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         “A timely and important book by one of the smartest of the new generation of journalists and thinkers.”

         ALAN RUSBRIDGER, FORMER GUARDIAN EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

         
             

         

         “This is a very important book, timely and desperately needed. In Post-Truth, James Ball gives us the technical definition of ‘bullshit’, and forensically examines how it’s deployed to keep us twisting and turning away from the path to the truth. Most important, Ball shows us how to fight back, as citizens, against the assault of fake news reinforced by social media. In the era of Trump, bullshit is spreading like a pandemic. In Post-Truth, Ball has put on his Hazmat suit, waded into the most infected areas of the world, and found a way to stop the plague.”

         ALEX GIBNEY, ACADEMY AWARD-WINNING DOCUMENTARY MAKER

         
             

         

         “Fake news, post-truth and propaganda are all symptoms of a news ecosystem and political culture that incentivises clickbait and confrontation. There has never been a time when it was easier to spread stories that were untrue, and never a more important time to be able to sort the facts from the bullshit. James Ball has produced a timely and thoroughly readable guide to how to navigate a sea of falsehoods through a storm of hyperbole, bias and propaganda.”

         EMILY BELL, DIRECTOR OF THE TOW CENTER FOR DIGITAL JOURNALISM AT COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY
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            ‘To those who can hear me, I say…’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            INTRODUCTION

         

         The US government stockpiled 30,000 guillotines, stored in internment camps – including one in Alaska large enough for two million people – ready to wipe out Second Amendment supporters at a rate of three million an hour.1 Trump supporters at a New York victory rally chanted, ‘We hate Muslims, we hate blacks, we want our great country back’.2 Denzel Washington endorsed Donald Trump3 – and Trump actually won the popular vote in the US election, despite the mainstream media telling you otherwise.4

         Everything above is grabby, easy to understand, easy to share – and false. All serve as examples of the long-existing but newly discussed phenomenon of outright fake news: easily shareable and discussable stories, posted to social media for jokes, for ideology, for political reasons by groups connected to foreign nations, such as Russia, or – most commonly – to make a bit of money.

         These examples are classics of the genre: possible to invent in minutes, but taking hours to debunk. Even the most obvious nonsense claim takes time and effort to prove false. Take the internment camp supposedly prepared to jail two million opponents of Hillary Clinton. If the world’s largest manufacturing building – a Boeing aircraft factory in Washington5 – had the entirety of its internal space converted to confinement cells, it could only house one million people, and that’s without any corridor space, kitchens, room for security or anything else. An actual site for two million would need to be three or four times larger, constructed entirely in secret, and somehow hidden from any kind of passer-by, whether by land or air. But none of this matters to someone already convinced. What actual proof do I have the site doesn’t exist? Of course the answer is none.

         For the determined debunker, just battling outright and obvious falsehoods, from anonymous blogs and hoax sites, would be a losing battle. But there’s a far wider problem than these actual hoaxes – the whole range of stories that are essentially untrue, but arguable to people who believe them or can convincingly pretend to.

         The UK’s debate over whether to leave the European Union – the Brexit debate – was littered with such claims. The UK pays £350 million a week to the EU, and voting to leave would mean this money could be given to the NHS. The then Chancellor, George Osborne, would raise income taxes by 2p should the UK vote to leave. Voting to stay in the EU would open the UK to uncontrolled immigration from Turkey, from where twelve million people plan to migrate.6

         These claims are, to most who dig into them, just as false as the first group, but with two main differences. The first is that there’s enough core of truth to each to make them essentially arguable: the short version of the claim put on a leaflet may be an outright lie, but once they drilled down into the detail, two politicians arguing in the media could run the argument to a draw. The second is that these claims aren’t made by anonymous figures – they’re made by the politicians and the staffers at the centre of the rival campaigns.

         Needless to say, this is a problem the US has had plenty of time to grow familiar with: Donald Trump can generate more political nonsense in an hour than most of his rivals can produce in a year. Trump’s versatility in generating half-truth, untruth and outright spectacular mendacity borders on genius.

         The subjects range from the trivial to matters of major national policy, and no statement is bound by anything that came before it. Take Trump’s evolution on his flagship policy of building a border wall, which Mexico would pay for – the country’s statement that it would do nothing of the sort was easily ignored. After his election, Trump acknowledged he’d be going to Congress for money for his wall – yet still insisted Mexico would pay for it.

         Trump has accused the media of lying about the crowd size for his inauguration by quoting it at 250,000 rather than the 1,000,000+ he claims; pollsters of fabricating his low approval numbers; the CIA of fabricating evidence that Russia intervened in the election in his favour; and unknown authorities of allowing millions of fraudulent votes to be cast in an election he nonetheless won. Trump can even comfortably and casually lie about incidents captured on video: when caught during the campaign imitating the disability of New York Times reporter Serge Kovaleski,7 Trump routinely states the incident – which happened at the front of a televised rally – didn’t happen, or that he’d never met the reporter concerned (he had, repeatedly).

         In markedly different ways, the world was reshaped in 2016 by two contests typified by anger against elites, a breakdown in trust in the media, widespread (and wrong) belief among pundits that the contests were foregone conclusions – and the routine use of what for the rest of this book we’re going to call bullshit.

         Britain’s vote to leave the EU ends a relationship of more than forty years between the UK and the world’s largest trading bloc. It will involve reforging the country’s security partnerships and trading relationships with new and existing partners, and will leave the EU reassessing its own future.

         The US election outcome is, if anything, even more significant for the world. At the start of his term, Donald Trump said that he’ll try to reshape the country’s healthcare system, redefine its relationship with Russia and with NATO, consider ripping up its trade deals, change the USA’s long-standing China policy, end Obama’s climate change measures and deport far more ‘illegal immigrants’ than his predecessor.

         The consequences of each vote could hardly be more serious, and yet the campaigns that decided them – and masses of the media coverage – were based on trivia, half-truths and lies. It would be a gross oversimplification to claim that either electorate was tricked into their vote, but nor can we rule out that bullshit swung votes, especially as both were relatively close: had just 55,000 voters (out of more than 130 million nationwide) in three states voted differently, Hillary Clinton would be President.8 Fake news stories alone – leaving out poor-quality information, biased coverage or mainstream media repeating dubious Trump claims – reached orders of magnitude more people than that.

         The Brexit vote is less clear-cut, as it was less close: Leave won by a margin of 52 per cent to 48 per cent, or about 1.3 million votes. But analysis of who actually voted shows that the crucial margin of victory came from left-behind, low-income people who don’t usually turn up to vote.9 The question of what urged this group to vote in the referendum when they stayed at home in the previous year’s general election remains an open one, but in a contest where one side offered complex economic forecasts for 2030 and the other gave clear-cut messages on handing money to EU bureaucrats versus the NHS, messaging is an obvious possibility.

