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  What people are saying about




  Pro Truth




  This book should interest anyone concerned with the implications of the post-truth era for the functioning of democracy. This era is characterized by the absence of the conditions in the public sphere for members of our democracy to determine the truth as verifiable statements about reality. Far too many seem to have abandoned evidence and fact-seeking and have instead committed to what Tsipursky and Ward call “tribal epistemology.” Pro Truth encourages citizens to celebrate a commitment to truth-telling and reject spreading inaccurate, false, and misleading information. Ultimately, this book (and the Pro-Truth Pledge) is one of the most innovative solutions to the problems posed by the post-truth era I have encountered. The book outlines strategies for bolstering truth-telling and strategies for building a larger movement that will have implications for our democracy for decades to come.




  Stephen K. Hunt, PhD, Professor at Illinois State University, Executive Director of the ISU School of Communication




  This book reminds us how we all suffer when there is a lack of orientation to the truth, and how mindful we must be to overcome our biases and bad habits. In trying to solve problems in groups, we often concentrate on fighting and trying to prevail for our cause. But the book urges us to shift that perspective to one of “searching for truth together,” turning ourselves from a goal of prevailing over others to one of finding optimal solutions in agreement with them. We learn how our instincts can mislead us, and how we can expand our experience and information through that reorientation towards truth above our prejudices and biases. This book is sorely needed in these times, and the authors have given us one of the best prescriptions for what ails our post-truth society. As someone who has worked in both politics and the field of fighting fakery, I was overjoyed to find a project like the Pro-Truth Pledge. The pledge addresses the psychology behind the information mess we’re in, and borrows tactics from behavioral science that we can use to help get us out of it.




  Felicia Winfree Cravens, 20-year veteran of Texas conservative activism, founder of the Houston Tea Party Society, and founder of Unfakery, which helps conservatives learn better how to avoid fakery that was targeted at them




  The truth matters, a lot. Important decisions are made every day that have profound consequences for our health, our national security, our financial security, our climate, and more. When the truth is discounted or denied in those decisions, everyone is harmed. The Pro-Truth Pledge is an important step to ensure that the truth is considered when important decisions are being made.




  Edward Maibach, PhD, Distinguished Professor of Communication and Director of the Center for Climate Change Communication at George Mason University




  During my six successful bids for election to the Maine State Legislature in a closely divided district, I’ve seen a steep decline in truth-telling as the power of social media and the influence of Orwellian double-speak has flooded the public forum. It was refreshing in the 2018 elections to take the Pro-Truth Pledge, subjecting myself to the power of crowd-sourced accountability, and to invite my opponent and others to join me.




  Seth Berry, Maine State Representative, Past Majority Leader and Assistant Majority Leader




  I am an initial endorser of the Pro-Truth Pledge. Unless we change the whole system to one based on honesty and honest accountability, we’re dead. This is our lives and the lives of all our children we are talking about. A more fragmented gradual approach short of making, keeping and enforcing the Pro-Truth Pledge is doomed to failure.




  W. Brad Blanton, PhD, founder of Radical Honesty Enterprises, and author of seven books, including Radical Honesty: How to Transform Your Life by Telling the Truth




  Few things are more important than truth. And few ways are more effective at focusing our politics on truth than simply talking about it. The Pro-Truth Pledge is an important step.




  Rob Sand, Iowa State Auditor




  Civic duty makes democracy work. The notion that citizens must contribute to the common good has been at the heart of democracies. Today, our civic duty is to resist the “post-truth” society. When deliberate falsehoods can be described as “alternative facts,” when certain politicians claim that “there is no such thing as fact anymore” or that “truth isn’t truth,” then we must recognize that as a threat to liberal democracies. The Pro-Truth Pledge is one way in which we can express that civic commitment.




  Stephan Lewandowsky, PhD, Chair of Cognitive Psychology at the School of Experimental Psychology, specializing in studying misinformation, fake news, and post-truth politics




  I love the concept of the Pro-Truth Pledge. It is a simple method of aligning the entire globe around a commitment of collaboration, while letting individuals come up with the great ideas.




  Dhruv Ghulati, Founder and CEO, Factmata




  Skeptical Science has been actively countering misinformation about climate change since 2007. Our values are matched by the values of the Pro-Truth Pledge—commitment to truth and facts, a skeptical, evidence-based approach to understanding the world, and a resolve to proactively educate the public and counter misinformation. But the problems facing climate change—misinformation and science denial—also face all facets of society. A well-functioning democracy requires a well-informed populace in order to function.




  John Cook, PhD, Founder of Skeptical Science, Professor at George Mason University




  Everyone thinks they have “The Truth.” As a former victim of delusionary ideological “Truth,” I now know the importance of stepping back and applying skepticism not just to the claims of others, but to my own beliefs as well. This is a very difficult task, but Tsipursky and Ward’s eye-opening Pro Truth teaches us precisely how to do it: by consciously pledging ourselves to respect objective evidence, no matter where it leads.




