.” In less than a week, stocks on the NAS-
DAQ exchange lost 25 percent of their value.’® Promising new websites
such as Pets.com, partially funded by Amazon, went out of business af-
ter losing 75 percent of their value.” The companies that remained in
business began to search for new advertising strategies and revenue
streams.!® Their search would end with the new economic opportuni-
ties presented by the federal government after September 11, 2001.
The federal government’s response to the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, reshaped the political economy of the internet. In
the hope of preventing future attacks, US policy makers sought to ex-
pand the government’s intelligence collection practices. Lawmakers
quickly recognized that digital data collection would be a valuable re-
source in preventing future attacks. As a result, the federal govern-
ment appealed to the technology industry to provide them with data.
Soon the federal government became one of the technology indus-
tries’ biggest clients, offering lucrative contracts for massive data col-
lection.” Acting as one of (if not) the largest revenue providers on the
internet, the US government has had massive influence in shaping
the post-2000 recession internet economy toward data collection
and analysis. In June 2015, the Freedom Act ended the federal gov-
ernment’s bulk data collection but handed over those operations to

private companies, whose data the government could then access.
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The act represented a watershed moment repudiating the post-9/11
security framework. However, that framework had already shaped
the internet economy to be dependent upon large-scale data collec-
tion and analysis.?° Technology companies reeling from the 2000 re-
cession were incentivized by the federal government to exploit the
vast amount of user data, produced and posted free of charge by us-
ers, as the basis of the internet economy.? Harvard Business School
professor Shoshana Zuboff refers to the economy that emerged as

“Surveillance Capitalism,” which she defines as

Anew economic order that claims human experience as free raw mate-
rial forhidden commerecial practices of extraction, prediction and sales;
A parasitic economic logic in which the production of goods and serv-
ices is subordinated to a new global architecture of behavioural modi-
fication; A rogue mutation of capitalism marked by concentrations of
wealth, knowledge and power unprecedented in human history; The
foundational framework of a surveillance economy; As significant a
threat to human nature in the twenty-first century as industrial capital-
ismwas to the natural world in the nineteenth and twentieth; The origin
of a new instrumentarian power that asserts dominance over society
and presents startling challenges to market democracy; A movement
that aims to impose a new collective order based on total certainty; An
expropriation of critical human rights that is best understood as a coup

from above: an overthrow of the people’s sovereignty.?

Surveillance capitalism’s economy is dependent upon the vast collec-

tion and analysis of user data.

The Surveillance Capitalist Economy

) . . .
) ) ) )
Users’ data includes their purchases, retina scans, DNA, statements

clicks, relationships, searches, travels, consumption patterns, and
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much more.? From product focus groups to Nielsen Set-Meter televi-
sions, which monitored audiences’ viewing habits, private industry
haslong believed that effective advertising derives from a deep anal-
ysis of consumer behavior.?* Internet companies such as Facebook,
Google, and Amazon amass enormous amounts of information
about consumers’ behavior in the form of data. They have achieved
this by promising users that data collection will positively enhance
their online experience. In reality, these companies have been build-
ing an infrastructure that collects data on every user twenty-four
hours a day, not to enhance the user experience, but to provide criti-
cal insight into consumers’ behaviors and attitudes.” To maximize
their data collection, companies such as Facebook, Amazon, Apple,
Microsoft, Netflix, Spotify, and Yahoo share their data with each
other.?

The unfettered collection of data saw technology companies at-
tain an unmatched trove of behavioral surplus data. In 2018, Forbes
reported that humans create 2.5 quintillion bytes of data daily, with
over 9o percent of that data generated in the last two years alone. An-
nually, 4.7 trillion photos are stored, and 9 billion people use email.
Everyday 1.5 billion people actively use Facebook; 5 billion search en-
gine searches are made (3.5 billion on Google alone); 300 million
photos are uploaded; 400 million Instagrammers are active. Every
minute users send sixteen million text messages; perform 990,000
Tinder swipes; send 156 million emails; share fifteen thousand GIFs
on Facebook Messenger; receive 103,447,520 spam emails; and make
154,200 calls on Skype. In that same minute, over half a million pho-
tos are taken on Snapchat; 120 people join LinkedIn; 4,146,600
YouTube videos are watched; 456,000 tweets are sent on Twitter;
46,740 photos are posted on Instagram; 510,000 comments are
posted and 293,000 statuses are updated on Facebook; 18,055,556
forecast requests are sent to the Weather Channel; $51,892 in trans-

actions are processed by Venmo; thirteen new songs are added to
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Spotify; 45,788 trips are made on Uber; and six hundred new page ed-
its are made to Wikipedia. Every second forty thousand searches oc-
cur on Google and five new Facebook profiles are created.” In addi-
tion to collecting data on their platform, companies such as Facebook

buy troves of users’ data from other companies.?

Predictive Analytic Products

In addition to collecting massive amounts of user data, technology
companies such as Facebook and Google claim that they have the
machine intelligence capabilities to create algorithm-based tools
that can anticipate what a user will do at a particular moment, soon
thereafter, and even much later. Algorithm-based predictive analytic
products are lucrative features because they enable marketers and
political campaigns, among others, to microtarget effectively.?
Gutenberg University research associate Simon Kruschinski and
University of Bamberg researcher Andre Haller describe micro-
targeting as “a commercial direct marketing practice” that refers to
“the process of making strategic decisions at the individual level
about which customer to target with what campaign message.”*° Pre-
dictive analytic products operationalize data so that companies can
microtarget a particular individual or group with effective messag-
ing. Predictive analytic products have proven so successful to the ad-
vertising industry that social media advertisement revenue jumped
from $11 billion 2015 to $23.5 billion in 2018.3 Predictive analytic
products can serve various functions for various industries: health in-
surers would like to know what ailments their patients have searched
for on Google and how active they are in order to calculate their
patients’ health insurance fees; car insurance companies seek
Global Positioning System (GPS) data to analyze their customers’
driving speed and frequency in order to calculate their customers’ in-

surance premiums; law enforcement agencies seek DNA data from
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genealogy websites in order to solve crimes; and advertisers seek
customers’ data to create effective advertisements.*? In fact, the field
of computational journalism relies on data to popularize content.
The perceived success of predictive analytic products has seen tech-
nology companies expand data collection to nonscreen activities
such as retina scanning, facial recognition, and voice recognition
software on cellphones and on in-home devices such as Samsung
televisions and Amazon’s Alexa.®

More recently, technology companies have begun experimenting
with a more promising and thus more lucrative way to exploit behav-
ioral surplus data: an economy of action. In an action economy, com-
panies operationalize users’ data to direct rather than predict their
behavior. This behavioral modification is enabled by data analysis
that offers a window into a user’s thoughts and cognitive processes.
Those with access to this data can construct content and situations
where auser will actin a desired fashion. This redirection of behavior
can be as subtle as a phrase found in a user’s Facebook news feed or
the particular timing and placement of a purchase button on a web-
site. Zuboff concludes that technology companies’ long-term goal is
to triangulate data in an effort to direct or automate every human ac-

tion.** One area where this appears to be true is social media.

Social Media, Repetition, Reinforcement,
and the Privileging of Fake News

The economic incentives of social media have surrounded usersin a
digital version of Plato’s cave. The Greek philosopher Plato’s Allegory
of the Cave tells the story of people who lived in a cave for so long
that they could neither fathom nor trust any information from out-
side the cave. Social media repetitively reinforce fake news with little
to no counterevidence, constructing an information cave around us-

ers.® There is a debate around when social media began, some dat-
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ing it as far back as the telegraph in the 1840s, but most argue that its
contemporary usage refers to platforms such as MySpace and Friend-
ster in the early 2000s.%¢ These companies are a result of Web 2.0, a
term distinguishing post- from pre-2000 recession internet compa-
nies: their content is derived from users and their financial stability
depends upon data collection.’” In 2018, 81 percent of Americans
used social media, up from 24 percent in 2008.%¢ Globally, there are
3.7 billion internet users.® Just over 3 billion people used social media
in 2018, up from just under 1 billion a decade prior.*° In 2018, Face-
book attained a patent to better determine users’ opinions of select
content with emotion recognition technology. Presumably, they will
use webcams and imagery of users’ facial expressions and social
cues to determine their emotions. A year earlier, they attained a pat-
ent to have audio of advertisements turn on users’ microphones in
their phones and laptops in order to collect data on their reaction to
that advertisement.* Facebook and other social media companies
argue that they are adding these features in order to create a custom-
ized experience for users to enjoy.

Given the centrality of data collection and analysis to their profit-
ability, social media companies operationalize their machine intelli-
gence to create algorithms that will keep users on their platforms. So-
cial media companies apply psychologist B.F. Skinner’s concept of
behavioral modification.* According to Skinner, rewards produce
cogitative stimuli that can be exploited to modify an individual’s be-
havior. In the digital realm, rewards are customized alerts, messages,
and notifications that keep users addicted to their screens, where
they provide lucrative data that can be utilized to modify users’ pur-
chase habits and preferences.*® For example, the social media plat-
form Snapchat successfully keeps teenagers addicted to their phone
through a system that offers rewards, such as emojis, for people who
have long Snapchat streaks, typically one hundred days. A streak

is measured by the back-and-forth communication between two
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participants; the less time with communication, the shorter the
streak.* Industry insiders have warned that this amounts to “brain-
hacking” because it effectively directs people’s behavior toward their
screens.* However, what is rarely discussed is the way in which
screen addiction and brain-hacking popularize the fake news content
on the internet.

The economic goals that shape social media algorithms have the
side effect of popularizing fake news content. Arizona State Univer-
sity’s Kai Shu and colleagues found that “humans are naturally not
very good at differentiating between real and fake news” because
they tend to believe their conception of reality is the only reality and
“prefer to receive information that confirms their existing views.”
This tendency extends to the internet, where data reveal that inter-
net users desire content that confirms rather than challenges their
views. In an effort to keep users on their platform, tech companies
create a bubble around each user that filters out the content that chal-
lenges users’ beliefs and popularizes content that confirms their ide-
ological position. For example, if a user believes the world is six thou-
sand years old, companies such as Facebook will populate that user’s
social media feed with stories about the world being six thousand
years old.*” By repeatedly bombarding users with confirmation, filter
bubbles serve to strengthen users’ false beliefs, because users con-
flate familiarity with veracity.*® This helps explain why studies show
that fake news is 70 percent more likely to spread than truth in social
media.* In fact, that is why bots (software that perform automated
tasks such as sharing content) are a pernicious force when it comes
to fake news. Although they do not create fake news, bots spread
fake content further and faster than any human could possibly
achieve.*

The political economy of the internet is responsible for the spread
of fake news but is not responsible for its production. Much of that is

a result of two types of institutions, internet fake news outlets and
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digital propaganda machines: both exploit internet technology com-
panies’ economic models for their own purposes. Fake news outlets
rely on emotion-filled fake news content to build their audience, rev-
enue, and influence. Meanwhile, digital propaganda machines con-
solidate power and spread their hegemony through similar internet
content and data analysis. Their goals are achieved by exploiting the

economic model of technology companies.

Internet Fake News Outlets and the
Privileging of Fake News

Since the internet became available for in-home use, it has been
plagued with fake news. Fake news producers, like other producers,
can create internet websites with the veneer of a legitimate news
source. In the early days of in-home internet, fake news content in-
cluded hoaxes or pranks such as beach towns in the 1990s reporting
on April Fool’s Day that the city had banned surfing; individuals
claiming to have found dead “fairies”; chain letter messages promis-
ing bad things to readers unless they sent out their own chain letters;
and the invention of a kitten that could be grown in a jar.>! However,
the majority of fake news centered on celebrities such as Microsoft
founder and billionaire Bill Gates buying the Catholic Churchin1994;
Gates giving away all of his money in 1997; entertainer Justin Bieber
being active in an elite cohort of reptiles that ruled the earth; “J. K.
Rowling” being a pen name; Michelle Obama hiding that she was a
man and had murdered Joan Rivers; Queen Elizabeth’s cannibalism;
and Melania Trump’s doppelganger who followed the president
around on official business.*

The post-Web 2.0 era afforded internet users new opportunities
to produce and circulate sophisticated fake news content to a global
audience. On social media websites, fake news producers can exploit

the platform’s inability or unwillingness to verify the veracity of
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users’ identity and content. For example, for years Jennifer Hart’s so-
cial media profile included pictures and stories that portrayed her as
the matriarch of a loving and healthy family of eight. In 2018, it was
revealed that the Hart family suffered from horrific abuse, including
imprisonment and withholding of food from children. However, by
then Hart had driven a car s off' a cliff in California with her partner
and their six children inside, resulting in their deaths.