         Had bullshit been confined to the fringes, to fake news sites which didn’t reach significant audiences, such questions could be ignored – but what happened in reality was that mainstream coverage became dominated by repeating and regurgitating claims which were often entirely untrue. The long-standing media habit of leaving campaigns to duke it out over who was telling the truth worked in favour of the liar: make a claim, have it echoed in print, on TV and online, and then get further coverage as the rival campaign challenges its truth.

         What effort the major outlets make towards challenging the truth of political claims tends to be confined to specialist fact-check columns, or dedicated political shows – rather than leading the main news broadcasts, or shorter mainstream radio bulletins. The result is – superficially at least – bullshit works: if challenged, it provokes a story about the row that repeats the claim for days at a time; if unchallenged, the claim seems unanswerable.

         Before we go further, it’s worth explaining why this book talks about ‘bullshit’ rather than lies or untruth or some other term. One reason is simply that we need a catch-all word to cover misrepresentation, half-truths and outrageous lies alike. The other stems from the Princeton University philosopher Harry Frankfurt, who wrote a full book defining the term in 2005: On Bullshit. 

         Frankfurt’s argument, roughly speaking, runs as such: to tell a lie, you need to care about some form of absolute truth or falsehood, and increasingly public life is run by people who don’t care much either way – they care about their narrative.

         ‘One who is concerned to report or conceal the facts assumes that there are indeed facts that are in some way both determinate and knowable,’ he argues. ‘His interest in telling the truth or in lying presupposes that there is a difference between getting things wrong and getting things right, and that it is at least occasionally possible to tell the difference.’

         If someone rejects that idea then there are two options: to never again claim anything as fact, or to bullshit – say things are so, but with no recourse to reality.

         Frankfurt concludes:

         
            Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are playing on opposite sides, so to speak, in the same game. Each responds to the facts as he understands them, although the response of the one is guided by the authority of the truth, while the response of the other defies that authority, and refuses to meet its demands.

            The bullshitter ignores these demands altogether. He does not reject the authority of the truth, as the liar does, and oppose himself to it. He pays no attention to it at all. By virtue of this, bullshit is a greater enemy of the truth than lies are.

         

         In other words, a bullshitter will say what works to get the outcome they want, and care little whether it’s true or not. To many (this author included), this serves as a relatively fair description of many modern political campaigns, and its effect seems to be as damaging as Frankfurt’s philosophical text would surmise. 

         The resultant mass-produced bullshit is too much even for the earnest media outlets who try to report fairly and accurately to attempt to deal with: their culture and norms simply cannot keep up with the onslaught, especially given their bone-deep habit of trying to give a hearing to both sides of a political argument. When it comes to dealing with bullshitters, the mainstream media may be bringing a knife to a gun fight.

         But there are plenty of large outlets making no such effort. Many could easily be accused of being part of the bullshit machine themselves, some clearly intentionally. Just as outlets rage at fake news, stories on a wide range of issues are routinely angled to suit the prejudices of the audience – in the UK, right-wing tabloids have been made by regulators to apologise time and again for distorted reporting about Muslims,10 refugees and immigrants.

         Some outlets run front pages which it’s almost impossible to believe they could ever think were true. In the run-up to the EU referendum, the Daily Mail ran a front page showing a lorry full of people smuggling themselves into the UK. ‘WE’RE FROM EUROPE – LET US IN’, the headline said. As the Daily Mail would surely be aware, EU citizens have a right to live and work in the UK and would have no need to travel illicitly into the country – the person quoted had in fact said ‘We’re from Iraq’.11

         Some newspapers will go still further on their websites, to pick up any kind of traffic. The Daily Express – which sells 400,000 copies and has 1.5 million unique browsers a day – routinely runs online headlines like ‘Chemtrails “will wipe out humans” causing biblical-style floods, says expert’,12 referring to a widely discredited conspiracy theory that planes leave behind chemicals designed to keep populations docile. 

         Such a culture is hardly confined to the UK. US supermarket tabloids have run front pages including ‘HILLARY: 6 MONTHS TO LIVE!’, ‘HILLARY FAILED SECRET FBI LIE DETECTOR!’ and ‘HILLARY HITMAN TELLS ALL!’13

         Concerns about media accuracy are hardly new: relatives of the ninety-six football fans killed in the crush at Hillsborough stadium in 1989 were faced in the immediate aftermath by a front page in The Sun falsely stating – based on untrue accounts from police – that fans had attacked police, robbed the wounded and dying, and had urinated on police officers.

         So it goes too with fake news online – a phenomenon the journalist John Diamond had spotted twenty-one years before it hit the mainstream. ‘The real problem with the internet is that everything written on it is true,’ he wrote in 1995.14 ‘Or rather, there is no real way of discerning truth from lies. The net is a repository of facts, statistics, data: unless anything is palpably wrong, we tend to give all facts on our computer screens equal weight.’

         What broke in 1995 has not been fixed in 2017. If a site has a plausible name and a design which looks roughly like a mainstream news site, we tend to believe it – one now-defunct site called the Boston Tribune, a plausible newspaper name for a non-existent paper, ran articles claiming Obama had bought a retirement home in the Middle East, had given his mother-in-law a lifetime pension for babysitting, and that an elderly man had been arrested for shooting a man who was attempting to abduct a seven-year-old child.

         What Diamond, who died in 2001, could not have predicted was how the effect he already saw (that everything looks equally credible online) would be compounded by what’s routinely called the ‘filter bubble’. In short, we tend to click on things that suit what we already think, and we’ll rarely try to fact-check a story that suits our preconceptions. In other words, a liberal will likely Google for a fact-check of a claim that Obama was born in Kenya (he wasn’t), but is much less likely to do the same for a claim that Trump once called Republicans ‘the dumbest group of voters in the country’ (he didn’t).15

         Given that most of us are friends with people with a broadly similar worldview to ours, we see more and more unchecked news we’re predisposed to agree with. The result? Where once right- and left-wing partisans disagreed over their interpretations of a roughly shared narrative, now a portion of each side see different, polarised and largely untrue narratives about the other – and each thinks the other is uniquely afflicted by ‘fake news’: those on the left point to Breitbart or pro-Trump hoax sites, while those on the right flag The Canary or the hoax sites designed to catch anti-Trumpers.

         Politicians – in general – have not suddenly become more mendacious. The media have not suddenly become more inclined to lie. And despite suggestions otherwise, the public have not become more stupid or distracted (on the contrary, on average, we’re more educated than we’ve ever been). So why is bullshit now in the ascendency?

         In the US, Trump is exceptional in his repeated and tenacious disconnection from reality – but he hardly acts against a political trend on both sides of the Atlantic for focusing on messages that cut through, rather than getting too bogged down in boring-but-important details.

         The big and systematic reasons for bullshit’s triumph lie in large part on the media side of things, both with traditional outlets and with the new economics of the internet. Most of the time we discuss such things, we focus on the new technologies and platforms and their effect on us. That misses another seismic shift: the economics.