  Dan Barker, author of Life Driven Purpose and Mere Morality, Co-host of Freethought Radio and Freethought Matters, Co-President of the Freedom From Religion Foundation, Co-founder of the Clergy Project




  This book presents a model for behaviors that encourage civility in our rapidly-decaying contemporary public sphere, and I myself took the Pro-Truth Pledge because I am committed to presenting information in a way that ensures that integrity is maintained in our public discourse.




  Lorenzo T. Neal, Conservative Christian senior pastor of the New Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Jackson, Mississippi, and host of the radio show Zera Today with Pastor Lorenzo Neal
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  This book is dedicated to all who choose to uphold the truth in our politics and public discourse:


  

  To private citizens who speak the truth about public matters, even when the truth goes against their preferred political goals, and who withdraw support from political leaders who lie, including those leaders whose policies they support.




  To politicians of all parties who uphold the facts, despite the constant temptation of taking the easy route of winning short-term victories through deception.




  To journalists, editors and producers who take seriously their responsibility to hold public figures accountable for the truth, who clearly distinguish factual reporting from opinion, avoid misleading and “clickbait” headlines, and never mistake false equivalence for balance.













  



  
Foreword





  by Rick Shenkman




  On the shelf behind me as I write this in my office are three door-stopper books on history and political science. All have this one thing in common: they purport to explain human behavior. Some of the books bear a recent publication date. One goes back to the 1950s. Henry Steele Commager’s The American Mind, published in 1950, claims to describe how Americans think. Francis Fukuyama’s The Origins of Political Order is all about the various ways human beings have organized themselves “from prehuman times to the French Revolution.” Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens immodestly brags on its cover that the book offers nothing less than a “history of humankind.”




  Whew! That about covers everything, doesn’t it? How we think and how we do politics and the history we’ve made.




  In an experiment I picked them up one by one to see if the indices contain the word “truth.” I found that none of them do.




  This can’t be because the authors didn’t highly esteem the truth. It’s self-evident that they did. Each author aspired to write the truth as they saw it. But not one saw fit to discuss the truth as a category of knowledge in and of itself. They wanted to tell the truth but not explain what they meant by “the truth.”




  All took for granted that their readers would understand that the aim was to tell a story based on facts and that the facts, arranged in a convincing narrative, would give the readers meaningful insights. That is, the truth.




  But what do we mean by the truth? This, it turns out, is a question these authors did not bother to ask. Yet it’s never been more vital that we do so now when truth is under attack by post-truth politicians eager to confuse the public with lies. In today’s world we must think hard about what we mean by the truth and how we are constantly importuned to turn away from the truth when it proves inconvenient.




  Human beings have never exactly revered the truth, to be sure. As Harvard evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker has written, what we want is not for the truth to prevail, but that our version of the truth does so. But today a virtual war on the truth requires us to be on our guard 24/7 lest the lies overwhelm us. This is our new reality.




  An intriguing movement is underway to address this problem. It’s the Pro-Truth Pledge project established by Gleb Tsipursky, one of the co-authors of this book. The goal is to encourage citizens to follow 12 rules of truth-telling in the hope that this will help establish a society where the truth is honored. I hope it succeeds. We need an army of people committed to the truth. Steven Pinker has signed up. So has Jonathan Haidt. And so I have. Maybe you will too.




  Rick Shenkman is the bestselling author of seven books, including Political Animals: How Our Stone-Age Brain Gets in the Way of Smart Politics. He is also the founder of the History News Network and an Emmy-award-winning investigative reporter.







  



  
Preface





  by Tim Ward




  Dr. Gleb Tsipursky and I share a fundamental belief that truth is essential for democracy. I found Gleb online in 2018 while researching a book I wanted to write on this topic. Gleb’s Pro-Truth Pledge struck me as an inspiring, practical way for citizens to work together to put truth back into politics. When I discovered he had a draft of his own book already written on this exact subject, I abandoned my plans, and agreed to collaborate with him. I took on revising his chapters and adding my own perspective and ideas as a former journalist, and public communications expert. Since the substance of the book is his analysis of post-truth politicians from the perspective of a behavioral scientist, and the behavioral techniques that can help us resist their lies and promote truth, we agreed to keep his singular narrative voice throughout the book. I’ve never been so happy to play second fiddle.




  At heart, Gleb and I are both pragmatists. So, you won’t find a deep philosophical discussion in this book on the nature of truth. By “truth” we simply mean verifiable facts about the world that any reasonable observer can perceive through their senses. If I tell you I ate a bowl of oatmeal at the Tastee Diner on Norfolk Road in Bethesda, Maryland, at 10 a.m. on April 29, 2020, any reasonable observer at these coordinates in space and time could verify whether or not I was telling the truth. Because our world is vastly complex, this definition includes as “true” the consensus of experts such as scientists, as they have observed and studied aspects of reality in detail that the rest of us have not. It’s important to remember, though, that science does not hold any of its truths to be absolute. Science constantly questions and re-evaluates the evidence. In so doing science gives us robust working models of how the world works. Its openness to revision is what helps us correct our errors, so that our knowledge evolves.