The internet and digital tools also enabled fake news producers
to access Hollywood-like video production tools for constructing
“deepfake” videos. Deepfake videos are “videos that have used arti-
ficial intelligence techniques to combine and superimpose multiple
images or videos onto source material.”>* For example, in 2019 a
video of Nancy Pelosi was altered to make the speaker of the House
appear intoxicated during a speech.® Similarly, that same year a fab-
ricated video showed Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg making the
chilling statement, “Whoever controls the data, controls the fu-
ture.”*® Fake news producers have also used deepfake videos to su-
perimpose celebrity and noncelebrity women’s faces on women in
pornographic videos. Women are being notified by friends and loved
ones that they are in pornographic films despite their never taking
partin a pornographic production.” The political economy of the in-
ternet not only enabled the relatively easy production and dissemi-
nation of fake news but created structural mechanisms for popular-

izing and legitimizing fake news.

The Political Economy of Digital Fake News

The political economy of the internet has created a profitable market
for fake news peddlers. In the digital age, companies pay top dollar to
have their company’s advertisement placed near or on the content
with the most user engagement because algorithms privilege engag-

ing content over other content in users’ news feeds and internet
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searches.®® This means that an advertisement will reach a larger au-
dience if it is near or on engaging content. As a result, website opera-
tors, bloggers, and other content producers strive to construct and
share engaging content as a way to access advertising revenue. Fake
news is some of the most engaging content because it appeals to
strong lower emotions that have been shown to increase user en-
gagement, such as “fear, disgust, and surprise.”® As a result, social
media platforms privilege fake news on their platform over fact-
based content.*®

The privileging of fear-laden and hate-based fake news over jour-
nalism has seen the internet transform into a space of division and
hate. In fact, a 2018 study found that the social media platform Twit-
ter is overrun with divisive themes of “racism, misogyny, and homo-
phobia.”®! Even though social media founders such as Facebook CEO
Mark Zuckerberg claimed that their goal was not just about “con-
necting the world” but about “giv[ing] people the power to build
community and bring[ing] the world closer together,” the reality is
that they have created some of the most divisive platforms in human
history.®? It’s not just social media that act as fake news—fueled hate
disseminators. Safiya Umoja Noble’s 2018 Algorithms of Oppression
found that racism shapes the ways in which searches are conducted
on the internet, especially via Google. In addition to reinforcing ster-
eotypes, such as facial recognition software that made Google label
images of black men and women as gorillas, these searches privilege

white supremacists messaging to users.%

The Hyperpartisan Fake News Profiteers

Interms of ideological spectrum, Right-leaning US voters are some of
the biggest consumers of fake news. Network Propaganda, an exhaus-
tive quantitative study by Harvard University’s Yochai Benkler, Rob-

ert Faris, and Hal Roberts that traced news consumption patterns
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from 2015 to 2017, revealed that Right-leaning news consumers are
more likely to accept falsehoods and half truths as fact because they
are more likely to consume polarized content that aims to humiliate
ideological opponents and misinform consumers. The study found
that there is nothing comparable for Left-leaning voters, arguing that
centrist, leftist, and Left-leaning voters do spread fake news but often
recognize and correct errors, whereas fake news tends to spread un-
challenged among Right-leaning users.** This makes sense given
these groups’ differing views on gatekeepers. Liberals tend to have
more faith in gatekeepers such as government and professionals,
whereas conservatives tend to be skeptical of gatekeepers; consider
Ronald Reagan’s “government is the problem” position in the 1980s.°

For decades, conservatives believed that the news media had a
liberal bias that led them to censor conservative perspectives. How-
ever, much of the conservative content that was ignored by tradi-
tional media was unsubstantiated stories. For example, the John
Birch Society was a well-funded ultraconservative group that lobbied
for conservative causes by spreading fake news that the United Na-
tions was “an instrument of Communist global conquest,” that the
goal of the civil rights movement was to inaugurate an “independent
Negro-Soviet Republic,” and that Dwight D. Eisenhower was “a ded-
icated, conscious agent of the Communist conspiracy.”s® These un-
substantiated claims and others like them were ignored by tradi-
tional news media not because of a liberal bias but rather because of
a propensity to publish factual content.®’

The internet finally provided an outlet for conservative circles to
share their baseless claims and false tales. In fact, studies as late as
2018 reveal that conservative fake news is unmatched in terms of
ubiquity and acceptability on the internet.®® Matt Drudge was the
first to conceptualize how reporting polarizing fake news on the in-
ternet could ameliorate conservatives’ perceived information mar-

ginalization while maximizing profits for his nascent news outlet the

[106] FAKE NEWS AND THE INTERNET ECONOMY

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Drudge Report. By the mid-1990s, as more people attained in-home
internet access, the Drudge Report established itself as a premier
conservative news outlet. Its launch coincided with Bill Clinton’s
presidency, and soon Drudge became the bane of the Democratic
Party. The Drudge Report published fake news content claiming
that: President Bill Clinton’s White House assistant Sidney Blumen-
thal was physically abusing his wife, that former secretary of state
John Kerry had had an affair with an intern, that Bill Clinton had an
illegitimate child, and that CNN reporters had heckled Republicans;
it also published numerous inaccurate details about Clinton’s affair
with a White House intern named Monica Lewinsky.*® Much of the
Drudge Report’s fake news had racist themes, such as stories claim-
ing Senator John McCain’s white aide had been attacked by a black
man and that President Barack Obama was not born in the US.”

By the twenty-first century, Breitbart and the Drudge Report
competed to draw the attention of conservative audiences with fake
news. Breitbart was founded by Andrew Breitbart, who ran the com-
pany until his death in 2012, when he was succeeded by Steve Ban-
non, who would become an adviser to President Donald Trump.
Breitbart relied on fear-inspiring racist and xenophobic narratives
that had salience with whites who were reacting to the economic
anxiety over the Great Recession with racial resentment over the
election of the first self-identified black president and the increase in
the proportion of the US population made up of racial minorities.”
Breitbart’s articles demonized Democratic Party members with fake
news stories such as Pizzagate, which claimed that Hillary Clinton
knew about and had covered up a Democratic Party child molesta-
tion ring.”” The election of President Barack Obama saw Breitbart
continue the long-standing American practice of spreading racist-
laden fake news stories. For example, Breitbart stories claimed that
Obama was born in Kenya and supported terrorist organizations.”

Breitbart’s fake news stories were not only racist but xenophobic and
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Islamophobic, asserting that Democratic Party aide Huma Abedin
sponsored Muslim terrorists. that Obama’s nominee for US secretary
of defense Chuck Hagel (R-Nebraska) had received payment for
speaking at an event sponsored in part by a terrorist organization
called Friends of Hamas, that a Muslim mob had inspired a civil war
in Germany; and that a rash of Northern California wildfires had
been started by an undocumented Latinx immigrant.”

Breitbart revolutionized fake news videos on the internet, dis-
seminating manipulated content that influenced policy makers. The
speed at which these false videos could be made, spread, and shared
undermined the old adage “Seeing is believing.” Though using new
technologies, Breitbart was focused on achieving familiar goals of
spreading racism and influencing public policy. For example, the As-
sociation of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN),
once the nation’s largest community development organization, pri-
marily serving people of color, lost its government funding after a
fake news video published by Breitbart. In 2010, with the use of con-
servative activist-actors, Breitbart’s source edited a video to make it
appear that ACORN staff members were talking to and aiding a pimp
and a prostitute in receiving government funding and facilitating un-
derage prostitution. By the time the story was proven false, the gov-
ernment had already cut funding for ACORN.”

Also in 2010, Breitbart edited a video of a speech at an NAACP
fund-raiser delivered by African American Shirley Sherrod, then the
head of rural development for the US Department of Agriculture.
The edits made her speech appear to embrace “racism” against
whites who were seeking economic relief from the government.”
Obama asked Sherrod to step down from her position after the video
surfaced. Later, a full video came out proving that Breitbart’s staff
had doctored their video, but by then Sherrod was unemployed be-
cause, in a situation reminiscent of Eric Tucker’s tweet, fake news

was more pervasive than truth on the internet.

[108] FAKE NEWS AND THE INTERNET ECONOMY

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Few have profited as much from internet falsehoods as Alex
Jones. Jones launched his radio show in 1996 and soon thereafter de-
veloped InfoWars, a website that offered articles, videos, and his
radio show. Jones’s fake news is a mix of the fear that is central to
state-sponsored propaganda machines and the sensationalism that
defines news media. Much of his fake news is tied to the theory that
an elite group of powerful and influential politicians and business
people, sometimes called the [lluminati, meet in places like Northern
California’s Bohemian Grove with a goal of world domination.” His
fake news stories have claimed that the world was ending inreal time
on January 1, 2000 (Y2K), that the government orchestrated 9/11,
that the US government uses “weather weapons” to create natural
disasters in an effort to manufacture public support for a green econ-
omy, that government aid locations for natural disasters are actually
concentration camps, and that school shootings are fake events, with
those suffering in the images and videos being “crisis actors” hired
by the federal government to legitimize plans to take away Ameri-
cans’ guns.”® The reach of Jones’s fake news is vast and is one of the
main sources of information for President Donald Trump.” Com-
mentators mistakenly dismiss his loud voice, boisterous demeanor,
and wild claims as buffoonish behavior, but according to his divorce
proceedings Jones is “a performance artist.” He operationalizes fake
news in order to line his own pockets. Jones’s estimated worth is re-

portedly $10 million.®°

The Alt-Right: An Internet Phenomenon

The fake news stories from InfoWars, Breitbart, and the Drudge Re-
port are repeatedly reinforced through filter bubbles and social me-
dia algorithms, which have the dual effect of increasing profits for
fake news producers while legitimizing falsehoods to users. Mike
Wendling’s 2018 book Al#-Right, based on his study of conservative
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and extreme Right chatroom logs, blogs, videos, websites, and inter-
views, concluded that the internet has shaped the way these users,
which he refers to as the Alt-Right, communicate and consume news.
They do not have a dominant ideology but share an opposition to
feminism, Islam, and racial and ethnic minorities, as well as anxiety
and antagonism about diversity in terms of race, religion, sexuality,
and gender; many of them also engage with Nazi imagery and jokes.
Most are young and white men, but some are middle-aged people in
established professions who feel completely alienated from society,
and they are scattered throughout the United States as well as other
English-speaking countries including Britain, Canada, and Aus-
tralia. They see themselves as fundamentally countercultural, with
their own protoinstitutions such as white supremacist Richard Spen-
cer’s National Policy Institute, media outlets such as InfoWars and
Breitbart, sections of the image-based bulletin board 4chan, numer-
ous accounts on Twitter, popular Reddit forums, YouTube accounts,
and websites.®!