         The business model of ‘serious’ outlets is under sustained pressure, especially so in the case of print media. Circulation numbers are falling, which simultaneously starves outlets of both circulation revenue (cash from the cover price) and advertising revenue, as people pay less as they reach an ever-smaller audience. This advertising drop is compounded by companies switching their ad spend to digital outlets – meaning numerous papers are seeing print revenue fall by 15 per cent or more each year. Less money means fewer reporters, each doing more work than ever with lower budgets, making regurgitating what politicians say a much more cost-effective proposition than digging into what they’re saying.

         There are knock-on effects too. Some outlets shift their coverage to suit their dwindling and ageing reader base, giving up entirely on ever reaching a younger audience in print.

         Most have turned to their online coverage to compensate for their revenue, often compounding the bullshit problem. The biggest and most specialised outlets – places like the New York Times or Financial Times – have the prospect of getting enough people to pay online subscriptions for their news, allowing something akin to their traditional business model to continue.

         Many others are instead in the game of reach: each visit to a news story generates fractions of a penny through display advertising, not nearly enough on its own to fund a news story. The way to make such small amounts pay is to generate huge audiences – millions a day – and to try to make each story as low-cost as possible. 

         This is not a business model designed to combat bullshit, but rather to propel it as far as possible across the world. Assigning a reporter to spend hours looking into a claim, then writing a cautiously worded article on its truth leads to more cost for fewer clicks. The easier and more lucrative alternative is to write up the original claim, unchecked, within minutes, followed by any angry reaction to it, alongside rebuttals. Any debunk can simply be cribbed from another outlet. The result can be six or more stories – some of them directly contradictory – with zero original reporting.

         This model lends itself too to new media and fake news. If the goal is to maximise an audience (and therefore ad revenue) already facing a glut of down-the-middle serious news, then the trick is to hype and promote any kind of row to get a huge influx of partisan readers. While the hyper-partisan right-wing site Breitbart may be the poster child of this movement, the left-wing UK blog The Canary works on just the same model – which also benefits from sowing doubt as to the veracity of the mainstream media, thus promoting sharing and future clicks: ‘Here’s what you won’t read’ is a strong sell.

         Fake news sites are the logical conclusion of this particular business model: if a story is going to be unchecked, or exaggerated, why not make it up entirely and reduce the costs even further? One ultra-successful fake story may generate money through advertising revenue, but may also be used to promote affiliate schemes such as casino sign-ups, get-rich-quick schemes, dubious health products or similar programmes. These generate a much more generous income than ad views to fake sites for each new person who signs up to the product or service, providing another lucrative revenue stream to hoaxers. 

         There’s a twist to this: almost every major news site profits from these fake sites, too, even while wondering how to tackle them and warning of the risk they present. The ‘sponsored links’ present at the foot or side of posts on almost every major site give the outlet a small amount of revenue for each click, but almost universally link to fake or hyped news. Traditional media boosts and profits from fake news, even as it tries to fight it.

         The above is the short version of the mess this book is trying to untangle. Part I will set out how bullshit – in different forms – shaped two of 2016’s central political campaigns, tracking down the detail of how the Brexit battle was fought and how Trump rose to take the White House. These accounts will dissect the outright falsehoods, but also show how just the right dose of bullshit – coupled with a credulous media response – helped some narratives run for weeks, while others withered on the vine.

         Part II then looks in turn at each of the key players involved in the process: politicians, old media, new media, fake media – and us, the consumers of news. What contribution has each made to what’s happening? What are the limits of what each group will do? And, crucially, what reasons does each group have for acting as they do?

         Then in Part III, we turn to looking at why bullshit works as a tactic – the toxic mixture of bullshit often playing well into the psychology of the audience, feeding our existing beliefs and reinforcing our social groups, furthering the goals of political actors, and serving the business models and long-standing culture of the media groups standing between the two.

         Finally, we look at what’s already being done to challenge fake news – if not bullshit – and why it’s not working, and what else we might do to tackle the underlying issues that can perhaps turn back the tide.

         Fact-checking won’t be nearly enough. The media theorist Clay Shirky said in July 2016 that ‘we’ve brought fact-checkers to a culture war’. This isn’t to doubt the good that fact-checking can do, but all too often the people reading the debunks are not only far fewer in number, but also nothing like the same people who read the initial false claim. Not only do debunks of this sort do little to heal divides, they can inadvertently enhance them. We will need to go outside of our comfort zone to tackle bullshit.

         Is bullshit an issue we even need to tackle, though? ‘Fake news’ is nothing new, and while ‘post-truth’ may have been the word of the year in 2016, there’s plenty of seemingly bigger things going on: fears about the rise of populism, nationalism, a growing partisan gulf and accompanying erosion of the political centre.

         I don’t think the rise of bullshit coming at the same time as a rise in populist sentiment is a coincidence – each feeds the other. A corrosive effect of our casual attitude to truth is that there’s no agreed way to test our conflicting narratives against one another: all we can say is that those who disagree with us are malicious, corrupt or liars. Donald Trump slams the media; left- and right-wing outlets call rival politicians (and each other) liars or ‘fake news’; and supporters of each group turn on one another as dupes or traitors.

         Fake news is more a symptom of this vacuum of trust than a cause: bullshit is indeed the enemy of the truth, and without a sense of truth we have no way to debate across the political fence – we can only shout our conflicting narratives. The end result of such an environment gives no more weight to the BBC or the New York Times than to a Facebook status or AmericanPatriotDaily.com.  Such an environment cannot help but be corrosive to the long-term health and stability of a democracy.

         One theme of this book is that we all have our biases and we read, share and respond to news in accordance with them – whether we acknowledge them or not – which means it’s only reasonable to share my own, especially as I’ve worked across a range of outlets which are mentioned throughout.

         While writing this book, I’m employed as a special correspondent by BuzzFeed News. Prior to that, I’ve worked at The Guardian in the US and the UK, at the Washington Post, at the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, and for a time, during the 2010 Chelsea Manning leaks, at WikiLeaks. Additionally, I’ve freelanced for a range of UK newspapers and collaborated on projects with the New York Times, International Consortium of Investigative Journalists and ProPublica. If you’re looking to call me an MSM shill, the evidence is all there. Beyond that, I’ve tried to source and evidence all claims in this book – if there’s anything you’d like to pick up on from it, do get in touch via Twitter: I’m @jamesrbuk.