  Belief, on the other hand, does not require rational observation and consensus. Belief does not need to be proven. It is, if you like, an inner Truth with a capital “T.” This includes the eternal Truths of religious faiths, but also the many particular beliefs individuals may hold about the world and their place in it. These differ widely from person to person. Democracies embrace this difference. Freedom of belief is the essence of a free society. Only oppressive, fundamentalist regimes dictate what their subjects must believe.




  Belief thus holds a different place in politics than small “t” truth. Our beliefs define our values, and people with common values tend to group together into political parties. But, crucially, in a democracy, people with very different beliefs can come together and agree upon a set of facts verifiable through their eyes, ears, and other senses. Having a set of common facts enables citizens and their politicians to discuss, debate, negotiate, compromise, and ultimately pass wise legislation that affects their lives. That’s the genius of democracy: it allows people of different beliefs to collaborate for the common good. When it works, this makes democracy the best political system in the world. It only works, however, when citizens value truth (with a small “t”). If politicians and leaders devalue truth, trust between groups that hold different values gets eroded, and democracy declines.




  People then look to others who share their beliefs—their “tribe”—as the only ones they feel they can trust. Those from other tribes they come to view as enemies ready to undermine and attack them. Too easily this leads to tribal epistemology—a perverse situation in which people believe that whatever their side says is true, and whatever the other side says is false. Facts based on evidence no longer matter. The only metric for truth is loyalty to one’s own side. So, if Democrat Al Gore says climate change is a threat, Republicans must rally around it being a hoax. If Donald Trump says building a wall on the Mexican border will reduce illegal immigration, Democrats must declare that a wall is immoral. There’s no thinking here, no investigation of reality, just a knee-jerk reaction against whatever the other side says.




  This is the precipice upon which the United States and some other democracies stand today. As trust erodes, will we slide down that slippery slope? Or can we take a step back, onto the firmament of truth?
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Introduction Our Moment of Truth





  Oxford Dictionary named “post-truth” the 2016 word of the year, defining it as “circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.” In explaining why it chose this adjective, Oxford Dictionary pointed to the successful tactics used by Donald Trump’s campaign in the 2016 US presidential election, and by the “Vote Leave” side of the Brexit campaign in the UK that year.




  So, are we living in a post-truth world? No, not yet at least. The best evidence for this is the number of people around the world—myself included—who felt appalled by the misinformation spread during those campaigns, and worse, that those who spread lies won in two of the most mature democracies in the world. We fear that if enough politicians win by lying and suffer no consequences, politics will degenerate into a “race to the bottom,” where truth is irrelevant and the best liar wins.




  Just as alarming, not all who voted for Trump were duped by the lies he told. In fact, plenty of conservatives voted for Trump in spite of the lies, holding their noses and voting for the standard conservative policies he proposed, such as cutting taxes for corporations and high earners, putting conservative judges in federal courts, and eliminating regulations. As Trump delivered on many of these promises after the election, the sentiment has emerged among many—not all—that if his post-truth methods were what it took to get elected, then perhaps it was worth it. At least some voters for Brexit followed the same reasoning after their victory. In this book, I remain neutral on the policies, respecting that intelligent people take different sides on these issues, although I will mention that I have donated to and voted for both Republican and Democratic politicians in the past and intend to do so in the future. Instead I focus on the destructive consequences of making it okay for politicians to lie with impunity.




  If politicians can win by telling lies, then they do not need to care about serving the true interests of the citizens. Without a norm of truthfulness as a basic check on the behavior of politicians, they can steal taxpayer money and collude with corporate interests to line their own pockets. Worse, they can use lies to keep power in an authoritarian manner by: stuffing ballots and stealing elections, arresting those who oppose them on trumped-up charges, and murdering journalists or other opponents who try and expose their lies. These abuses of power are not dystopian fantasies. They are taking place today in many powerful nations the world over, including some that used to be democracies. This is why it is frightening to see the early stages of this process happening in the UK and US. For generations, these nations have been held up as models of government the rest of the world could aspire to, and served as a light of hope for dissidents living under authoritarian regimes. That light has dimmed, as dictators of these regimes can now point to our leaders’ post-truth tactics, and say there is no difference between us and them.




  I am particularly passionate about the role of truth in politics because when I was a child, my family lived inside the Soviet Union, in the Republic of Moldova. My parents sought to escape from the destructive lies and deceptions that dominated the political and civic conversations in that part of the world by coming to the US in 1991, when Moldova was freed from Russian domination. So, for me, it has been incredibly depressing to see misinformation and post-truth politics on the rise in my new home.




  People who value truth in this post-truth moment may be tempted to despair; they wonder what they could do to make a difference. Many books and articles have been published trying to explain the Trump phenomenon. Such texts can be helpful to understand where we are, but they do not really explain what can be done to prevent the downward spiral of deceit and its accompanying corruption and creeping authoritarianism. While this book does offer an analysis—one informed by relevant research in psychology, behavioral economics, political science, history, and communication—it has at the heart of it a pragmatic plan for creating a pro-truth movement.