In the predigital age, these racist caves of information existed,
but only through an extensive and carefully managed process. For
example, by the 1940s, American southerners lived in an epistemo-
logical bubble of racism built from fake news stories that legitimized
Jim Crow segregation and the lynching of thousands of African
Americans.® Southerners were repeatedly consuming fake news sto-
ries that claimed black men were “buying up ice picks to attack the
whites,” planning to “take over the entire area during a blackout,” or-
chestrating a “take over [of the] government after the war [World
War II] through an organized Negro revolution,” and working with
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to promote racial violence.** The racist
fake news tales of the Old South as a place of happy, well-cared-for
slaves experiencing gracious plantation living were passed along and
reinforced so often that consumers conflated repetition with verac-

ity. The fake news stories that germinated in the white supremacist
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press of the time were cited by the white supremacist political class
and passed on through oral transmission.®* Those wishing to punc-
ture the southern information bubble faced insurmountable odds:
the foreign press had no circulation or radio broadcasts, national
newspapers were scarce, and oppositional voices were threatened
with censorship by groups such as the Ku Klux Klan and the Virginia
State Assembly’s “Board of Censor.”® Thus white supremacist ideol-
ogy and racist narratives were continuously reinforced.

The Alt-Right digital cave dwellers differ from twentieth-century
southern whites in that the internet has provided a global space for
them to connect, discuss, hate, and expand their influence. In fact, a
Southern Poverty Law Center study found that the number of neo-
Nazi groups in the US had increased from 892 in2015t0 917 in2017.8¢
It would be difficult to find an individual who attracted more racist
fake news content than America’s first self-identifying black presi-
dent, Barack Obama. An oft-repeated racist fake news story was that
Obama was not an American. The story was bolstered by an image of
Obama’s 1981 digital Columbia University student identification
card that listed him as a “foreign student.” However, the internet
photo was an obvious fake because Columbia University did not is-
sue digital cards until 1996, long after Obama graduated.®” The au-
thor of the falsified picture remains anonymous, but the lie continues

to circulate throughout the internet.

From Fake News to Real Violence

The harm caused by fake news is not limited to spreading and legiti-
mizing hateful ideas; it also includes the instigation of violence. For
example, Islamophobic fake news has circulated on the internet
since the events of September 11, 2001, and subsequent acts of
violence by Muslim extremists throughout the Western world. Islam-

ophobic fake news refers to false content that spreads fear and hate
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about the religion of Islam; this content has served as a justification
for violence. For example, in 2018, three men in Kansas concluded
from fake news that Muslims were attempting to take over the fed-
eral government in what they described as a “civilization jihad.”
They then colluded to massacre Somali Muslim immigrants who
lived in close proximity.®® Authorities were tipped off about the plan
and stopped the men before they could act. However, the victims of
twenty-eight-year-old Alexandre Bissonnette were not so lucky. In
2018, he shot and killed six individuals at a mosque after consuming
Islamophobic and white supremacist fake news on the internet. Bis-
sonnette was a major consumer of Alt-Right content from Breitbart,
the Daily Wire, Fox News, InfoWars, former Ku Klux Klan grand wiz-
ard David Duke, and former White House strategist Steve Bannon.
His favorite fake news provocateur was Ben Shapiro, famous for tout-
ing Islamophobic falsehoods such as “We’re above 800 million Mus-
lims radicalized, more than half the Muslims on Earth. That’s not a
minority. That’s now a majority.” Bissonnette visited Shapiro’s web-
site ninety-three times before his murder spree at the mosque.*’

In addition to violence against Muslims, hateful fake news con-
tent has led to violence against women. Social media subcultures like
that of incels (“involuntary celibates”) use members-only discussion
websites to rage against and dehumanize women who will not have
sex with them, often advocating rape as a male right. Meninists take
it a step further, posting Elliot Rodgers’s manifesto about retaliation
against women who refuse sexual advances, a manifesto in which he
threatens murder. In May of 2014, Rodgers followed through on his
threats with a rampage of stabbings and shootings in Isla Vista, Cali-
fornia, that left six people dead and fourteen injured.”® In 2014, in
what became known as Gamergate, a group of anonymous internet
users organized on websites such as 4chan, Internet Relay Chat, Twit-
ter, and Reddit to devise and execute a doxing scheme and a series of

threats of rape and murder against women suspected of making fem-
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inist video games.”' The users’ anger was sparked by a fake news story,
posted online, by a game creator’s former boyfriend, alleging that the
game creator had received a favorable review for her video game by
having sex with a reviewer.”? In actuality the reviewer named in the
story had never reviewed the game, something the former boyfriend
later acknowledged. The episode would be part of a much larger vio-
lent campaign against women fomented on the internet.”

In the digital age, fake news plays a central role in creating the
digital caves that internet users occupy. The popularity of fake news
websites on the internet derives from the political economy of the in-
ternet. Internet companies privilege hate-laden, fear-driven fake
news content because of its engaging properties. For this reason,
fake news content reaches vast audiences, constructing digital caves
where users conflate familiarity with veracity. This series of events
results in the radicalization of internet users and the widespread
adoption of falsehoods as facts. In addition to internet users, digital
propaganda machines are some of the most influential fake news

producers.

Digital State-Sponsored Propaganda Machines

Digital state-sponsored propaganda machines include all of the as-
pects of twentieth-century state-sponsored propaganda machines,
enhanced with the propagandistic opportunities afforded by the in-
ternet. Since 2012, the internet ushered in a global information war in
which nations as large as Russia and the US and as small as Turkey
and Saudi Arabia rely on cyberspace to influence domestic and inter-
national behaviors and attitudes.®* In fact the demand for fake news
contentis so high thatitis has created new employment opportunities
around the world. For example, in the tiny town of Veles, Macedonia,
teenagers made over $60,000 in six months during the 2016 US

presidential election producing and distributing fake news.*® Just as
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companies seek data-based predictive analytic products to maximize
their profits, nation-states seek them to more effectively operational-
ize their twenty-first-century propaganda machines. Predictive ana-
lytic products enable state-sponsored digital propaganda machines to
microtarget domestic and international audiences.

Nation-states attain data in numerous ways. One is hacking.
Technopedia defines hacking as the “unauthorized intrusion into a
computer or a network.”* For example, in 2014 hackers allegedly
connected to the Chinese government were arrested and indicted for
hacking a series of companies including: U.S. Steel, ].P. Morgan, Al-
coa, Westinghouse Electrical Co., Solar World, and the United Steel-
workers.”” Nation-states can perform data breaches for numerous
reasons such as theft but often do so for the purposes of cyber-espi-
onage. the “deliberate activities taken to penetrate computer sys-
tems or networks used by an adversary in order to obtain information
resident on or transiting through these systems or networks.”*®

Another way nation-states collect data is by requesting it from
technology companies. Companies such as Facebook not only collect
but share user data with third parties who are interested in creating
applications and features for their own platforms. However, as late as
2018, Facebook had not developed a mechanism to determine if a
third party had shared users’ data with anyone else.”® The threat to
democracy posed by Facebook’s ineptitude was exemplified by Cam-
bridge Analytica, a British political consulting firm, hired by Donald
Trump’s presidential campaign and pro-Brexit groups in 2016. Unbe-
knownst to Facebook, an individual who had received user data,
largely from personality quizzes completed by users on the platform,
for the purpose of academic research forwarded it to Cambridge An-
alytica. During the 2016 presidential election, Cambridge Analytica
used the data to target undecided voters in swing states with fake
news content that exploited users’ anxiety about the economy and

immigration.1°®
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From the Cold War to the present, technology companies have
collaborated with the US federal government, largely through uni-
versity research, to develop tools for surveillance and data collection.
In fact, it was this collaboration that led to the creation of the internet
and key features such as email.’*! In 2013, Edward Snowden, a former
National Security Agency (NSA) employee-turned-whistleblower,
released a series of files documenting how the US and its allies—such
as Germany, France, Spain, Great Britain, Sweden, and Canada—had
received access to user data from companies such as Microsoft, Ya-
hoo!, Facebook, Google, Apple, Verizon, and Dropbox.'°? Originally,
the US government claimed that the data collection was focused on
overseas efforts,'° but soon it admitted that domestic collection had
been done as well.'** In recent decades technology companies have
expanded beyond the US, helping nation-states around the globe
manage their data collection and analysis. For example, in 2018, Mi-
crosoft, Apple, Google, Amazon, and Facebook were working with
India’s government on a project called Aadhaar, which sought to col-
lect the fingerprints, iris scans, and photos of nearly 1.3 billion Indian
people.’® Similarly, technology companies have worked with Russia
and China to develop predicative analytic tools.!°® These cases illus-
trate a global effort by nation states to weaponize data against rival

nations and their own people.

The Purpose of Digital Fake News

Digital propaganda machines employ digital fake news for a variety of
functions. Improving a nation’s international image is one of them.!”’
For example, North Korea sought to quell international criticism
about its waning rate of technological innovation with fake news sto-
ries about North Koreans’ invention of a waterproof liquid.'°® Russia
has built a massive infrastructure for influencing foreign elections

thatincludesthe Internet Research Agency (IRA), a factory of internet
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trolls who start quarrels and offend people. It has been accused of
spreading fake news that influenced the Crimean people to secede
from the Ukraine; influenced Greek politicians to prevent Macedonia
from joining the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO); and
persuaded Great Britain’s electorate to approve Brexit, a national ref-
erendum for Britain to leave the European Union.'%

The efforts of Russia’s digital propaganda machine to influence
the outcome of the 2016 US presidential election demonstrated how
the divisive force of fake news can destabilize a democracy. Russia’s
IRA troll factory published fake news content on Twitter, reaching
1.4 million users, and maintained 3,800 accounts on Facebook, as
well as advertising space that reached 126 million users."? They de-
veloped bots that promoted pro-Trump messaging among Republi-
cans while trying to create discord in the Democratic Party by stoking
hatred for presidential primary frontrunner Hillary Clinton among
the supporters of her primary opponent Bernie Sanders."!

In addition, Russians exploited real problems in American soci-
ety, such as racism and xenophobia, by creating fake political groups,
such as the “Blaktivists,” to enflame already-existing conflicts be-
tween people of color and law enforcement. Although they were a
fake group, they exploited the real racial divisions created by Ameri-
ca’s long history of white supremacy. The Blaktivists, for example,
had a website claiming that “our race is under fire” and linking to
news stories about antiblack police violence, giving them inflamma-
tory headlines like “Insane! Cops Pulverized Handcuffed Man.”'2
Fake groups such as these promoted fake events that were set up to
provoke violent clashes in American cities. For example, in 2016, ac-
cording to a report commissioned by a US Senate Select Commiittee,
the TRA created “the Heart of Texas,” a Facebook group that sup-
ported Texan secession, attracted gun owners, and spread fake news

about Muslims taking over Texas. They arranged for it to advertise a
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“Stop Islamification of Texas” rally in Houston, then had another
fake group, the “United Muslims of America,” which sought to at-
tract liberal voices of inclusivity in Texas, advertise a “Save Islamic
Knowledge” rally for the same place and time in Houston as the
Heart of Texas event. The dueling rallies collided in a shouting match

that required police intervention before both sides were shut down.'t3

Counterdisinformation in the United States

Although Russia’s propaganda machine is active in spreading fake
news, it has a formidable adversary in the US. The US is an active
player in the twenty-first-century digital propaganda war. As the
home of many technology companies, the US has unique opportuni-
ties to work with the industry to protect national interests, but, con-
versely, the vast amount of data makes the industry more vulnerable
to hacks and disinformation campaigns than other nations. The US
has been compromised on numerous occasions, for instance in 2012
when China collected US communications and again in 2014 when
North Korea hacked Sony. In response, the US updated its propa-
ganda machine infrastructure to carry out far-reaching cyber activity
such as hacking into Iran’s nuclear program and spying on domestic
and foreign communications.'*

The US’s digital propaganda machine most commonly responds to
digital disinformation by exposing it and its sources and by repeating
desired messages." In 2014, Obama’s administration created the
Counter-Disinformation Team under the Bureau of International In-
formation Programs to influence internet users by these means."® Even
earlier, US government agencies had begun to combat stories they as-
sessed as disinformational by entering social media debates with falsi-
fied online personas.' In 2013, for example, the Department of De-

fense hired numerous people to create social media accounts using fake
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personas with the intent of engaging and countering bloggers who were
posting what the department considered to be “inaccurate or untrue
information.”"® The government also has become more focused on
monitoring the media generally. In2018, the Department of Homeland
Security posted a job search for a contractor for a “media monitoring
services” project.”® The job entailed creating a searchable database
that could track about 290,000 news sources, both foreign and domes-
tic, in order to monitor “traditional news sources as well as social me-
dia, identify any and all media coverage related to the Department of
Homeland Security or a particular event,” and track that coverage’s
“sentiment” and “momentum.”?°

In addition to shaping online discourses, the US government uses
digital communications to enhance fake news production and dis-
semination. US efforts to propagandize Cubans date back to the
1950s but have been amplified by the internet. For example, in 2018
the US created Facebook, Google, and YouTube accounts falsely ac-
credited to Cubans living in Cuba.'® These accounts spread even fur-
ther the fake news reported by the US Office of Cuba Broadcasting
(OCB) Radio and TV Marti, a propaganda arm of the US that broad-
casts Spanish news in Cuba.’”? The reach of digital propaganda
machines into other nations means that democracies must be con-
cerned not only about domestic politicians engaging in fake news but
about international ones as well. This serves to further complicate
the relationship between fake news and democracy in the twenty-

first century.