         This book can’t make any claim to have all the answers to tackling the rise of bullshit. What it hopefully does do is set out the scale of the problem, why it’s happening, what motivates those engaged in it and why what’s being done so far is inadequate, and to suggest some first steps in tackling the problem.
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THE POWER OF BULLSHIT


         

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            TRUMPED: HOW THE

DONALD WON AMERICA

         

         US presidential campaigns have never been a bastion of honesty, highbrow political debate and detailed exchange of ideas. The 1800 presidential election saw supporters of John Adams say a Jefferson presidency would mean ‘murder, robbery, rape, adultery and incest will openly be taught and practiced’, while Jefferson’s supporters slurred Adams as a ‘gross hypocrite’ and even a hermaphrodite.1

         The modern presidential campaign is characterised by relentlessly targeted expensive attack ads, PACs (Political Action Committees), and surrogates on the offensive. In recent years, Senator John Kerry saw his military record attacked, while President Obama received sustained attack – albeit much of it from Donald Trump – over whether or not he had been born in the US. Anyone looking to imagine a golden era of wonderful presidential contests in the time span in between has to contend with Watergate, racist allegations in contests in the run-up to the civil war, and much more besides.2

         So, of course, it’s nothing new that a presidential contest is nasty or dishonest. But even against the low bar of recent contests, 2016’s feels like something new: Donald Trump’s rhetorical clusterbombs of nonsense ‘facts’, unprovable allegations, his rotating cast of enemies, and his ability to provoke divisions even among his ardent rivals – which of Trump’s speeches should be taken seriously? Which ignored? – has left the US not just culturally divided or in disagreement on issues, but disagreeing about the fundamentals of its election.

         Should the US public trust its President or its intelligence agencies over Russian hacking? How do parties contend elections when one party says the other benefited from millions of fake votes (despite losing anyway)? The result isn’t simply a set of credulous Trump supporters who believe fake news on the one hand and a group of informed liberals who oppose him on the other. The bizarro world fuelled by Trump leaves both sides unable to separate truth from fiction, and sees conspiracy theories and fakery abound on social media, in crowds and elsewhere on all sides – with much of the media stuck in the middle, with little idea how to respond.

         Donald Trump’s arrival on the political scene did not herald an immediate change from a long era of honesty in presidential primaries: in a crowded field of colourful characters, Trump’s sometimes outlandish claims weren’t all outside of the norms. Trump’s primary rival – and eventual Cabinet nominee – Ben Carson variously claimed the Holocaust would have been less successful if Jews had had access to guns; that there should be a religious test for the Presidency to exclude Muslims; and that Obamacare was the worst thing to happen to America ‘since slavery’.3

         Rival candidate Mike Huckabee spoke in terms as evocative and overwrought, claiming Obama’s Iran deal would ‘take the Israelis and march them to the door of the oven’, a Holocaust comparison immediately condemned as offensive by Democrats and Jewish groups.4 Huckabee was also accused of exaggerating his accomplishments as governor, wildly exaggerating unemployment figures and wrongly claiming Obamacare would gut Medicare.5

         In the context of this kind of hyperbole, many of Donald Trump’s claims, especially during primary season as he contended as a rank outsider for the Republican nomination, are quite close to business as usual. When Donald Trump claimed the US had an unemployment rate of 42 per cent, this might seem ridiculous (the actual rate is around 5 per cent). But this number has at least some basis in reality – it’s just not a helpful way to count unemployment. Trump’s figure includes retirees, stay-at-home parents, long-term sick and disabled people and others not looking for work, as well as those actually wanting a job and unable to find one. This isn’t to say this number isn’t misleading – very few voters would want to force retirees or parents into work, and the headline unemployment rate fell dramatically under Obama – but the figure has a basis in reality.6

         Other Trump claims fall in this questionable-but-not-invented category, close to but not quite within the remit of politics-as-usual. When campaigning, Trump pushed a policy of better drug price negotiation for Medicare – a proposal also advocated by Democrat contenders Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders. Unlike his rivals, though, Trump claimed he could save around $300 billion a year on drugs this way – despite Medicare spending just $78 billion a year on drugs, a proposal likened by the Washington Post’s fact-checking blog as ‘truly absurd’ and ‘like turning water into wine’.7 

         In other instances, Trump – alongside other candidates – appeared to simply invent figures out of whole cloth. Having made building a wall along the Mexico border and instituting a ‘Muslim ban’ as planks of his candidacy, Trump repeatedly stated that Obama had agreed to take in 200,000 Syrian refugees. In the wake of such remarks followed multiple (largely ignored) excoriations from commentators and fact-check blogs. Their only noticeable effect was to encourage Trump to up his invented figure to 250,000. The real figure is more than an order of magnitude lower, at less than 10,000.8

         A final example in this category of policy-based untruths can be found in Trump’s tax plan, a huge series of cuts in rates and increases of standard deductions for earners at all income levels, as well as eliminating the estate (or ‘death’) tax. The independent Tax Policy Center found the plan will come at a huge cost to public finances, costing more than $9,500 billion in lost revenue over its first decade and eventually expanding the US government’s budget deficit by 80 per cent of GDP – well beyond levels seen as sustainable. Without enormous, unprecedented spending cuts, such tax cuts would be unsustainable.

         But Trump’s rhetoric on his cuts went much further. On a national level, he claimed the tax cuts could help boost US growth to something as high as 5 per cent or 6 per cent a year – levels dramatically above the average economic growth of the country over the past thirty years. Moreover, Trump claimed on multiple occasions that his plan would cost him personally ‘a fortune’, as it would reduce tax rates for the ultra-rich. Independent analysts found nothing to back up such claims, saying instead that ‘the largest benefits, in dollar and percentage terms, would go to the highest-income households’,9 with considerable benefits likely to accrue to ultra-high net worth individuals such as Trump himself. In other words, contrary to his claims, Trump’s tax break would require major cuts, benefit richer families more than poorer ones, and benefit Trump himself significantly.

         The defining policy from Trump, which garnered perhaps more chaos and confusion than any other, was his plan to build a wall along the USA’s 2,000-mile-long land border with Mexico, to tackle illegal immigration, despite the fact that more Mexicans are leaving the US than are heading in the opposite direction.10 Trump claimed the wall would cost just $8 billion, which would be paid ‘by Mexico’. When eventually the Department for Homeland Security revealed – after Trump became President – that the wall would more likely cost around $21 billion, Trump simply dismissed press reports of the study (which had not yet been presented to him) on Twitter, pledging: ‘I have not gotten involved in the design or negotiations yet. When I do … price will come WAY DOWN!’11

         As political pledges make promises about the future, it’s fairly standard for rival candidates to be able to claim they’re uncosted or unworkable, and fairly standard for campaigns to dismiss such criticism. While in some instances Trump’s plans seem to go well outside the norms of what will be deliverable, they represent at most an exaggeration of an ongoing political trend. Some of Trump’s other campaign claims, though, represent a stranger shift: clearly untrue (and sometime damaging) ideas which are easily falsifiable.

         Some of these claims lead to chains of divisive arguments as Trump and his supporters double-down on blatantly untrue claims. One of the most prominent through the campaign began with Donald Trump’s claim that ‘thousands’ of Muslims stood on rooftops and cheered as the Twin Towers fell after the terror attacks on 11 September 2001 – something Trump said he saw first-hand. The claim, coming in an environment of hostility to Muslims, concern over terror, and anti-immigration settlement, risked fuelling racial and religious tensions and had no basis in truth.

         ‘I watched in Jersey City, NJ, where thousands and thousands of people were cheering as that building was coming down,’ he told a rally.12 ‘Thousands of people were cheering.’