  I take Donald Trump as the case study of this book to explain how post-truth politicians mislead and manipulate voters. I also place Trump’s success in the broader context of other post-truth political activities, such as the “Vote Leave” campaign in Brexit, as well as powerful and formerly democratic countries that have fallen further under the influence of post-truth politicians, such as Vladimir Putin’s Russia and Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Turkey. Let me be clear: the use of these leaders as examples is not a critique of the political platforms of any particular party, but rather to highlight the kind of damaging behavior pursued by post-truth politicians. The choice to focus on Trump is in part because, as a US citizen, I watched the 2016 election take place in my own front yard. It’s also because the office of President of the United States has such a powerful impact on the rest of the world. I believe it’s a mistake to think of Trump as a “black swan” event—something so singular as to be virtually unpredictable. Post-truth politicians rise up time and again. While I do not condemn Trump and the others—neither as people, nor for their policies—I do shine a light on the kind of post-truth tactics they use, and how these tactics undermine democratic politics. This book is non-partisan—trans-partisan, actually—in that truthfulness in politics is a value that serves democracy, and so deserves to be honored and protected by all political parties.




  Beyond analysis, this book offers a plan of action for the many people who are determined to resist post-truth politics. The plan provides a blueprint for a Pro-Truth Movement that has already begun, offering readers a chance to join a rapidly growing global army of advocates across the political spectrum determined to advocate for truth in politics. I myself have chosen to redirect my energy and time from my academic pursuits to go into a leadership role in this young movement, practicing what I preach and using my scholarly expertise to analyze and direct on-the-ground activities to fight lies and promote truth in the US and abroad. You will thus get more from this book than a behavioral scientist’s analysis. You’ll get the practical experience of a civic activist in the trenches.




  My activities included organizing a March for Truth and similar events in my area and across the country and beyond: giving over 350 interviews to conservative and liberal talk shows and reporters in the US, Canada, UK, Ireland, Australia, India, Germany, Singapore, and many other countries; publishing over 400 pieces in top US newspapers, conservative and liberal (New York Daily News, The Dallas Morning News, The Plain Dealer) and other venues (Time, Scientific American, Salon, Psychology Today); coordinating volunteers on a host of projects related to truth-seeking; and serving as the volunteer president of a 501(c)3 educational nonprofit, Intentional Insights, which is devoted to promoting truth and rational thinking (my co-author and I are donating a third of the royalties from this book to this organization).




  Holding truth above party politics can lead to some tensions in friendships and relationships. It would be an understatement for me to say it has been a bumpy ride. I have faced a slew of hateful words and actions from those opposed to truth-oriented activism, and had a number of friends and family, as well as professional colleagues, turn away from me when I spoke hard truths that they did not want to hear because it did not align with their political ideology. But standing up for truth in politics is exactly what our world needs to move forward. We have to cross party lines and unite with those who may not share our political preferences but value the truth, in order to have any hope of reversing the tide of lies and fighting post-truth politics.




  So please imagine with me a world where millions of people join a Pro-Truth Movement that bridges political divides, bringing together liberals and conservatives, business leaders and nonprofit leaders, clergy and secular activists, and ordinary people from all walks of life. Imagine volunteers organizing at all levels—international, national, regional, and local—to promote truthful behavior in all areas of public discourse. Imagine these volunteers working side by side with staff from truth-maintenance organizations, who coordinate these volunteers and are paid for by the donations of checkbook activists who have more money than time, to hold politicians, journalists, and other public figures accountable, celebrating truths and condemning lies.




  It may be hard to envision this happening in our current post-truth moment in time. The incentives in our political system and people’s psychological predispositions, as this book will make clear, will only lead to the situation growing worse if we do not intervene. Still, consider that in the early years of the environmental, women’s rights, civil rights, and marriage equality movements the situation grew worse before people united and took action. The early activists in these movements knew that, to paraphrase a Chinese proverb, to remove a mountain one must start by carrying away small stones. Using the best practices from these successful movements, along with behavioral science research, will enable pro-truth activists to carry away large boulders from the mountain of post-truth politics instead of just small stones, and this book provides the groundwork and guidelines for doing so.




  That’s the purpose of this book: to better equip readers like you for this task, and to provide you with a platform to align your individual efforts with our common purpose.