Digital Propaganda Apparatuses of Political Parties

The internet has made the digitizing of political propaganda appara-
tuses possible. They have all the hallmarks of predigital digital political
propaganda apparatuses, but also use predictive analytic products and

microtargeting to influence and direct voters’ attitudes and behaviors
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with fake news. The press is entrusted with exposing the lies and mis-
information of elected officials, but they have largely abdicated that
responsibility for profit. As a result, voters are left to make electoral
determinations on the basis of a mix of journalism and fake news.

Trump’s digital optimization of fake news illustrates a global
trend in which feeble press outlets are no match for leaders legitimiz-
ing fake news through social media. Obama’s 2008 campaign
relied on social media to reach voters but on a far smaller scale than
Trump.'® By the 2016 election, social media had become a much
more influential mode of communication. During the election,
Trump’s digital media director Brad Parscale spent $100 million on
Facebook’s predictive analytic products to promote Trump’s candi-
dacy.’?* Parscale worked with members of Facebook to develop strat-
egies for the most effective dissemination of fake news content.'®
Facebook sent an executive to teach Parscale how to identify and mi-
crotarget audiences on Facebook with fake news stories claiming
that Trump was endorsed by Pope Francis, and that Trump had used
his private jet to rescue stranded Marines.'?® Because of the opportu-
nities that data affords, Trump’s campaign had a powerful and influ-
ential window into voters’ attitudes in 2016 that ultimately contrib-
uted to his victory.

Similarly, an ineffective press corps and digital tools enabled Rod-
rigo Duterte’s political propaganda apparatus to rise to power through
fake news optimization in the Philippines. The Philippines has more
smartphones than people. Nearly 97 percent of Filipinos who have on-
line capabilities have Facebook accounts. Just prior to their 2016 presi-
dential election, some candidates, including Duterte, invited three
Facebook representatives to teach them best practices for using Face-
book’s predictive analytic products. That meeting led Duterte to
construct a political propaganda apparatus including hundreds of vol-
unteers operating domestically and abroad. With a focus on repetition,

they constructed and disseminated fake news through fake social
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media accounts. One webpage posted the false claim that Pope Francis
had endorsed Duterte with the words, “Even the Pope Admires Du-
terte.” Duterte’s content was so dominant on Facebook (constituting
64 percent of all election discussion on the platform) that he was re-
ferred to as “undisputed king of Facebook conversations.”'”

During Trump’s presidency, the Republican Party digital political
propaganda apparatus demonstrated how social media can optimize
fake news to create the illusion of widespread support for a leader.
This illusion can be a powerful tool in discouraging dissent. Scholars
have long noted the existence of a “spiral of silence,” where citizens
are less likely to make a statement if they fear that they are in the mi-
nority opinion or ideology.'®® As a result, leaders strive to construct a
“spiral of silence” around opinions, issues, and facts that threaten
their power by making themselves appear more popular than they
actually are. Digital technologies have made this much easier. For ex-
ample, on Trump’s Inauguration Day, photos surfaced demonstrat-
ing that Obama’s inauguration had alarger crowd size. On January 21,
2017, the day after his inauguration, Trump was infuriated. He called
the National Park Service (NPS) director, Michael Reynolds and de-
manded that more flattering photos be provided. White House press
secretary Sean Spicer worked with Trump and the NPS to crop the
existing photos where the crowd ended in order to make the crowd
look larger. That evening, Spicer claimed at a press conference that
“this was the largest audience to ever witness an inauguration—pe-
riod.”" The doctored photo was released to buttress the false claim.
Rather than denounce Trump’s contention as false, the press treated
itas alegitimate issue for hyperpartisan debate. On January 22,2017,
MSNBC’s Chuck Todd pressured White House counselor Kellyanne
Conway to explain the discrepancy in crowd sizes based on the inau-
guration photos. Conway argued that Todd was wrong about the dis-
crepancy because the White House utilized “alternative facts.”'3°

The comment was mocked on Trevor Noah’s The Daily Show and de-
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fended by conservative outlets such as Breitbart.’s! It essentially be-
came a political question rather than a review of the evidence. A
week later, nearly half of Trump voters believed his inauguration
crowd was bigger than Obama’s inauguration crowd.!®

Digital political propaganda apparatuses outside the US have cre-
ated a spiral of silence around their leaders through fake news stories.
In North Korea, fake news serves to make leaders seem like deities.
For example, fake stories have claimed that “Supreme Leader of
North Korea Kim Jong Un Climbed an Active Volcano”; military op-
eras have been written by the first supreme leader of North Korea,
Kim Il Sung; calendars begin in 1910 (year o in North Korea), when
Kim Il Sung was born; and the second supreme leader of North Korea,
Kim Jong I1, holds the world record in golf after purportedly shooting
a 38-under-par game that included eleven hole-in-ones and was
twenty-five strokes better than the game of the actual record holder.'
Similarly, the Chinese government’s political propaganda apparatus
has centralized its power by controlling national discourse through
the “50 Cent Party,” a collection of bloggers, social media accounts,
and Wiki editors whose content is employed to cultivate a positive im-
age of the regime.’®* It is estimated that some 300,000 members
make 440 million posts every year through such accounts.’® In the
cases of North Korea and China there is no vibrant opposition press to
counter the government’s fake news narratives, illustrating what can
happen in a country lacking a strong and free press.

During Trump’s presidency, it was revealed that when a digital
political propaganda apparatus optimizes fake news about an “other”
for electoral purposes, it has the potential to radicalize news consum-
ers and instigate violence. During the 2016 election there was greater
polarization on social media than anywhere else.’*¢ Trump’s political
propaganda apparatus cultivated polarization by spreading fear
about Muslim violence through a series of false stories about Muslim

terror attacks in Atlanta, Georgia, and Bowling Green, Kentucky, and
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about an immigrant coup in Sweden.!¥” The goal of these fake news
tales was to garner support for his candidacy with promises to ad-
dress the manufactured threat.!® The content was so effective that in
addition to ginning up support for his presidency and Islamophobic
policies, the hate-filled rhetoric inspired crimes against Muslims. For
example, two mothers in Arizona broadcasted themselves on Face-
book teaching their children how to be “patriots” by vandalizing a
mosque. A video posted the same day on social media, by one of the
mothers, showed the mothers and children singing, “Build a wall.
Ten feet, twenty feet, one hundred feet tall,” which is a portion of the
“Donald Trump song.”*

The successful legitimization of fake news from Trump’s political
propaganda apparatus has not only revealed the press’s ineptitude at
exposing lies, but also radicalized individuals against the press to the
point of violence. Trump’s fake news narratives about the press and
the Democratic Party have inspired violence among his support-
ers.*? In 2018, a loyal Trump supporter named Cesar Sayoc mailed
pipe bombs to Trump critics such as former president Barack Obama,
former secretary of state Hillary Clinton, former vice president Joe
Biden, Representative Maxine Waters, Senator Cory Booker, Senator
Kamala Harris, former CIA director John Brennan, former director
of National Intelligence James Clapper, and CNN.'! The violence
against political enemies spurred by Trump’s fake news is eerily rem-
iniscent of Duterte’s “drug war,” which optimized fake news tying
“police, judges, and local community leaders, as well as ‘mayors and
governors, ” to drug violence in order to justify and legitimize mur-
der and violence against them.™*? In June 2018, thirty-eight United
Nations member states, including the US, through the United Na-
tions Human Rights Council (UNHRC), called on Duterte to end this
murderous campaign.'*?

Digital tools have enabled fake news to become an influential

force shaping national discourses and eroding democracy. The ad-
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vent of the internet brought new possibilities for manipulating the
electorate that had been unimaginable just a few decades prior.
Nonetheless, to focus solely on digital tools and their users is to miss
the ways in which political parties and the press have contributed to
the current threats facing democracy. The pursuit of profit at the ex-
pense of journalism, and electoral victory at the expense of truth,
have had negative effects on democracy. These realities are illumi-
nated by post-2016 electoral and governing practices around the

world.

In an interview with the New York Times that traced the progression
of his original post, Eric Tucker admitted he could have used better
judgment before sharing his fake news story: “I think it goes without
saying I would have tried to make a more objective statement.”
Tucker was astonished that his tweet, a message from a “private citi-
zen who had a tiny Twitter following,” had had such a massive soci-
etal impact.'** Tucker’s story demonstrates the information predica-
ment facing twenty-first-century news consumers. Citizens have the
potential to use digital tools as a basis for becoming the most in-
formed electorate in the history of democracy. Yet as the Tucker epi-
sode illustrates, these very same tools, if used irresponsibly, can
erode the foundation of democracy. Case in point, Trump was a
“birther” spreading fake news before he was running for president.
He relied on fake news outlets such as InfoWars to the point that he
decreed any challenge to his reality to be fake news. Furthermore,
rather than hold his statements accountable to facts, the media in the
internet age allowed his campaign to purchase influence over the
electorate with sophisticated tools and data analysis.

In the twenty-first century, the fate of democracy hinges upon cit-
izens becoming responsible media consumers and producers. As
Tucker’s story illustrates, responsible media consumption and pro-

duction do not result from some form of osmosis; in which mere use
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of technology magically endows the user with responsible media
consumption habits. Instead, users need education about the verac-
ity of content, vulnerabilities created by the internet, and how
vulnerabilities can be mitigated when users control their data and
consumption patterns. Without these skills and perspectives, digital
users such as Tucker are susceptible to legitimizing the very false-
hoods that threaten the democratic process. One bright spot for de-
mocracy in 2016 was an increased awareness about the real threat
posed by fake news. This offers some hope that necessary action will
be taken to alleviate the pernicious influence of fake news. In fact,
throughout history, a variety of solutions for mitigating the negative
influence of fake news have been suggested and implemented. The
next two chapters examine and evaluate those solutions. Chapter 6
addresses each solution in turn, noting that the majority fail to miti-
gate the influence of fake news because they incorrectly assume that
news consumers can distinguish between false content and journal-
ism. However, there is one exception to that failure: critical media
literacy education. That is why the final chapter proposes it as the
most viable solution for addressing fake news.’
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6 Fighting Fake News

Solutions and Discontent

On December 4, 2016, twenty-eight-year-old Edgar Maddison
Welch loaded three guns into his Toyota Prius and drove six hours
from his hometown of Salisbury, North Carolina, to Washington,
D.C. Welch had spent the previous month obsessively reading blog
posts and watching YouTube videos about a nonexistent pedophile
ring at the Comet Ping Pong pizza restaurant in Washington, D.C.,
supposedly operated by members of the Democratic Party including
presidential candidate Hillary Clinton. The purported scandal began
appearing on the internet in late 2016, after leaked emails from
members of the Democratic Party were made public. Welch, a
father of two young girls, was outraged for the victims. As he walked
into the Comet Ping Pong restaurant, he took a deep breath, bran-
dished his weapon, and began rapidly pulling the trigger. Employees
and patrons panicked at the sound of spraying bullets as they fled in
horror. Welch was soon arrested and sentenced to four years in
prison.!