         Offered the opportunity to walk the comment back the next day following police denials such cheering ever happened, as Politifact sets out, Trump insisted he saw the Jersey City celebrations ‘on television’ and that the celebrations were ‘well covered at the time’. The fact-checking site’s search for evidence found a report alleging such celebrations had happened, dated six days after the attack, despite the report stating the allegations were ‘unfounded’, and a Washington Post story referring to police questioning a number of people over ‘alleged’ celebrations.

         It was this second story which led to Trump’s next escalation. Despite having claimed to have seen the celebrations of ‘thousands’ of people on television, rather than having read about them, Trump seized on the Post story as proof of the veracity of his claim. This led one of the authors of the article, Serge Kovaleski, to tell factcheck.org his story did not prove the claim.13 ‘I certainly do not remember anyone saying that thousands or even hundreds of people were celebrating,’ he said.

         The report’s other author told the site: ‘I specifically visited the Jersey City building and neighborhood where the celebrations were purported to have happened. But I could never verify that report.’ 

         Trump, characteristically, chose to attack the reporter rather than accept his contradictory position. This reached its height at a November 2015 rally in South Carolina, where, from the podium, in front of thousands of supporters – not to mention TV cameras – Trump chose to mock Kovaleski by imitating a condition the New York Times reporter has which limits the movement in his arms.

         ‘Now the poor guy, now you got to see this, “Uhhh, I don’t know what I said. Uhhh, I don’t remember,”’ Trump says, wildly jerking his arms and pulling comedy-grotesque facial expressions as he misquotes Kovaleski. ‘He’s going like “Uhhh, I don’t remember, oh, maybe that’s what I said.”’14

         Kovaleski, of course, had not claimed not to remember writing the piece: he had clearly said he tried to corroborate the claims that any Muslims were found in New Jersey celebrating the attacks and failed, and accurately stated that nowhere had he claimed ‘thousands’ had celebrated such an attack.

         But the nature of Trump’s attack quickly overtook the row that provoked it, as the New York Times and other organisations branded Trump’s derisory attack on its reporter as ‘outrageous’. Inevitably, Trump’s next response was to claim he hadn’t, in fact, mocked the reporter’s disability. Trump first claimed never to have met Kovaleski, instead claiming he was instead making a ‘general’ imitation of a person grovelling. Trump and Kovaleski had met around a dozen times, including for an interview in Trump’s office and a full-day interview at a product launch.15 Even in January 2017, more than a year after the incident, Trump was provoked by Meryl Streep’s condemnation of his mockery to deny it yet again.

         ‘For the 100th time, I never “mocked” a disabled reporter (would never do that) but simply showed him … “groveling” when he totally changed a 16 year old story that he had written in order to make me look bad. Just more very dishonest media!’ the then President-elect tweeted.16

         Again: Kovaleski did not change his original story, which had not even been the original evidence Trump cited. He had never grovelled. And the footage of Trump’s mockery has been broadcast on multiple TV networks and sites across the internet. But this case forms a pattern for the new President which we’ll see again: an aggressive but unevidenced claim is followed by a search for anything which seems to corroborate Trump’s speech – then, once something’s been seized on as the ‘proof ’ of the claim, anyone attacking that claim faces a series of ad hominem assaults. The final position becomes a matter of faith: to support Trump, one generally has to believe the full stack – initial claim, its proof, and that Trump didn’t attack the reporter. The items come as a package, facts and nuance be damned.

         Trump has a playbook which helps him escape having to know any of the details or nuances on policy – a political gift for escalating any question of fact into an argument. This playbook served Trump faithfully as he claimed to have predicted 9/11 and to have consistently opposed the invasion of Iraq in 2003, and on defensive issues like his repeated failure to disclose his tax returns – claiming during the race they couldn’t be released due to an audit (audits do not prevent the voluntary release of returns). Then, after his victory, Trump’s team merely stated the public ‘didn’t care’17 anyway when they simply dropped their long-standing promise to eventually release the documents.

         But where Trump’s gift really comes to the fore is in the case of two long and complex sagas involving email accounts of Hillary Clinton, the Democratic nominee for President in his 2016 race.

         Clinton ended up facing two largely separate controversies involving email. The first centred on her use of a private email server during her time as Secretary of State, a move introduced largely to allow the largely computer-illiterate Clinton to use her BlackBerry for emails, according to transcripts from an eventual FBI investigation.18 Other Secretaries of State – notably Colin Powell – had held private email accounts while in office, but Clinton’s server use became a particular scandal when it emerged that material which should have been classified had been discussed on the unofficial email channel, though without evidence of deliberate malfeasance.

         Trump seized upon the row, and the FBI investigation, as part of his ‘crooked Hillary’ narrative of regularly painting his opponent as a corrupt candidate who should be locked up. During the second presidential debate, he referred to the decision of Clinton’s team to securely delete – using free software – 33,000 personal emails from her private server before threatening to appoint a special prosecutor to investigate the matter.

         ‘If I win, I am going to instruct my Attorney General to get a special prosecutor to look into your situation. Because there has never been so many lies, so much deception. There has never been anything like it. And we’re gonna have a special prosecutor,’ he said.19

         
            When I speak, I go out and speak, the people of this country are furious. In my opinion, the people that have been long-time workers at the FBI are furious. There has never been anything like this where emails, and you get a subpoena. You get a subpoena … and after getting the subpoena you delete 33,000 e-mails and then you acid wash them or bleach them, as you would say. Very expensive process. So we’re gonna get a special prosecutor and we’re gonna look into it.

         

         Note, in the above remarks, Trump never particularly sets out exactly what his opponent had done which would merit a special prosecutor, other than the apparently unprecedented deletion of some emails. But several months earlier, after a lengthy investigation, FBI director James Comey had publicly said that no legal action would be taken against Clinton, and specifically noted: ‘We found no evidence that any of the additional work-related e-mails were intentionally deleted in an effort to conceal them’ and ‘We did not find clear evidence that Secretary Clinton or her colleagues intended to violate laws governing the handling of classified information,’20, nor did he find direct evidence that the server had been hacked, though he did repeatedly criticise officials for ‘careless’ handling of information and leaving information at risk.

         That Clinton herself had made a series of errors of judgement fed into a second email-related scandal: the hacking of email accounts belonging to her close aide John Podesta and other staff at the Democratic National Committee, which were then published over a series of weeks by WikiLeaks.

         The whistle-blowing site had already published the emails from Clinton’s servers which had been examined and then officially released, leaving a confusing amalgamation of multiple caches of Clinton-related email on the site – and consequently a high risk that anyone not following a months-long story extremely closely could easily believe the hacks and leaks were in some ways related to Clinton’s own security failings. 

         In reality, the incidents were not linked. Emails from Clinton’s private server were reviewed by officials and voluntarily published as part of a PR drive following the revelation of its existence. The publication of Podesta’s emails came from a highly sophisticated and targeted phishing attack, in which Podesta received an email apparently from Google warning he was facing hacking attacks from Eastern Europe, and must change his password – which led to him disclosing his password to the attacker.21 Despite claims to the contrary from Trump and his boosters, there is public domain evidence suggesting the attack was sophisticated and linked to Russian state actors.