  The book begins with the question: Why should we care about truth in politics? I dissect the lies of post-truth politicians, and offer strategies we can use to protect ourselves from being deceived. I then explore the corrosive effect of post-truth lies in mainstream and social media, and how the erosion of trust creates a “tragedy of the commons” in our politics. Next, I introduce the Pro-Truth Pledge, and describe how it changes our behavior toward truth. The pledge can help reverse the trend and turn the tide against post-truth politicians and the normalization of lies. At the time of publication, the pledge has been signed by approximately 10,000 individuals from all over the world. Additionally, over 650 politicians have signed it, including members of the US Congress and state legislatures, Democrats and Republicans alike, as well as other politicians around the globe. (For the current list, see: https://www.protruthpledge.org/public-figures-signed-pledge/). I include in the pledge chapter compelling evidence, published in peer-reviewed journals, that the pledge works. But the pledge is the tip of the iceberg of the broader Pro-Truth Movement itself, which unites a community of people committed to upholding truth in politics and saving democracy around the globe. The remaining two chapters describe new approaches for holding political conversations with people who hold irrational beliefs, and for holding constructive conversations across the political divide. You will then find a glossary of important terms used in the book, followed by a complete list of references. To supplement the book, additional chapters on becoming a pro-truth activist are available online as a free download, if you have been inspired to join us.




  Will history record the victories of Trump and Brexit as the start of a post-truth era? Or will 2016 mark a turning point, a moment of truth, that gave birth to a movement and reestablished the US as a light for democracy around the world? If we can grasp this moment, then perhaps we can transform this post-truth moment into a pro-truth era. The choice is up to you.
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  Fig. 0.1 The Pro-Truth Pledge







  



  Chapter 1




  Why Should We Care About Truth in Politics?




  Many people shuddered when Donald Trump’s senior adviser Kellyanne Conway described the Trump administration’s false statements as “alternative facts” in a January 22, 2017 interview on NBC’s Meet the Press. She was defending the deceptions of Sean Spicer, the White House Press Secretary, about Trump’s inauguration in his first White House press briefing on January 21. For instance, Spicer stated that Trump drew “the largest audience to ever witness an inauguration, period,” despite the aerial photos and other evidence showing that Barack Obama’s inauguration drew significantly bigger crowds.




  This incident drew wide condemnation. Brian Fallon, Hillary Clinton’s former Press Secretary, called for Spicer to resign in a January 23 interview with CNN. Prominent columnists, such as Jill Abramson (January 24, The Guardian), condemned Conway for appealing to “alternative facts.” Even the usually apolitical Merriam-Webster dictionary tweeted on January 22 that “A fact is a piece of information presented as having objective reality.” Internet memes satirizing “alternative facts” spread quickly (see Figure 1.1).




 [image: Fig. 1.1 “Alternative Facts” meme (courtesy of Skeptic Skull and instagram.com)]


  

  Fig. 1.1 “Alternative Facts” meme (courtesy of Skeptic Skull and instagram.com)




  Despite this widespread condemnation, Conway defended her statement in an interview published on March 18, 2017 in New York Magazine, saying that she has “spoken 1.2 million words on TV,” and that whoever wants to “focus on two here and two there, it’s on you, you’re a f—ing miserable person, P.S., just whoever you are.”




  Well, many folks, including myself, fall under Conway’s definition of “miserable person,” because we are allergic to lies uttered by prominent public figures, especially lies defending other lies. It’s not a partisan matter: many of us despise lies equally by either Democrats or Republicans.




  For instance, in a March 17, 2008 speech at George Washington University, Hillary Clinton lied about her March 1996 trip to Bosnia: “I remember landing under sniper fire. There was supposed to be some kind of a greeting ceremony at the airport, but instead we just ran with our heads down to get into the vehicles to get to our base.” Yet an article on March 21, 2008 in the Washington Post reported that in reality, Clinton was greeted by smiling officials, and a ceremony at which an 8-year-old Muslim girl read a poem for her. The Post even found a video showing that Clinton got a kiss from the girl—hardly a sniper fire situation.




  Reading that article inspired a strong visceral response in me about Clinton’s lies. Many people share my intuitive reactions to deceit, because they have both an emotional distaste for lies and an instinctive recognition of the dangers of lies in politics. They care about the truth first and foremost, regardless of their personal values—liberal, conservative, or centrist. However, those passionate about the truth tend to be outliers, as illustrated by Jonathan Haidt, in his 2012 The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion. He describes extensive research that shows what values are most prized by mainstream liberals, such as justice, fairness, and equality, and conservatives, including purity, safety, and security. Truth is not among the top values for either group. This helps explain why so many do not intuitively recognize the harm done by deception to democratic institutions, whether in the US or around the globe. Moreover, they resonate more with appeals to emotions rather than facts, as shown by research such as in the 2000 Emotions and Beliefs: How Feelings Influence Thoughts.




  How do we communicate convincingly the dangers of post-truth political tactics, whether perpetrated by Trump or others, to people who do not have a visceral concern about truth in politics? Just wagging a finger and calling out such lies, as many intellectuals and public commentators have done in the past and are currently doing, clearly has not worked to prevent such deception. We tend to overestimate the extent to which other people share our opinions and predispositions, a typical thinking error that behavioral scientists call the false consensus effect, well described in a 1987 review article by Gary Marks and Norman Miller. However strange it may seem to readers of this book or those intellectuals and public commentators, plenty of people do not see an inherent problem when politicians they support lie to gain political credibility.