Court documents would later reveal that Welch had secured in-
home internet access shortly before his rampage.? Internet access
gave Welch a seemingly limitless supply of information. His propen-
sity to believe fake news, even though fact-based content was just a

keystroke away, illustrates the dilemma facing the twenty-first-
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century American news consumers: they cannot distinguish false
content from legitimate journalism.? In fact, as late as 2015, a Public
Mind poll from Fairleigh Dickinson University found that 42 percent
of all voters believed the false story that the US had found weapons of
mass destruction in Iraq.* Similarly, an NBC News and Survey Mon-
key poll in 2016 found that 41 percent of self-identified Republicans
incorrectly believed the fake news that former US president Barack
Obama was born outside of the US.> Another 2016 study found that
news consumers who were shown headlines for false stories and said
they recalled having run across those stories were highly likely to be-
lieve them: individuals being paid to protest Trump (79 percent), FBI
agents being murdered for investigating the Clintons (72 percent);
FBI director James Comey posting a Trump campaign sign on his
front lawn (81 percent); and Trump using his private airplane to res-
cue two hundred US soldiers (84 percent).® As these studies emerged,
Aviv Ovadya, chief technologist at the Center for Social Media Re-
sponsibility and Knight Tow Fellow, famously warned that an internet
“Infocalypse” was eroding the American conception of truth by weak-
ening consumers’ grip onreality.” Indeed, a multitude of studies since
2016 have demonstrated that the electorate is constantly inundated
with false content and unable to determine fact from fiction.?

The perceived influence of fake news on the 2016 elections in Brit-
ain and the US fostered a renewed interest in addressing fake news
consumption.® Since 2016, France has constructed a bill to repress
false stories; Great Britain has set up a unit to tackle fake news; Malay-
sia has banned news fables; the Philippines has taken away news out-
lets’ licenses; Senegal has censored fake news during their elections;
and Google’s China website censors information deemed by the Chi-
nese government to be false or dangerous.”® In the US, numerous
states have sought to address fake news with changes in education
policy. This has led to disagreements about the most effective peda-

gogical approach to media literacy." Some Americans dismiss media
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literacy education, arguing that censorship, regulation, and techno-
logical innovation are more viable solutions.

Through a historical and educational lens, this chapter analyzes
each of the various proposals for addressing fake news. Many of the
non-education-based proposals are ineffective because they ignore
the central reason why fake news is effective: news consumers cannot
distinguish fake news from journalism. In fact, most of the proposed
solutions, such as crowdsourcing or exposing fake news with factual
analysis, operate from the false assumption that individuals organi-
cally accumulate the knowledge and skills to differentiate fake news
fromjournalism. Furthermore, many of the non-educated-based pro-
posals empower rather than weaken the influence of known fake
news producers in government and private industry. In fact, when
such policies have been implemented, they have exacerbated the
problems associated with fake news. That is why this chapter argues
that the implementation of critical media literacy education is the
most effective solution for countering the pernicious influence of fake

news because it empowers users, not fake news producers.

Governmental Responses

Historically, the citizenry’s concerns about fake news have spurred
governmental efforts to censor and regulate the flow of information.
However, in recent decades, private industry has increasingly been
called upon to help censor fake news content. Regardless of its
source, censorship aggravates the problem of fake news. As a result,
some policy makers have avoided censorship in favor of piecemeal
regulation. However, regulation has historically failed to stop the
pernicious influence of fake news because in practice these laws cre-
ate protected space for fake news content; empower fake news pro-
ducers; and incorrectly assume that the electorate can distinguish

fake news from journalism. Despite these poor outcomes, citizens
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continue to champion censorship and regulation as effective meas-

ures to curtail the production and dissemination of fake news.

Censorship

Recently, public concern about the increasing influence of fake news
has spurred a renewed interest in censorship.”? In fact, nations such
as Singapore, China, and France have been accused of using the fears
about fake news as a pretext for engaging in censorship.”* There have
even been calls by US citizens for the federal government to consider
censorship as a solution to fake news.!* By the Academic American En-
cyclopedia’s definition, censorship is “suppression of information,
ideas, or artistic expression by anyone, whether government offi-
cials, church authorities, private pressure groups, or speakers, writ-
ers, and artists themselves.”

Historically, Americans’ anxiety about fake news has resulted in
government attempts to censor content. In 1645, the Massachusetts
Bay Colony responded to fears about false information countering the
colonial leadership by outlawing content “pernicious to the publick
weal, or tending to the damage or injury of any particular person, or
with the intent to deceive and abuse the people with false news and re-
ports.”” In the eighteenth century, as political fake news threatened
his presidency, President John Adams empowered the federal govern-
ment to suppress news content with the Alien and Sedition Act.’® In
1916, in an effort to protect America’s interests in World War I, the
House of Representatives debated a proposed “peace censorship” bill
that forbade “false news.”"” During the Cold War, the federal govern-
ment pressured private groups and companies to censor select content
and speakers domestically with unsubstantiated claims that they had
evidence that the person or content was serving a foreign adversary.®

In the twenty-first century, the US government has increasingly

depended upon censorship by proxy to address fake news. Censorship
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by proxy refers to the censorship of information performed by a third
party, but at the behest of government.!” America’s war on terror saw
technology companies transform into the government’s censorship
proxies.?® Their unparalleled control over communication made
them valuable and attractive proxies for government agencies strug-
gling with political and legal obstacles to censorship.? For their part,
the electorate has lauded technology companies such as Facebook,
Apple, YouTube, and Spotify for censoring fake news outlets such as
InfoWars and ideologies grounded in falsehoods such as white sepa-
ratism and white supremacy.? By 2018, public support for censorship
by technology companies was so high that Twitter was chided for not
participating in the industry-wide suppression.? Although propo-
nents saw the technology industry’s action as a crucial step toward
the goal of mitigating the influence of fake news, historically censor-
ship has not achieved this goal.

Scholars agree that censorship tends to strengthen rather than
weaken the influence of fake news. Historically, censorship has failed
to eradicate targeted content because it results in a rise in demand
for that content, thereby incentivizing the producers to “learn meth-
ods of censorship evasion” and identify or create nontraditional but
effective avenues for content dissemination.?* For example, thou-
sands of people avoided Soviet censorship during the Cold War
through the practice of samizdat, which refers to the creation of a dis-
tribution network for reproduced pieces of censored content.”® The
ineffectiveness of censorship is further compounded by the Stre-
isand effect, which is “defined as the inadvertent popularity of any
material as a result of its suppression.”? By attracting new audiences
to the very content that censorship laws aims to conceal, censorship
achieves the exact opposite of its stated purpose.

In addition to compounding the problems of fake news, censor-
ship enables repressive measures by fake news producers. Scholars

have found that rather than open up spaces where truth can circulate,

FIGHTING FAKE NEWS [129]

printed on 2/9/2023 3:41 PMvia Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

censorship campaigns create a chilling effect among the electorate
that fosters the antidemocratic climate in which repressive regimes
manifest.” In fact, studies show that public awareness of censorship
results in broader censorship because nontargeted communities’
fears of persecution result in acts of self-censorship.? In addition to
self-policing, censorship campaigns often silence other unintended
targets such as journalists. For example, the recent wave of technol-
ogy company-led censorship failed to make a distinction between
those promoting and those reporting on hate speech.” As aresult, le-
gitimate journalists have had their stories become inaccessible to
news consumers. Historically, the US electorate has preferred hap-
hazard legal mechanisms rather than censorship when it comes to

mitigating the influence of fake news.

Regulation

Traditionally, government regulation, like censorship, has failed to
combat fake news because it operates from the false assumption that
news consumers can differentiate between fake news and journal-
ism. For example, in an effort to provide a diversity of views in news
media, the Communication Act of 1934 empowered the federal gov-
ernment to limit the number of media outlets a company could own
in a particular market.3° However, as a consequence, the act created
more opportunities for all content creators, including fake news pro-
ducers, to own and operate a media outlet. For example, the National
Review published news stories falsely absolving Pinochet from com-
mitting acts of terrorism and murder in the US.* Despite these false
stories and others from conservative commentator William Buckley,
it was able to operate under the guise of diversifying media content.
Similarly, in the 1940s the federal government instituted the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC)’s Fairness Doctrine, which

required media outlets to offer contrasting views on issues of public
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importance, and the US Office of War Information’s (OWI) Rumor
Project, which sought to have legitimate journalists discredit false
rumors.® These policies did little to address the influence of fake
news because they operated from the false premise that news con-
sumers who came into contact with falsehoods in news media would
reject them if presented with factual analysis countering those false-
hoods.** However, news consumers have repeatedly demonstrated
the opposite. For example, the OWI’s Rumor Project was closed a few
years after it opened because research showed that it actually helped
spread fake news.**

Between 1937 and 1942, the federal government created and op-
erated the nation’s first media literacy program, the Institute for
Propaganda Analysis (IPA). The IPA sought to teach citizens how to
critically analyze propaganda by offering study guides and classroom
exercises.®® But by 1942, a month after the US entered World War II,
the federal government abolished the IPA over fears that its analysis
could be “easily misunderstood during a war emergency, and more
important, the analyses could be misused for undesirable purposes
by persons opposing the government’s effort.”*¢ Given that the US
government’s state-sponsored propaganda machine was dissemi-
nating fake news at the time, this statement hints that citizens who
were capable of analyzing propaganda posed a threat to the govern-
ment’s efforts to spread propaganda.

Governmental regulatory mechanisms falsely assume that a
heavy media diet of fake news can be offset by some journalism. Sim-
ilarly, government censorship campaigns strip citizens of their intel-
lectual autonomy by normalizing a situation in which bureaucrats
determine which information is true. By the twenty-first century, the
electorate’s faith in government solutions to these problems waned.*’
The Fairness Doctrine and the Communication Act were eliminated
in 1987 and 1996 respectively.*® Over time, an emphasis on govern-

mental solutions was eclipsed by techno-utopian ideology, which
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promised that human ingenuity and the entrepreneurial spirit of cap-
italism could solve problems that had evaded policy makers, includ-

ing fake news.

Technology Industry Responses

Techno-Utopianism

In the twenty-first century, techno-utopianism became a dominant
ideology among the American electorate.* Techno-utopianism is a
deterministic ideology that assumes advances in science and tech-
nology will unequivocally transform the human experience in a pos-
itive way.*® They view government regulation and taxation as hin-
drances to industries’ ability to improve the human condition.
Despite their bravado, techno-utopian solutions, like governmental
solutions, fail to mitigate the influence of fake news because they do
not equip citizens with the knowledge and skills to determine false
content from journalism. In fact, techno-utopian ideology is predi-
cated on the notion that technology, not the human mind, should di-
rect citizens’ decision-making processes.* In this respect, techno-
utopianideology disregards human cognitive ability as a major factor
in human progress. Instead, it empowers technology companies to
act as information authoritarians that manage and direct human be-
havior and attitudes. The technology industry’s slick advertising and
political maneuvering have privileged techno-utopianism as a guid-
ing ideology to solve America’s fake news problem.