         Despite public evidence and statements from intelligence agencies that Russia was connected to the email hacking attacks, Trump was dismissive – saying it was ‘probably China, or somebody sitting in his bed’22 – though did appear to invite the Russians to hand over any Clinton emails they did have to US authorities, apparently inviting a foreign power to help influence a US election in which he was a candidate.

         Trump and his campaign successfully kept emails and Clinton’s ‘corruption’ routinely in the headlines in a series of campaign attacks heavy on invective if light on details. The campaign regularly used the emails, or facts contained therein, as part of a ‘CROOKED HILLARY QUESTION OF THE DAY’23 series of attack lines. Trump’s approach not only ensured his opponent would be seen as corrupt and illegitimate by his own supporters, but – intentionally or otherwise – bundled in much of the rest of the establishment, making it appear as if intelligence agencies, the White House and others were gathering together to defend a corrupt politician, delegitimising institutions usually seen as untouchable in regular presidential races. 

         These efforts paid off when the FBI announced at the end of October in a letter to Congress that it was reopening part of its investigation into Clinton’s email servers. The initial letter, which was shy on details, said emails had surfaced in an investigation ‘unrelated to the [closed] investigation’ on Clinton’s email server,24 sparking headlines everywhere on a story which had never really gone away. In the event, the emails had been found on computers belonging to the former congressman Anthony Weiner, who has been married to one of Clinton’s closest aides and was facing investigation on sex charges. The FBI reported that investigators had found emails from Clinton’s private server, but it had not at the time of notifying Congress – just days before the election – disclosed whether or not any of them were new or significant.

         The new batch of emails were investigated and a few days later found to contain no significant new information, but had all the same served to bring the row back to the fore at a crucial phase of the late election. Trump’s team also quickly refused to accept that the review had been fair: General Mike Flynn – a campaign advisor to Trump and his appointee as National Security Advisor – tweeted that it would be ‘impossible’ to scan hundreds of thousands of emails in a few days, a claim ridiculed by intelligence experts including NSA whistle-blower Edward Snowden.25 It’s difficult if not impossible to know whether the row significantly affected voters, but an ABC/Washington Post poll26 taken in the days after Comey’s announcement showed 34 per cent of voters stating the email scandal would make them less likely to vote Clinton – though headline voting intention moved only a fraction, if at all.

         Trump’s approach, with hindsight, appears to have been effective in cutting through and keeping his two-word mantra – ‘Crooked Hillary’ – in circulation. Meanwhile, attempts to spark similar scandals against Donald Trump struggled to cut through beyond those already hostile to the candidate. On 1 October 2016, the New York Times published a one-page summary of Trump’s 1995 tax return, which it had received in a reporter’s mailbox. The 21-year-old document showed a $916 million loss for the year, potentially allowing Trump to use the losses to offset tax for a period of up to eighteen years.27

         Inevitably, the Clinton campaign moved to capitalise on the leak, which could be used in a variety of ways: attacking Trump for not voluntarily publishing his own returns, for avoiding tax, or even for being an unsuccessful businessman whose failed casino ventures – which had racked up huge losses he could then offset against future taxes – had led to numerous job losses and unpaid contractors. But Clinton’s campaign did not have the long and sustained history on any of those attack lines on Trump, harming the chances of the issue landing.

         Similarly, months of forensic reporting by David Fahrenthold at the Washington Post showed a series of concerns around Donald Trump’s charitable contributions and his foundation. Fahrenthold found – in contradiction to repeated claims by Trump that he gives millions of his own money to charity – no evidence of major charitable contributions from Trump’s own pocket. The reporting also found a series of conflict of interest and ethics questions around Trump’s foundation.

         Despite, or perhaps because of, receiving years of scrutiny and questions about the Clinton Foundation, Clinton’s campaign did little to capitalise on Trump’s foundation as an attack line.

         In the months following the election, much of the commentary on how to write about Trump has focused on the need to build up reporting and investigative capabilities, and use it to dig into America’s unconventional President. This may well be a good thing, but it’s important to remember that the election campaign contained plenty of original investigative reporting into Trump’s taxes, business affairs and court allegations, and his lurid and offensive comments about women.28 And then he won the election all the same.

         Part of the answer may lie in the almost universally held view that Hillary Clinton was winning the election. Despite Trump’s wall-to-wall free media and constant controversies, he consistently trailed his rival in the polls, leading several leading Republicans to feel able to publicly break from their presidential candidate, either condemning him or saying they would not vote for him.29

         Clinton’s team, like most pundits, were convinced their approach was working and she was winning the election. This view, coupled with fears that some Obama voters may not turn out for Clinton if she didn’t run a positive campaign, may have prevented the campaign from trying negative campaigning or attack ads which could have changed the outcome. National polls showed a lead of between one and seven points for Clinton in the days before the election,30 and the campaign appeared to be looking for a blowout win to fend off any challenges that her victory could be illegitimate. Just days before the election, Clinton was campaigning in Arizona, which has only voted Democrat in a presidential contest once since 1952, rather than the conventional battleground states which eventually decided the contest against her.

         Concerns that Trump wouldn’t necessarily accept an election result were not baseless, despite being virtually unheard of in modern US politics – even in the extraordinarily close and acrimonious 2000 Bush v. Gore contest, Gore eventually conceded the election after a Florida court called a halt to his bid to have votes recounted. But in the days before the election, with little or no evidence to cite, Trump openly suggested the contest may be fixed against him.

         Asked by the moderator of the third presidential debate whether he’d accept the result, Trump claimed Clinton ‘should never have been allowed to run for the presidency’ and listed reasons he felt he was facing a rigged field.

         ‘I will look at it at the time. I’m not looking at anything now, I’ll look at it at the time. What I’ve seen, what I’ve seen, is so bad,’ Trump said in response to the question.31

         
            First of all, the media is so dishonest and so corrupt and the pileon is so amazing. The New York Times actually wrote an article about it, but they don’t even care. It is so dishonest, and they have poisoned the minds of the voters…

            If you look at your voter rolls, you will see millions of people that are registered to vote. Millions. This isn’t coming from me. This is coming from Pew report and other places. Millions of people that are registered to vote that shouldn’t be registered to vote. So let me just give you one other thing. I talk about the corrupt media. I talk about the millions of people.

         

         Faced with a plea from moderator Chris Wallace, of Fox News, that the US had a long tradition of candidates accepting defeat even after bitter contests, Trump merely promised he’d ‘keep you in suspense’. At a rally the day after the debate, and the subsequent furore, Trump declined to walk the comments back, telling his supporters: ‘I will totally accept the results of this great and historic presidential election … if I win.’32

         And win he did. Donald Trump obtained 304 of the USA’s 538 electoral college votes, a close but relatively decisive victory – Hillary Clinton delivered her concession speech early on the morning after election day. Trump’s attacking of the electoral system he was contending in before the election may have been morally questionable, but had some strategic merit: it could fuel indignant supporters to vote, or give a surge of popular support to any legal challenges against the result. There is no reasonable or rational reason – other than ego – to challenge the result of an election you have won. And yet that’s exactly what Donald Trump went on to do, becoming possibly the first winner of an election to claim the contest was rigged.