  Thus, while it is necessary to highlight political deceptions, it is not sufficient for the people who do not have an intuitive aversion to lies. Instead, we need to demonstrate clearly why such lies are harmful to the long-term interests of our countries and our political institutions. We need to show people why they should care—deeply and viscerally—about truth in politics, for the sake of their own political and personal goals. This is by no means a new venture. George Orwell’s novel 1984 painted a grim future for humanity, based on his vision of a power-hungry party ruling through the power of lies. Orwell wrote: “Not merely the validity of experience, but the very existence of external reality was tacitly denied by their philosophy. The heresy of heresies was common sense...The party told you to reject the evidence of your eyes and ears. It was their final, most essential command.” Many journalists found an alarming resonance between quotations from 1984 and remarks like this one President Trump made during his speech at the Veterans of Foreign Wars national convention in Kansas City on Tuesday, July 24, 2018: “Just remember what you’re seeing and what you’re reading is not what’s happening...”




  One Way to Tell the Truth, Many Ways to Lie




  Before talking about the importance of truth, we need to start with definitions. By “telling the truth,” I mean conveying an accurate portrayal of the relevant features of reality that any reasonable person might want to know about the topic. Implicitly, this definition includes not intending to misinform. It’s pretty simple.




  Now let’s ground that statement with some examples of what not telling the truth looks like. Say you decide to get a used car, and the salesman introduces himself as Truthful Tom. You point to a car, and ask him to tell you about it. What scenarios might result?




  Scenario 1: Tom answers: “Oh, it’s a great car. Let’s sign the deal now.” Most of us will suspect that Truthful Tom’s vagueness does not sound very truthful. He didn’t list the relevant features of the car that he might expect any reasonable customer to want to know. But the description “great” is such a generality it can hardly be pinned down as a lie. Maybe Tom truthfully means, “great for me if I can sell it to you at this price”?




  Scenario 2: Tom answers: “This is a car for true patriots. I can tell you love your country, so this is the right car for you. Let’s sign the deal now.” In this scenario, Tom is deceptively appealing to emotions via flattery, and is again not describing what is relevant to you, the buyer. This particular kind of flattery is called a glittering generality, an emotionally appealing phrase that is so closely associated with highly valued concepts and beliefs that it carries conviction without supporting information or reason. The appeal to love of country (or desire for peace, freedom, glory, honor, and so on) so dazzles you and affirms your beliefs that you fail to notice the lack of other salient information.




  Scenario 3: Tom gives you the relevant details any reasonable customer might want to know about the car, and answers your questions. He tells you accurately that the car was serviced regularly. However, he did not know and thus failed to mention that the car had a problem with the transmission. That problem is a relevant piece of information. Normally, we would say Tom is simply wrong, not lying. But in this scenario, Tom had previously instructed the showroom’s mechanic not to tell him if there were any engine problems. When she tried to tell him, he would cut her off or walk out of the room, arguing that such information would only hamper his job of selling cars. So Truthful Tom is not simply wrong, he is willfully ignorant.




  Scenario 4: Tom knows about the problem with the transmission and does not tell you about it. Tom committed what is known as a lie by omission, meaning deliberately withholding relevant information and thus deceiving you.




  Scenario 5: Tom was told about the transmission problem but rather conveniently he forgot about it. So, he doesn’t mention it to you, even though he had the information and should have told you. In this case, Tom engaged in confabulation, making false statements due to incorrect memories about the past without a deliberate intent to deceive.




  Scenario 6: Tom knows about the transmission problem, but rather than admitting it, he distorts the truth through exaggeration (or hyperbole), telling you that everybody who owns this model of car is happy with it (when in reality, some owners are happy, and some are not). By overemphasizing the degree of customer satisfaction, Tom thinks he’s not lying, just exaggerating, and indeed not all exaggeration is meant to deceive. But in this case, deceptive hyperbole is clearly his purpose.




  Scenario 7: Tom tells you about the faulty transmission, but uses jargon that he knows only car specialists would recognize. Tom is deceiving you through obfuscation. He’s not actually lying, but deliberately making the information unclear and confusing to you.




  Scenario 8: You directly ask whether there is a problem with the transmission and Tom tells you it’s just fine. Truthful Tom is directly lying. We call this a blatant lie. Experienced liars have one specific trick to make blatant lies more convincing: they use vivid details to make their fiction seem real. Tom might elaborate on his lie by saying, “In fact, I was with Olga the mechanic when she was inspecting the vehicle, and I recall her telling me, ‘Tommy, this transmission is in great shape!’”




  Scenario 9: Tom lies to you about the transmission, but in the service center documentation you find Olga’s inspection report that declares the transmission is faulty. You confront Tom. He responds that the service center people are dishonest and always lie. “That Olga, she makes mistakes like this all the time. Frankly, I think management are going to fire her later this week.”