The promise of techno-utopianism is belied by a set of false as-
sumptions. First, techno-utopians falsely claim that government in-
tervention in the market prevents industry innovation, but govern-
ment is actually responsible for many of the industry’s greatest
achievements. For example, the main features of Steve Jobs’s iPhone

resulted from government funding and research: internet, GPS,
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touchscreen display, and the recent Siri voice-activated personal as-
sistant. Similarly, Tesla’s battery technologies and solar panels as
well as Google’s search engine algorithm came from government-
funded research.*? Second, techno-utopian ideology argues that
technology has made humans’ lives easier and less labor intensive.
However, scholars contend that America’s digital society has led to
increased wealth inequality, poverty, and work hours.** Third,
techno-utopians argue that new technologies empower users with
choice, but customized internet experiences, such as filter bubbles
that provide users with a predetermined set of options, actually re-
place the freedom of choice with the illusion of choice.** In fact, The
Age of Surveillance Capitalism, by Harvard Business School professor
Shoshana Zuboff, illustrates that the techno-utopian goal is to erase
human autonomy by directing every human action through the
stealthy entrenchment of technology in every aspect of human life.*
Fourth, techno-utopians claim that algorithms provide the most fair
and accurate readings of data because they lack the biases that shape
human decision-making. However, scholars have found that algo-
rithms not only mirror the prejudices of their creators but optimize
those prejudices into public policy that compounds inequality.*
Last, techno-utopians claim to value human knowledge, but in
practice they disregard it for profit. For example, rather than explore
the expanses of human knowledge offered in higher education, Eliz-
abeth Holmes of Theranos and Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook
dropped out of college. Holmes, without any doctoral-level biologi-
cal knowledge, promised that an entire lab, staff, and waiting process
for blood analysis would be replaced with a box she called Edison. By
the time Theranos Inc. determined that their proposed invention was
a physical impossibility, they had already secured and lost billions of
dollarsin funding.* Similarly, Zuckerberg, with no prior civics knowl-
edge to speak of, promised that his Facebook platform could deliver

democracy to the world.* Instead, it caused division and instability
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in countless democratic nations while empowering antidemocratic
regimes such as those of Rodrigo Roa Duterte in the Philippines and
Donald Trump in the US.* In 2019, Facebook tacitly admitted their
role in undermining democracy by censoring certain voices and per-
spectives while scaling the platform’s interactions to smaller, more
private online communities.*® The stories of Holmes and Zuckerberg
demonstrate a disregard for human knowledge and innovation.
Rather than utilize existing scholarship to inform the process of
achieving their stated goals, they believed technological solutions

would randomly emerge.

Techno-Utopian Policies for Combating Fake News

Policy proposals aimed at combating fake news through regulation of
the technology-industry have been stymied by industry lobbying.
Many technology companies profit from the engagement derived
from fake news content.* As a result, the technology industry largely
views the debate around fake news as a public relations issue, not an
issue of democracy. They have stifled attempts to regulate their in-
dustry by funding political campaigns; sharing domestic and interna-
tional data with the intelligence community; performing opposition
research on their critics; and offering employment to elected officials
and their loved ones, especially in the Democratic Party.>> These ef-
forts have succeeded in achieving legislative inaction favorable to
the industry, such as the federal government’s refusal to fine Face-
book in 2011 for illegally sharing users’ data; to intervene in Face-
book’s platform during the 2016 election despite proof of election
meddling; and to carry out the proposed reforms suggested by US
senator Mark Warner’s (D-VA) 2018 investigation into social media
companies’ mismanagement of data.> Facebook has become so so-
phisticated at thwarting government regulation that an eighteen-

month British Parliament investigation to Facebook concluded in
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2019 that the social media giants are “digital gangsters.”>* With the
federal government abdicating its responsibility to address fake
news, the technology industry has increasingly led US efforts.

Most of the techno-utopian solutions claim that technological in-
novation and crowdsourcing will mitigate the influence of fake news.
Crowdsourcing refers to “the process of taking into account the col-
lective input of a group of individuals rather than of a single expert
(or small number of experts) to answer a question.” For example,
YouTube added the crowdsourced content from Wikipedia pages to
their videos as a factual source; CNN’s 2017 Full Circle program
works with Facebook to report on audience-requested stories; and
Facebook replaced its “trending” feature with a feature that ranks
news organizations according to trust based on crowdsourced data.>
However, crowdsourcing is an ineffective tool for addressing false
content because the belief of the majority is irrelevant if the majority
cannot delineate journalism from fake news. As a result, some indus-
try insiders have proposed “customizing the crowd.”

Techno-utopian solutions that customize the crowd, or crowd-
source using a particular group that may be considered more knowl-
edgeable, mitigate some of the issues with traditional crowdsourcing
but as a consequence empower known fake news producers. For ex-
ample, Steve Brill’s NewsGuard relies on a community of thousands
of independent journalists and power brokers to rate the validity of
news stories and press outlets with a colored emblem on a user’s
browser: green for true and red for false.”” Where traditional crowd-
sourcing enables nonexperts to influence news consumers, News-
Guard empowers the ideology of the political and economic elite to
dominate news consumption patterns. NewsGuard’s custom crowd
is composed of a limited number of corporate-owned press outlets;
members of the political class; and intelligence community insid-
ers.” Historians have pointed out that a homogeneity of ideas in the

political class and news media led to the false reporting that shaped
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Americans’ conceptions of the Vietnam War.*® In fact, some re-
searchers argue that NewsGuard’s class bias is revealed by their cat-
egorization of news sites that challenge corporate news media dis-
courses with a red label, while Fox News, a news outlet known for
distributing fake news content, has a green light, meaning that it
“maintains basic standards of credibility and transparency.”® In es-
sence, Brill has created a think tank that seeks to influence news con-
sumption patterns rather than mitigate the influence of fake news.
Proponents of media literacy education rightly argue that only an
effective education can mitigate the influence of fake news by giving
citizens the skills to recognize false content. However, techno-utopi-
ans have worked arduously to undermine these efforts by shaping
media literacy education into a pedagogy that celebrates rather than

critically examines media.

Acritical Media Literacy: A Techno-Utopian
Approach to Fake News

Despite its devaluing of human knowledge, techno-utopianism has
been a strong influence on American media literacy education pro-
grams. In the US, media literacy is defined as “the ability to access,
analyze, evaluate, create, and act using all forms of communica-
tion.”s! The growing threat of fake news and the dismal state of news
literacy in the US accentuate the need for a new, critical approach to
news literacy. News literacy is a component of media literacy that is
defined as “the critical thinking skills necessary to evaluate news
publications for their credibility and reliability.”*2 Few Americans are
offered a media literacy education, let alone a news literacy educa-
tion. In fact, only about 50 to 60 percent of US high school students
are ever taught to critique the trustworthiness of internet sources.
That number is 7 to 15 percent for college students.5® Techno-utopi-

ans have long used their political and economic influence to shape
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the US’s limited media education programs into an acritical corpo-
rate marketing mechanism.

In addition to lobbying elected officials and partnering with gov-
ernment agencies, the technology industry attempts to spread its
techno-utopian ideology through media literacy education. Histori-
cally, industries have sought to use media education as an advertis-
ing mechanism for their product or brand. Media scholar Zoé Druick
contends that since World War II corporations such as Ford have
used their funding as a mechanism to shape America’s limited media
literacy programs into ideological tools that transform the classroom
into a space of corporate colonization.®* In fact, Nickelodeon, Face-
book, Microsoft, Apple, and Sony have developed and distributed
educational materials to school districts that normalize rather than
analyze their companies and content.®® Their content reinforces stu-
dents’, parents’, and educators’ habit of conflating students’ familiar-
ity and use of corporate platforms with their being media literate. In
fact, Professor Sam Wineburg, a contributor to a 2019 national study
of students’ online civic reasoning by the Stanford History Education
Group, argues that “Many people assume that because young people
are fluent in social media they are equally perceptive about what they
find there. Our work shows the opposite to be true.”s®

In the age of surveillance capitalism, the technology corpora-
tions’ interest in education is rooted in their desire for access to lucra-
tive data, not quality education. Dr. Ben Williamson, Chancellor’s
Fellow at the Centre for Research in Digital Education and the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh Futures Institute, explains that in recent dec-
ades there has been a “datafication” of education. With the support
of companies such as IBM, Google, Uber, PayPal, Chegg and Ed-
modo, state and local governments, who are enamored by the
techno-utopian vision for education, are collecting and analyzing
students’ data, which includes grades, attendance, graduation rates,

and submitted assignments, in order to inform better pedagogical
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practices.®” Public schools are particularly valuable because they pro-
vide limitless data from a diverse population with almost no concern
for cost. Where the private sector will generally limit spending on
data analysis once it threatens to reduce profits, forty years of neolib-
eral reform have afforded public institutions a limitless opportunity
to spend taxpayer dollars under the auspices of serving the public’s
demand for accountability.® This essentially guarantees a steady
flow of user data to these companies regardless of the quality of edu-
cation. Indeed, scholars have concluded that the datafication going
on in law enforcement, the military, and higher education illustrates
that the techno-utopian vision of improving institutions through data
analysis is at best an exaggeration and at worse a ruse that exploits
the citizenry at the expense of taxpayers. Not only does the datafica-
tion process fail to measure the desired outcome, leaving the institu-
tion with worthless data, it also introduces and reinforces preju-
dices.®” Indeed, often the algorithms, which are falsely portrayed as
objective, reflect the racist and sexist attitudes of their creators.”
These tropes and biases are adopted by the users that encounter
them. Essentially, techno-utopians’ datafication of education has
been shown to be ineffective, futile, and problematic.

The successful implementation of an industry curriculum is de-
pendent upon educators to act as willing participants. Educators play
a crucial role in determining what content enters a classroom. They
are increasingly persuaded to use industry marketing content, dis-
guised as effective curricula, in their classroom, from organizations
such as National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE),
NAMLE is one of the biggest sources of media literacy content in the
US. Their content derives from a collaboration of scholars such as
NAMLE cofounder Renee Hobbs and corporations such as Nickelo-
deon, Google, Facebook, and Twitter.”" This is no secret. In fact,
Hobbs lauds the technology industry as “a significant player in ad-

vancing the media literacy competencies.””? Furthermore, in 2015,
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NAMLE hosted Brooke Oberwetter, a manager of external affairs at
Facebook, at its annual conference, where she informed “parents,
teachers, and young people about the tools, settings, and resources
available on Facebook [to] help keep people safe.” Oberwetter’s con-
tention rings especially insincere given that Facebook has actively
targeted online game-playing children and their parents in a scheme
to collect thousands of dollars.”” However, techno-utopian scholars
defend their acceptance of corporate money. Verdnica Donoso,
Valerie Verdoodt, Maarten Van Mechelen, and Lina Jasmontaite
wrote in the Journal of Children that “without industry collaboration,
the work of media scholars presents a missed opportunity to ensure
that children are better protected and empowered.”’ In fact, NAM-
LE’s wealth and resources are unmatched by other media literacy or-
ganizations, making their approach the most dominant in the US.
The acritical approach to media literacy prevents practitioners from
addressing, introducing, or analyzing the power dynamics that are cru-
cial for understanding how fake news is produced and disseminated.
Citizens need to question how the ideology and vested interests of me-
dia producers shape their content. With regard to fake news, this
requires knowledge of the fake news producers and their interests.
However, many of those same fake news producers are shaping media
literacy education. As a result, they do not discuss or encourage stu-
dents to analyze how the ideological or economic motives of the con-
tent producer may shape the accuracy of their content. Students are
better served by a critical approach to fake news—one that not only
takes account of the vested interests of fake news producers but teaches

students how to withstand the pernicious influence of fake news.

Developing Critical News Literacy Education

Critical scholars advocate for a critical framework to be applied to

media education. A critical framework derives from the Frankfurt
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school, which argues that dominant ideologies result from power
inequities that are strengthened and fortified through media and
communication.”” Members of the Frankfurt school contend that lib-
eration from the dominant ideologies is possible through a critical
examination of the power dynamics that drive the media.”® Critical
scholars are not interested in attacking techno-utopianism. Rather,
they strive to critically examine and understand the influence of all
dominant ideologies in media. That is why, in addition to appreciat-
ing media, critical scholars interrogate “the ways media tend to posi-
tion viewers, users, and audiences to read and negotiate meanings
about race, class, gender, and the multiple identity markers that priv-
ilege dominant groups.”” Whereas acritical media literacy educators
teach students to accept the techno-utopian view of media, a critical
analysis of media content explores the vested ideologies and inter-
ests in media and their influence on users.”