         The issue was Hillary Clinton’s victory in the popular vote: in some of the states Clinton won, she won big, amassing just under 3 million votes more than Donald Trump. This was not what Donald Trump or his supporters wanted to hear. In the hours following the election, a website showing faked voter totals, declaring Trump the winner of the popular vote, topped Google results and was widely shared on social media as evidence of mainstream media fakery.33

         Trump himself claimed he had won a ‘massive landslide victory’ at the electoral college34 – an untrue claim – before making a more astounding claim: there had been 3 million false votes in the election he’d just won, conveniently around the margin of Clinton’s popular vote victory.

         The apparent source of Trump’s claim seems extraordinary. In a tweet, he credits ‘Gregg Phillips and his crew’, who ‘say at least 3,000,000 votes were illegal’. Phillips, a long-time Conservative and Tea Party activist, has frequently alleged voter fraud which other studies were unable to find.35 Phillips’s claim to have confirmed 3 million votes was picked up by the right-wing conspiracy site InfoWars, whose founder Alex Jones has, among other things, claimed that 9/11 was an inside job and that the shooting of twenty schoolchildren at Sandy Hook was faked.36 Trump granted Jones one of the first interviews following his election victory.37

         Phillips has refused to share his methodology or publish data supporting his claim, while numerous mainstream election experts have offered extensive evidence showing that the election was not faked. Trump has, nonetheless, while offering no other evidence to support his claim, ordered an official investigation into voter fraud and promised to crack down on people wrongly registering to vote in multiple states. Trump’s cited expert – Phillips – is allegedly registered in three states,38 as are several of Trump’s inner circle and family.39 Being registered to vote in several states is not uncommon, as those moving from one state to another often forget to specifically de-register as they move.

         Donald Trump is not the only person attacking the legitimacy of the election he won, however. In the weeks following the election victory, the row over the hacking of emails of officials connected to Hillary Clinton came to the fore once again – but this time in a way problematic for Donald Trump.

         Before the election, the Department for Homeland Security and Office of the Director of National Intelligence issued a statement on behalf of the USA’s intelligence community that Russia had been behind hacking attacks designed to influence the US election.40 After the election, leaked accounts detailed how the CIA had come to a similar conclusion in a secret report, stating with ‘high confidence’ that Russia had influenced the election to boost Trump.41

         In another move unprecedented in modern times, President-elect Trump opted to directly contradict the statements of the intelligence agencies he was about to take command of. ‘These are the same people that said Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction,’ Trump said in one post-election statement. In another tweet, Trump appeared to prioritise WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange’s denials over the CIA’s statement: ‘Julian Assange said “a 14 year old could have hacked Podesta” – why was DNC so careless? Also said Russians did not give him the info!’42

         The effect of this row was not just to strike a divide between Trump’s supporters and intelligence agencies, but rather to strike doubt and confusion across the US electorate. Blanket coverage of the row over Russia’s involvement in influencing the US election was coupled with a huge crowdfunding effort by the Green Party’s presidential candidate Jill Stein to secure recounts in three pivotal states narrowly won by Donald Trump.

         In the weeks around those headlines, polls showed a nation completely divided on Russian hacking and electoral fraud. On fraud, according to a YouGov poll, 62 per cent of Trump voters said they believed millions of illegal votes had been cast in the election – while 25 per cent of Clinton voters said the same. On hacking, the results were starker still: 87 per cent of Clinton voters said it was true Russia had hacked emails to help Trump, while only 20 per cent of Trump voters said the same. But many went further: 50 per cent of Clinton voters said it was true that Russia had tampered with election counting machines to help Trump (v. 9 per cent of Trump voters).43 

         Here’s the significant thing about the second claim – not only is there no evidence of any tampering with voting machines, almost no one has even been making that claim. Neither the Clinton campaign nor the Democratic National Committee alleged the actual vote counts were altered, while Obama specifically said it didn’t happen:

         ‘We were frankly more concerned in the run-up to the election to the possibilities of vote tampering, which we did not see evidence of and we’re confident we can guard against,’ he told the Daily Show.44 If the polls are even remotely near correct, conspiratorial thinking is now part of mainstream political thought in America among both those who lean to the left and those to the right: millions of voters on every side believe their rivals would act illegally to win. Such a situation cannot be good for America’s political institutions.

         The rise of conspiratorial thinking and fake or polarised news is (arguably) easier to track on the right than on the left. Eight years of a President seen as illegitimate by many right-wing Americans fuelled the movement of hyper-aggressive online shows, fake news and conspiratorial sites, and the rise of the alt-right – of whom more later – a combination of racist and far-right groups. Such groups, often feeling poorly served by mainstream outlets, have long been happy to share alternative media – and people are happy to serve it up, whether for quick profit from ads or affiliate schemes, from a desire to prank, or to serve an ideological cause. Stories claiming that Pope Francis endorsed Trump, that Clinton sold weapons to ISIS, and that those investigating her had been found dead all found large and eager audiences.45

         Though left-wing conspiracy sites have been around for a long while, there was less of an obvious demand for such content while a relatively liberal Democrat occupied the White House – meaning ‘fake news’ is often discussed as a right-wing phenomenon. But left-wing conspiracies and fakes circulate all the same, even if they are called out less often. Fake stories circulating the political left are often just as aggressive as those on the right, including articles falsely alleging that Vice-President Mike Pence had said women would ‘try to get raped’ if abortion bans had a rape exception,46 that Trump once said he’d run as a Republican because they have ‘the dumbest’ voters,47 or – as discussed in the introduction to this book – that Trump’s victory rallies featured a chant of ‘we hate Muslims, we hate blacks’.48

         These straightforwardly untrue stories – and how they get shared – have dominated much of the media debate on how to tackle the issues of polarisation or falling trust in the political process and media, and are one of the issues on the table. However, expectations that Trump as President-elect or President would be different from the Trump the nation discovered through the election campaign have proven unfounded – and the occupant of the Oval Office will inevitably have far more influence on the nature of public discourse than any fake news purveyor.

         Trump’s transition was characterised by arguments over vote fraud and by a public spat between Trump and his intelligence agencies. Hopes his administration would mark a change of tone had been fading – Trump hired Steve Bannon, the former editor of Breitbart.com and a man who once said he wanted to ‘destroy the state’ in a senior role, setting up his administration’s staffing to be a struggle between establishment and insurgent factions.