  Tom asks you to trust only him as the source of truth about the car. This is the type of behavior characteristic of post-truth car salespeople. In extreme forms it is known as gaslighting, meaning manipulating someone into questioning their own sanity through denying the truth of reality. Comedian Richard Pryor immortalized gaslighting in the story of his wife catching him “in the act” with another woman. He denies his blatant infidelity, asking his wife, “Who you gonna believe, me or your lying eyes?”




  These nine scenarios help reveal that there is a spectrum of truth and lies, with tactics like vagueness, glittering generalities or obfuscation being closer to truthful, while blatant lies and gaslighting are more definitively lies (we list them all for you at the end of the chapter). This spectrum helps explain why fact-checkers typically have a scale of evaluating claims, whether the PolitiFact 5-scale system that ranges from “True” to “Pants on Fire,” or the Washington Post fact-checking system that goes from 0 to 4 Pinocchios. Statements made by politicians can be farther or closer to the truth, depending on how they align with an accurate depiction of the reality of a specific policy or decision as it is relevant for voters.




  Another important element to consider in whether we label something as a deception, or simply a wrong statement, is the question of intent. Dictionaries define lying as being intentionally misleading. Someone can fail to tell the truth and be wrong yet not be lying. However, it can be hard to determine intent. Imagine you bought the car from Tom and found out later that it had a faulty transmission. How do we know what Tom knew and did not know? How do we know whether he was willfully ignorant, lying by omission, blatantly lying, or just plain mistaken? It’s not easy in a one-time encounter.




  Often, we need to make our own numerical estimate of intent—a likelihood-of-truthfulness scale—based on prior evidence and reasonable assumptions. If Tom assures you that the car was serviced regularly, he probably had documentary evidence of it being serviced. How likely is it that the service mechanic forgot to put the information about the problem with the transmission into the service report? Not very likely—that’s a pretty major fault on the service mechanic’s part. Moreover, the mechanic is financially incentivized to be truthful, because the mechanic would get paid for repairing the car. When greed combines with competence, you have a very low likelihood of failing to report a problem. How likely is it that Truthful Tom hid his knowledge of the problem for the sake of selling the car? Highly likely, since he is incentivized to sell the car, and lying would help him achieve his goal. For Tom, greed and competence combine to induce him to deceive. So, you might weigh Tom’s words together with your past experiences with car salespersons and decide there’s a 7 out of 10 chance he was attempting to deceive you about the faulty transmission.




  Similarly, we need to be especially careful and suspicious when politicians make ostentatious, yet verifiable, statements favorable to their reputation and/or their political interests, such as about the size of their inauguration crowd or landing under sniper fire. We need to create a norm for politicians to back up such claims with credible evidence that would convince a reasonable person of any political persuasion. If we ask for such evidence and they fail to provide it, we can safely dismiss their statements as wrong, until proven otherwise. If they do not provide evidence, but continue to insist that they are right, then we should condemn them as being intentionally misleading—the dictionary definition of “lying.” If someone lies repeatedly, and keeps doubling down on their deception, then we can shift our baseline perception to consider that person a systematic liar who may even be engaged in gaslighting, which is worse because it involves extensive psychological manipulation intended to make the victims doubt reality and accept an alternative version forced on them by the perpetrator.




  

  The term gaslighting comes from the 1938 play Gas Light, which was made into two movies in the 1940s, most famously starring Charles Boyer and Ingrid Bergman. It’s a thriller about a recently married rich woman who thinks she’s going insane. Items disappear in her house, or suddenly appear in different places than where she put them. Among other things, the gas lights all over the room flicker weirdly from time to time, but no one else seems to see it. What the woman doesn’t know is that her husband keeps leaving the house and then sneaking back in through the attic. He moves things around in the house in order to convince her she is going crazy. She finally realizes that the flickering lights are someone walking around in the attic. In the end, his nefarious scheme unravels and she saves herself.







  If we can better categorize a politician’s level of deceptiveness (from generally truthful to blatant liar and gaslighter) we can more easily tune our ears to the appropriate level of skepticism. This is one aspect of probabilistic thinking, where we assign probabilities to our understanding of reality, and change our estimates based on new evidence we acquire. For instance, a politician who lies repeatedly can be safely labeled a blatant liar. When there is clear prior evidence of their lack of credibility, we can probabilistically dismiss any self-favorable statements by these people as lies unless they provide verifiable evidence upfront.




  Finally, an evaluation of the truth must consider what constitutes credible evidence. While we often deal with clear-cut situations, such as the nine scenarios with Truthful Tom described above, in other cases we have to deal with more complex situations of incomplete information coming from multiple sources, each with its own biases. To help us orient toward the truth, we can rely on credible fact-checking websites and/or on the scientific consensus.




  An easy way to determine the quality of fact-checkers is to outsource the evaluation to others who have strong motivations to pick the best fact-checkers. For instance, a number of fact-checkers around the globe have passed vetting by the Poynter Institute’s International Fact-Checking Network and are listed as “verified signatories” on its website. This strong external standard is a good tool for verifying quality fact-checkers.