A critical news literacy pedagogy applies a critical framework to
news literacy education with the goal of mitigating the influence of
fake news. The most accepted theoretical design of a critical media
literacy pedagogy derives from Douglas Kellner and Jeff Share of
University of California, Los Angeles, who argue that effective criti-
cal media literacy is demonstrated when students can critically
dissect media forms; discriminate and evaluate media content;
investigate media effects and uses; construct alternative media; and
use media intelligently.”” When applied to news literacy, Kellner and
Share’s critical framework reveals the components of effective criti-
cal news literacy education.

Effective critical news literacy pedagogy promotes the intelligent
use of media.®® Intelligent media use is defined by acts of liberation
from the dominant ideologies that are communicated and fortified
through media.®*' Liberation “refers to the process of resisting oppres-
sive forces. As a state, liberation is a condition in which oppressive

forces nolonger exert their dominion over a person or a group.”®? Lib-
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eration is dependent upon analyzing the process by which media is
used to strengthen dominant ideologies. To become more aware of
the ways that media can act as tool of liberation or exploitation, stu-
dents need to analyze if their media use is an act of liberation or ex-
ploitation: Are they serving the demands of the media producer or acting
intheir self-interest? An awareness of the crucial role technology plays
in furthering cognitive subjugation through fake news acts as a foun-
dation for students to explore their media consumption habits by
documenting who produces the media they consume; what plat-
forms they use; how much time they spend consuming media; and
how the information they receive compares to the information they
produce.

Effective critical news literacy pedagogy is an exploration of the
ways in which technology simultaneously acts as a tool of ideological
hegemony and a tool of liberation. Each new piece of new technology
historically presents consumers with what media scholar Neil Post-
man referred to as a Faustian bargain, opportunities for exploitation
and liberation.® Earlier examples discussed in this text, such as the
printing press, photography, radio, television, and film, have all ena-
bled fake news producers to exploit users. However, the internet in
particular has taken fake news consumption to a new level where
power is manifested through the practices of brain-hacking, micro-
targeting, data collection, filter bubbles, and algorithms.?* Part of
being news literate is assessing the relationship between these
practices and the pillars of democratic freedom such as privacy, free
expression, and political organizing.

Yet media can also be used as a tool of cognitive liberation. Cog-
nitive liberation refers to a “three-stage shift in consciousness: first,
individuals no longer perceive the system as legitimate or just; sec-
ond, those who once saw the system as inevitable begin to demand
change; and third, those who normally considered themselves pow-

erless come to believe that they can alter their lot in life.”® Critical
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news literacy classrooms first spotlight the ways in which media ex-
poses societal injustices but then explore the way media, such as
podcasts and hip-hop, have been used as a tool to demand change.®¢
Students are expected to assess the effectiveness of these efforts in
liberating oppressed communities. This has the dual function of
assessing their knowledge of course concepts while providing a
framework for assessing how they use media. Given that a critical
news literacy curriculum teaches students how to distinguish fake
news from journalism, critical news literacy ofters the best solution

for mitigating the influence of fake news.

Welch'’s shooting rampage, dubbed Pizzagate, quickly became a me-
dia poster child for discussions about guns and conspiracy theories in
the US. However, little discussion emerged about Welch’s inability to
distinguish fake news from journalism. Perhaps it was because, in the
vast landscape of internet users, Welch was not an outlier. In fact, in
2016, 46 percent of Trump voters believed that leaked Democratic

” o«

Party emails specifically confirmed “human trafficking,” “Pizza-
gate,” and “pedophilia.” However, neither those terms nor the pur-
ported scandal was ever mentioned in the emails.’” Despite the
Pizzagate example, and numerous studies, the proposed solutions to
fake news focus on eradicating false content rather than giving the
electorate the skills to discern falsehood and choose journalism. Cor-
porations and governments have offered to act as information
authoritarians, determining what is true and what is false for con-
sumers. However, these actions have done nothing more than elimi-
nate users’ autonomy, while empowering the fake news producers in
government and private industry.

Despite their best intentions, acritical media literacy scholars’
embrace of techno-utopian ideology has relegated them to nothing
more than a public relations arm of the fake news producers in the

technology industry. In contrast, critical media literacy scholars have
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proposed a pedagogy to mitigate the influence of fake news without
empowering its producers. However, until this text, the construction
of a critical news literacy praxis was hampered by the limited re-
search on fake news. As a result, the concluding chapter is a fake
news detection kit that explains how to achieve the learning out-

comes of an effective critical news literacy pedagogy.
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7 The Fake News Detection Kit

The Ten-Point Process to Save Our Democracy

If a nation expects to be ignorant & free, in a state of civilisation, it expects
what never was & never will be. The functionaries of every government have
propensities to command at will the liberty & property of their constituents.
There is no safe deposit for these but with the people themselves; nor can they be
safe with them without information. Where the press is free and every man able
to read, all is safe.

— THOMAS JEFFERSON TO CHARLES YANCEY, January 6, 1816

Scholars have long echoed Jefferson’s claim that democratic freedom
is girded by a free and vibrant press.! However, since Jefferson’s time,
it has become increasingly clear that democracy is equally depend-
ent upon a news-literate citizenry.? Seth Ashley, Adam Maksl, and
Stephanie Craft explain that “news media literacy takes the broad
goals of media literacy—the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and
create media—and applies them to news content specifically with a
focus on the contexts of news production.”® Contrary to Jefferson’s
claims, access to journalism does not guarantee that a citizenry will
be informed or free. However, citizens’ access to seemingly endless
information on the internet has not mitigated the influence of fake
news. That is why, in addition to a free and vibrant press, democracy

depends on the electorate having the skills to recognize and interpret
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journalism, while detecting and guarding against fake news. Other-
wise, we run the risk of fake news having a dominant influence on the
electorate, or even worse, we abdicate our democratic responsibility
and entrust self-serving authorities, such as President Donald Trump
or Facebook, with determining what is fake news and journalism for
the electorate.

Until this study, efforts at constructing effective critical news lit-
eracy pedagogy were hindered by the incomplete scholarship on fake
news. Essentially, solutions were designed for a problem that was not
fully understood. This ten-part proposal, which is based on critical
news literacy scholarship and the findings of this text, seeks to hone
your fake news detection skills. The detection skills are not intended
to be practiced in any particular order. Collectively, these skills, or-
ganized in a series of questions, will help you better determine the

validity of news content.

1. Do I Want to Be Informed or a
Fake News Disseminator?

Allison Butler, copresident of the national critical media literacy or-
ganization Action Coalition for Media Literacy Education (ACME),
argues that, as citizens in a democracy, we must recast ourselves as
media citizens rather than media consumers.* Indeed, our democ-
racy is best served when we use news as means of becoming more
informed rather than as commodities to be shared or liked on social
media. In 2016, Maksym Gabielkov, a professor of computer science
at the University of Helsinki, and his colleagues found that nearly
two-thirds of the internet links shared on social media had never
been clicked.® The findings are strong evidence that the majority of
content shared online is posted and reposted without being read, let
alone investigated. This presents two critical problems. First, people

are basing their decision to share an item on the headline rather than
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on the content’s veracity. Depending on a headline for accuracy is
foolish given that scholars have found that from newspapers to the
internet, headlines are often misleading or simply unsupported by
the evidence in the article.® The second problem posed by not read-
ing articles before sharing them is that the user has not vetted the
content. By helping to spread unverified content, social media users
effectively become accomplices to fake news producers.

Andy Lee Roth, the associate director of the anticensorship news
literacy organization Project Censored, argues that users can be-
come more informed and less susceptible to headlines if they avoid
news inflation.” News inflation is news consumers’ habit of privileg-
ing the amount of content they encounter over the amount of quality
information they encounter or retain. There is a massive amount of
news available on the internet, but sharing more content than youin-
vestigate does not make you more informed. It is better to scrutinize
a few high-quality stories than to share an endless stream of unveri-

fied content.

2.Should I React or Investigate?

As noted throughout this text, fake news is designed to elicit a spe-
cific emotional response and subsequent action. Think back to the
demonization of Germans by Lord Kitchener’s World War I state-
sponsored propaganda machine. It used fear to motivate troop enlist-
ment. When you are consuming news content, rather than react,
consider listening to Allison Butler, who reminds us to “slow down.”®
When we react without thinking, for example by sharing content af-
ter reading only the headline, we behave in accordance with the
wishes of fake news producers. When we slow down, we can investi-
gate the content and its underlying evidence. Before you share or

like, investigate!
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3. Why Was My Attention Drawn to This Content?

When you encounter content, consider practicing self-reflection.
Analyze how your personal biases make you susceptible to false
content. Each person has a unique set of factors that attract them
to a particular piece of content. Analyze what role, if any, your
preferences or behavior play in shaping your news habits. Consider
what changes you can make to recognize and resist fake news in the
future, including turning off the data sharing permissions on your
digital devices. The more you limit fake news producers’ access
to your data, the less vulnerable you become to their content. This
is a crucial step in circumventing the influence of fake news in the

future.

4.Who Is the Publisher of This Content?

Inquiries into the validity of content often begin by identifying the
publisher. A content publisher has enormous power to determine
what users will or will not see. As a result, it is crucial to identify the
publisher and any potential conflicts of interest. The publisher’s
identity is not always easy to find, but with a little digging it is usually
attainable. A broadcast program will typically include the publisher’s
identity in its introductory or concluding credits. A website should
have its publisher listed on an About Us or Contact Us webpage. Once
you are aware of a publisher’s identity, it is then crucial to consider

their intent in producing media. As a reminder:
a. The press spreads fake news in order to build its audience and
revenue.

b. State-sponsored propaganda machines seek to centralize the

government’s power with fake news.
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c. Satirical fake news seeks to entertain and influence audiences
through partisan narratives and appeals to emotion.

d. Nation-states aim to serve their foreign and domestic policy
interests with fake news.

e. Political party propaganda apparatuses optimize fake news to win
elections and policy debates.

f.  Self-interested actors engage in the construction and dissemina-
tion of fake news for a host of reasons, including entertainment

and self-aggrandizement.

Once you have identified the publisher, consider how their interests
may have shaped the frame, slant, or bias of the content. If you are un-
familiar with the publisher, research them. Some resources online can
be helpful, such as Media Matters, Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting
(FAIR), Snopes, PolitiFact, and FactCheck. Not only do they fact-check
news outlets, but they keep a substantial archive of publishers’ content.
Consider whether the publisher has a history of publishing false con-

tent. If they do, you should be suspicious of the content’s accuracy.

5. Who Is The Author of This Content?

As Judith Miller’s New York Times reporting (discussed in chapter 3)
reveals, sometimes it is the author, not the publisher, who is respon-
sible for the dissemination of fake news. Thus it is beneficial to inves-
tigate the author. First, look into the author’s background to see if
they are qualified to discuss the topic at hand. The author should
have a biography on the publisher’s website that can help you deter-
mine their qualifications. You should also consider the author’s af-
filiations. If this person is affiliated with known fake news producers,
youneed to consider how that relationship might affect the reliability

of their content.
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In the world of journalism, nothing is more valuable than credi-
bility. As a result, consider whether the author has a history of pub-
lishing false, misleading, or unsubstantiated content. You can use the
same fact-checking resources used to investigate the publisher: Me-
dia Matters, FAIR, Snopes, PolitiFact, and FactCheck. Either through
an archival page or a search on these websites, you can find all of the

fact-checking that has been done on the author in question.

6.DoIUnderstand the Content?

In addition to researching the author and publisher, you want to eval-
uate the evidence in the news story. However, that requires familiar-
ity with the content in question. A misunderstanding or an incom-
plete read leaves you ill-prepared to evaluate the story’s veracity. A
great way to ensure that you understand the article is to ask the sWs
(and an H). The §Ws are a ubiquitous tool, often used in journalism,
to gather information. When you are asked about the content, you

should be able to give a factual answer to each of the following:

+ Who?

« What?

« Where?
« When?
« Why?

- Howr

After you answer the sWs (and the H), consider reviewing
the content to ensure that you have a clear understanding about the
news story and underlying evidence. If any of the questions have not
been answered or addressed, you should be suspicious of the con-

tent’s accuracy.
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7. Does the Evidence Hold Up under Scrutiny?