         Inauguration gave America the chance to see what type of President Trump planned to be – and the early impression was one still given to easily discovered and unnecessary bullshit. Speaking to a crowd of around 10,000 at a concert at the Lincoln Memorial the evening before inauguration day, Trump said, ‘I don’t know if it’s ever been done before. But if it has very seldom.’ In reality, Obama held a concert in exactly the same venue in 2009, to a crowd estimated at anything up to forty times larger.49

         Trump’s staff briefed that he would write his own inauguration address – only for it to be briefed shortly afterwards that it had been written by Bannon and Stephen Miller, another hire from Breitbart.50 This was followed by claims from Donald Trump that rain on the day only started after he finished his address, despite clear TV evidence to the contrary.51 But the biggest and strangest row emerged over crowd size – Trump and his team decided to go against photographic and video evidence to claim his crowd had been the largest ever.

         Let’s be clear: there was little if any reason for Trump to do this. Washington DC is one of the most liberal cities in America, and the city is a long way from many of his heartlands. Given Trump’s predecessor’s election was such a historic occasion, it would be no surprise or issue for Trump to secure a smaller crowd than Barack Obama. Photographs clearly showed this was the case: areas which had been covered with crowds for Obama’s first inaugural address were clearly lightly filled,52 TV footage showed row after row of unoccupied roadside bleachers, and people on social media made much of the comparison – and Donald Trump seemed to notice.

         The result was an extraordinary first press conference from newly installed press secretary Sean Spicer on his first day. Giving a statement and taking no questions, Spicer accused the media of ‘deliberately false reporting’ and ‘intentionally fram[ing]’ photos to ‘minimise the enormous support’ gathered on the mall – falsely claiming Trump’s was the first inauguration to use grass coverings and saying this made the areas look emptier. Spicer concluded these efforts were ‘shameful and wrong’ and said the Trump administration would ‘hold the press accountable’.53

         The divide saw liberals and conservatives rowing over which photos showed larger crowd sizes, over whether or not a limo had been set on fire (despite footage showing that one had) – with a short-lived false claim that its real owner had been the Rev. Jesse Jackson54 – and even over whether or not the National Park Service was improperly biased having tweeted a picture of crowd sizes.55 A poll taken just after the weekend showed respondents two photographs side-by-side, showing crowds of different sizes on the national mall. The photos were unlabelled, but taken from Obama and Trump’s inaugurations – and yet, when asked which was bigger, 15 per cent of Trump voters said the obviously smaller crowd was the larger of the two.56 The researchers told the Washington Post: ‘Some Trump supporters in our sample decided to use this question to express their support for Trump rather than to answer the survey question factually.’

         When challenged about the various untruths Spicer had voiced during his first press statement, Trump advisor Kellyanne Conway archly said he’d merely used ‘alternative facts’. These examples seem trivial, and they are – but they highlight the state of affairs that’s been reached. The US government and media can’t agree on crowd sizes, or events captured on television.

         There’s no agreement on whether or not Trump and his family are breaching ethics rules covering benefiting from public office. There has been a temptation among those on the left to paint these as part of a genius master strategy by Trump and his team to ‘distract’ from issues of greater interest – though little agreement on which issues are the distractions and which merit attention. Such claims, without evidence, are counter-productive: Trump’s tweets often follow cable news broadcasts on the issue he responds to. Imagining without any evidence that there’s a masterful and malevolent master strategy behind any story is itself disempowering for reader and media alike – suggesting the media are always covering the wrong issues, and that everyone is constantly being outsmarted.

         It may be the trivial issues that best highlight the challenges facing the media, but the early signs suggest the Trump administration will be pushing the boundaries where it matters, too. In its first weeks in office, the administration suggested taking Iraq’s oil – a major breach of international law – would have been a good idea. The composition of the National Security Committee was changed to give political advisors permanent spots and sideline some career intelligence officers.

         When the Trump administration issued an executive order preventing entry to the US for people from seven majority Muslim countries, even if they possessed valid visas or greencards, it was blocked by judges. Trump and his officials were then quick to suggest those judges were acting illegitimately in those decisions, on multiple occasions. Even here, the trivial won out again: despite Trump repeatedly and publicly calling the measure a ‘ban’, Spicer insisted it had never been referred to as such, sparking further coverage of the discrepancy. Trump’s early moves as President suggest he will test the limits of the powers of the presidency. It’s far from clear how effectively the media or the political system will be able to challenge him.

         Much of what has happened in the early days of Trump’s presidency has set out the challenges which will face those who would try to hold him to account. But of all the incidents in the first weeks of Trump’s presidency, it’s his address to several hundred CIA staff on the first full day of his term which is perhaps the most revealing. Speaking to an audience of professionals whose career depends on closely tracking what people say and do – and separating the truth from lies – Trump said things which were not only untrue but also clearly and demonstrably false to anyone with access to Google. By denying ever having had any kind of rift with the intelligence agencies, Trump said what he imagined the audience in front of him wanted to hear, and perhaps in that moment what he wanted to be true, and – another running theme – to set out an alternative villain.

         ‘I have a running war with the media. They are among the most dishonest human beings on Earth,’ he said. ‘And they sort of made it sound like I had a feud with the intelligence community. And I just want to let you know, the reason you’re the number-one stop is exactly the opposite – exactly. And they understand that, too.’57

         Trump’s comments criticising the intelligence agency in terms unprecedented for any President-elect were, even as Trump was speaking, openly available to anyone on Twitter, including accusations of deliberate leaks and even likening their activities to those of Nazi Germany.58 What he said wasn’t true. What was also apparent was that he didn’t care.

         The cumulative effect of Trump’s wall of lies, distortions, bullshit and incomprehensibility has sent the media – and much of the public – into a tailspin. Responses included trying to ignore him until he went away, which is not a viable option for a President. For a time, the sage advice was to take Trump ‘seriously, but not literally’, but this once again started to fall apart as he reached the Oval Office: despite Trump’s flamboyancy and his bullshit, his first few weeks as President saw Trump delivering many of the policies the supporters at his rallies were waiting for – the very policies that ‘informed’ commentators had spent months explaining he either couldn’t or wouldn’t attempt to deliver.

         The result is a mess. The man behind the Resolute desk has been in the public eye for more than thirty years, and yet in many respects we know almost nothing about him. We don’t know the full extent of his wealth. We don’t know how much tax he’s paid. We don’t know how much business he’s done in Russia. We don’t – thanks to the strangeness of his initial doctor’s report, which referred to his health as ‘astonishingly excellent’ – have a good picture of his health. And thanks to the nature of the campaign he’s run, we don’t agree on the basics of a country’s health: whether crime is rising or not, whether the election Trump won was rigged with millions of fake votes. We don’t even agree whether one crowd is bigger than another.

         Trump has called the media ‘enemies of the people’.59 This is central to Trump’s approach to politics: whether a deliberate strategy or the result of lifelong habit, Trump has no respect for the idea of the fourth estate, a media holding power to account. Everything must be a row, not a debate – the media aren’t checking his claims, or his details; they’re standing against him and his supporters. Trump’s style of politics needs an enemy, and with Clinton dispatched in the presidential election, the media are the perfect choice for the role.

         This is America’s version of the post-truth world. Britain’s version of it, conducted through the Brexit campaign, is characteristically less dramatic – but its effects, as we’re about to see, are just as real.
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