When you encounter fake news, analyze the evidence used by the au-
thor. Although it takes more time, Michael Caulfield, the director of
blended and networked learning at Washington State University,
Vancouver (WSU), recommends that when you are reading a news
article, you find out if other people have checked the source, go up-
stream to the story’s source, read what other net sources say on the
topic, then “circle back” to reread the original story you're trying to
fact-check and apply to it whatever new information you have
gleaned. “If you get lost, hit dead ends, or find yourself going down
anincreasingly confusing rabbit hole, back up and start over knowing
what you know now. You're likely to take a more informed path with
different search terms and better decisions.””

To determine a news story’s veracity, you will need to evaluate the
evidence provided. Some news stories might initially appear compel-
ling or convincing because of the use of linguistic tricks or visual and
audio manipulation. For example, think back to the ACORN video,
which provided compelling evidence of a government-assisted hu-
man-trafficking scam. Upon further examination, it was revealed that
only manipulated evidence existed to support the video’s claims. Sim-
ilarly, when you complete a piece of news content, you want to evalu-
ate how well the evidence supports the author’s claims.

One way to evaluate the evidence is to identify any fallacious
claims. Douglas Walton, a Distinguished Research Fellow at the Uni-
versity of Windsor, defines fallacies as “commonly used sophisms or
errors inreasoning.”'° Think back to the ad hominem attacks that Bill
O’Reilly and Keith Olbermann lobbed at each other during their
news broadcasts. These were not news, they were fallacious argu-
ments. You will hone your ability to spot fake news if you habitually
search for fallacies in news content." There are numerous fallacies,

but the ones that are most pertinent to the study of fake news include
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- Rival causes/post hoc

- Inferred justification/motivated reasoning
- Ad hominem

«  Straw person

+ Equivocation

+  Obfuscation

- Non sequitur

- False dilemma

+ Redherring

«  Appeal to questionable authority

- Ad populum (bandwagon fallacy)

- Begging the question (circular reasoning)

+ Value conflict/value assumption

- Slippery slope

- Explain by naming

- Glittering generality

- Hasty generalization

+  Oversimplification

- Appeal to perfect solution (utopian fallacy)
+ Wishful thinking'

In addition to assessing the author’s logic, analyzing your logic
can aid in spotting fake news. Ask yourself: How do I know this is true?
Truth is generally found in news content when there are verified
sources. The Center for News Literacy provides five questions to de-

termine if an author’s sources are trustworthy:

+ Isthis anindependent source?

+  Are there multiple sources?

- Canthe source’s information be verified?

«+ Isthis an authoritative and/or informed source?

- Isthis anamed source?
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If the answer is “no” to any of these questions, this should raise suspi-
cion about the story’s validity. Think back to your guiding question: If

you cannot identify or trust the sources, how can you trust the content?

8. What Is Missing from This Content?

When it comes to detecting fake news, the absence of information is
just asrevealing as the information that is present. The political party
propaganda apparatuses detailed in chapter 3 often used select fac-
tual information to present a false interpretation of events. For exam-
ple, the Republican Party propaganda apparatus exploited the actual
arrest of a drug dealer in front of the White House by neglecting to
mention that the government had selected the arrest location. Al-
though news stories such as these include verifiable facts, they are
fake news because they are missing crucial facts. Thus you want to
investigate what is missing from a piece of news content.

One way you can determine what is missing is by cross-checking
the content with other news stories on the same topic. Given the dif-
ferent biases and interests that frame content, you want to compare
corporate versus independent news outlets as well as Right-leaning
versus Left-leaning affiliated outlets. One great resource is All Sides
(https://www.allsides.com/unbiased-balanced-news), which on a
daily basis introduces the same article from multiple news outlets
with competing political ideologies. Another is Project Censored
(www.ProjectCensored.org), which posts stories that are published
by the independently funded press but are ignored by the corporate-
funded press. In addition to political and economic influence, you
should account for the ways in which select identities can frame a
story. Critical media literacy scholars Jeff Share, Tessa Jolls, and Eliz-
abeth Thoman, writing for the Center for Media Literacy, remind us
of the importance of identity and ask us to consider the question

“What values, lifestyles, and points of view are represented in, or
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omitted from, this message?”'® In practice, this means identifying
theracial, ethnic, gendered, regional, sexual, and class identities that
shape a piece of news content before examining how competing
identity groups have reported on the same topic.

Another way you can determine what is missing from a piece of
content is by reaching out to an expert. This could be an elected offi-
cial or someone employed in the industry or academic discipline in
question. You can start by looking at the webpage for a relevant de-
partment at a local public university. Their contact information
should be available for you to use. Reach out to them and see if they
have any commentary or resources to offer that may help you better

evaluate your news content.

9. Who Might Benefit from or Be Harmed by This Message?

When determining the legitimacy of news content, the reaction that
people have to a particular piece of content can be as revealing as any-
thing else. Think back to the numerous examples of how fake news by
the press produced public support for war; political party propaganda
apparatuses cultivated hyperpartisan division; and state-sponsored
propaganda machines bolstered authoritarian regimes. In each case,
the content was meticulously designed to engender a specific response
from the news consumer that served the interests of the producer.
Identifying the desired purpose of a particular piece of content
can help you determine if it is fake news. If the intended purpose is to
cultivate the known outcomes of fake news, that should raise your
suspicion about the news story’s trustworthiness. As a reminder, the

outcomes of fake news consumption are
+ Moral panic
+ Moral outrage

- Radicalization of consumers
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- Marginalization of the press
- Social division
- Manipulation of democracy

- The implementation of an authoritarian regime

These behaviors and attitudes do not alone prove that the content
is fake news. However, before you believe or share the content, you
should investigate if one or more of these outcomes was the produc-
er’sintended purpose.

To determine the purpose of a piece of content, you want to ask
yourself: Why was this made? If it is a website, sometimes the do-
main name, such as .com, .org, .gov, or .edu, can reveal the website’s
purpose. Generally speaking, websites that end in .com are for com-
mercial purposes; .org are for nonprofit purposes; .gov are for gov-
ernmental purposes; and .edu are for educational purposes. How-
ever, there is no mechanism to enforce these boundaries, so dig
deeper. The Newseum, a Washington, D.C., news history and media
literacy organization, offers some crucial evaluation criteria for iden-

tifying the purpose behind a piece of content:

- Context: What’s the big picture?
- Audience: Who is the intended audience?

- Execution: How is the information presented?*

Because our identity plays a key role in how we interpret content,
we must consider the influence that individuals’ race, gender, sexual-
ity, region, age, or ability may have on their interpretation of content.
Indeed, as University of Colorado, Denver’s communication professor
Brenda Allen notes, ‘Differences matter. ” Our identity and lived expe-
rience are intertwined, shaping how we interpret and negotiate mes-
sages.”® To be able to identify all types of fake news, we must consider

how differences in identity are expressed in differing interpretations of
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news and fake news content. Theoretical frameworks help provide, es-
pecially to those with privilege, the perspectives of others. For exam-
ple, ask, How might I interpret this content through a feminist lens as com-
paredto a critical race framework? The usage of theoretical frameworks
can build our awareness of who, how, and why a particular story is mar-
ginalizing a particular group. If the story targets one or more identity
groups with known recurring themes in fake news—nationalism, fear,
hate, and celebrity gossip—it is a strong sign that it is fake news. For ex-
ample, fake news about slave uprisings in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries targeted whites with themes of fear and hate against

African American slaves.

10. Does the Content Qualify as Journalism?

As discussed in chapter 1, journalism is a well-defined field. When a
piece of content does not adhere to journalistic standards, its legiti-
macy is worthy of investigation. It is important to remind yourself
that just because someone is employed as a journalist or working at
aknown news media outlet does not mean that he or she is practicing
sound journalism. In fact, think back to the examples of employed
journalists and reporters who engaged in the production and dissem-
ination of fake news, such as Stephen Glass, Jayson Blair, Bill O’Reilly,
Brian Williams, and Judith Miller. They illustrate why it is crucial to
investigate everyone, including employed journalists, when you as-
sess the validity of news content.

A news story is legitimate journalism if it is adheres to the func-
tions of the press; is newsworthy; and follows the journalistic code of
ethics. First, determine if the news story serves one of these five crit-

ical democratic functions discussed in chapter 1:

«  Marketplace of ideas
- Agenda setter
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- Watchdog
- Information disseminator

. Public mobilization

Ifit does not serve one of these functions, you should be skeptical of
its legitimacy. Either way, additional investigative work is needed to
determine the news story’s validity.

Next, you want to determine if the content is newsworthy as de-
fined by the press. The press generally follows five criteria to decide
if something is newsworthy:

«  Isitnew?

- Isitunusual?

- Isitinteresting?
- Isitsignificant?

- Isitabout people?'

If the answer is no to any of these, that raises serious questions about
why the content was created. In response, you will want to investi-
gate the purpose of the content.

Finally, you want to determine if the author has acted as a jour-
nalist. Media scholar Alan Knight and his colleagues define a journal-
ist as “anyone applying professional practices within recognized
codes of ethics.”?” To determine if a piece of content is real news or
actual journalism, you need to determine if it adheres to the ethical
practice of journalism. According to the Ethical Journalism Network,

the ethical practice of journalism is rooted in five principles:

- Truth and Accuracy: Although journalists cannot guarantee
truth, they can and must present facts as part of their reporting.
In addition, they need to be transparent about whether those

facts have been corroborated.
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- Independence: Journalists should never act on behalf of
someone else’s interest.

+  Fairness and Impartiality: Journalists must strive for objectivity
and provide as many differing viewpoints as possible.

+ Humanity: Journalists ought to avoid causing harm and be
aware of the impact of their stories on other people’s lives.

+ Accountability: Journalists must hold themselves and their
colleagues accountable. This includes illuminating errors,

taking responsibility, and offering corrections.’®

If the author has not exhibited journalistic ethics, you should not use
them as a news source. Instead seek out other journalists who are re-

porting on the same topic but adhering to journalistic ethics.

Jefferson warned future generations about the fragility of democracy
by referring to American democracy as an “experiment.”’ Jefferson
was aware that all of the previous democracies had failed. As this
book hasillustrated, fake news has played a crucial role in weakening
democracies and empowering authoritarian regimes. The power of
autocrats manifests in environments saturated with fake news. In the
twenty-first century, Americans, like much of the global community,
must heed Jefferson’s warning as they are bombarded with fake news
from journalists, governments, satirical entertainers, political par-
ties, self-interested actors, bots, and algorithms. These producers
disseminate content through numerous media with unimaginable
capabilities for directing human behavior. The implications for de-
mocracy are catastrophic.

Despite the real threat facing democracy, fake news has not been
adequately addressed by American institutions. Each new commu-
nication technology has enabled an increasing number of fake news
producers to develop more sophisticated means of manipulating the

electorate. Throughout that same time, lawmakers, private industry,
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the press, and educators have made valiant efforts to eradicate or
mitigate the influence of fake news. However, these efforts have
failed to address the central factor legitimizing fake news: consum-
ers’ inability to distinguish fake news from journalism. This dilemma
persists because of insufficient scholarship about fake news.

This text has provided a wide-ranging study of fake news that
serves as the foundation for a promising proposal about how critical
news literacy educators can mitigate the pernicious influence of fake
news. As this text goes to press, the discourses around the Covid-19
virus demonstrate the urgency with which America must consider
critical news literacy curriculum. The pandemic has been compli-
cated by fake news that denies the virus’s existence, promotes false
cures, and provides baseless assertions about its origins. Much like
the impact of a virus on the body, fake news emaciates and incapaci-
tates the electorate from engaging in meaningful democratic action.
By integrating critical news literacy into our curriculum we equip fu-
ture generations with the tools to preserve our democracy. It is worth
reminding our students and ourselves of the words of the former
prime minister of the United Kingdom, Winston Churchill, who
noted that democracy is “the worst form of government except for all

those other forms that have been tried from time to time.”2°
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