  In other cases, fact-checking websites have not evaluated certain claims, but the claim will be opposed by scientific research. Since science is the best of all methods we as human beings have found to determine facts about the world and to predict the outcomes of our actions, it deserves trust as an excellent guide to public policy, as described by Jonathan Baron in a 2014 paper presented at an Annenberg Public Policy Center conference. The scientific consensus refers to the collective judgment of the community of scientists within a field. Such consensus involves broad—although not necessarily unanimous—agreement. We can see evidence of such consensus through statements by scientific institutes and associations, such as the October 21, 2009 statement from 18 associations on the reality of human-caused climate change, or the result of meta-analysis studies (evaluations of a series of other prominent studies) that come to a clear determination, such as the 2014 study by Luke Taylor et al. showing no relationship between vaccines and autism.




  The Dangers of Deception for Democratic Decision-Making




  Ideologically Informed Deception




  Let’s consider the danger lies pose when making decisions in the political sphere. To make a wise decision so as to reach our political goals, we need to know the relevant facts on the ground. For instance, to decide what car to buy from Truthful Tom, any reasonable customer would want accurate information about the price, the car’s current condition and history, and any warranties. To make a decision about any political policy, a reasonable citizen requires the facts about the impact of that policy on our society, with a list of costs and benefits in material and human terms. But politicians can be motivated to ignore or distort information based on their ideology.




  As a hypothetical example, let’s take a politician, Anti-gun Annie, proposing a federal gun-control law, say a 48-hour waiting period before purchasing a gun. Anti-gun Annie describes the aim as reducing gun-related deaths due to “heat-of-the-moment” urges. To evaluate her proposal, we as citizens would want to know the costs of this legislation in terms of its burden on gun buyers and stores, and the costs of implementing the legislation for the government through increased monitoring. We would also want to know the expected benefits in terms of decreased deaths. After all, presumably the vast majority of us want to reduce deaths, and also avoid unnecessary burdens and costs for both business and government.




  According to a 2013 Institute of Medicine report, that year there were 33,636 fatal shootings in the US. Anti-gun Annie gives that number—which is accurate—and then claims that thousands of deaths would be prevented by the waiting period. How can we know whether a claim of “deaths prevented” is accurate or not? If we go by our gut feelings, many would intuitively feel that yes, if folks don’t buy guns, they will likely not commit crimes of passion, while others will deny that notion. We do have substantial evidence that states with strong gun-control laws, which often include waiting periods, have much lower gun-related homicide and suicide rates, as shown in a 2013 paper by Eric Fleegler et al., but it seems that the waiting period by itself does not do much to prevent deaths. For example, we have research from a 2000 article by Ludwig and Cook showing that the federal waiting period that was part of the 1994 Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act resulted in fewer firearm suicides overall, but did not result in fewer deaths overall (homicide and suicide combined). It turned out people found other means of committing suicide. Research by Fredrick Vars in 2014 found a sharp increase in suicide risk within the first week of gun purchase, but did not evaluate whether the people would have committed suicide using other means. So, we have evidence of lower gun-related suicide statistics associated with a waiting period, but no substantive evidence of reduced overall deaths. It looks like Annie fell into what’s called the fallacy of the single cause: she jumped to the conclusion that an outcome (fewer gun-related deaths) had a single, simple cause (a cooling-off period), when in reality many causes might be required to produce the desired outcome.




  Yet when Anti-gun Annie was presented with evidence that undermined her position, she rejected the information and refused to examine it further (willful ignorance). Instead she doubled down. In her heart, she said, she knew that a waiting period was key. She told cherry-picked stories of people buying guns and then killing themselves or others, as if these were typical cases (deceptive hyperbole), and appealed to voters’ emotions toward shooting victims: “As a compassionate society, we must pass this act to save lives!” (glittering generalities). Finally, she called the researchers frauds, and falsely claimed the gun lobby had funded their research. Now she was gaslighting.




  Eventually, she pushed through her waiting period: harming gun buyers and stores, and forcing taxpayers to fund the implementation of this measure, while not bringing about an actual reduction of deaths. This is the kind of negative outcome that results from ideologically informed deception, where an ideologue pushes through her favored agenda despite the actual evidence. The likely outcome: unnecessary burdens on the gun industry and gun buyers, increased costs of implementing and policing the new rule by the government, and the same amount of deaths, although somewhat fewer suicides by guns.




  This case study represents an example of how, if voters are vulnerable to emotional appeals, and do not rely on the facts on the ground, everyone suffers. Citizens need to care about and know the reality of political affairs, at least in broad terms, to make wise decisions regarding which politicians and policies to support.




  Here are two well-known, real examples of ideologically informed deception: 1. Pro-Brexit politicians claimed in 2016 that leaving the EU would “give the National Health Service the £350 million the EU takes every week.” This obfuscation was admitted to be false by those leaders after the UK voted to leave the EU, though it lingered on in social media. 2. The Trump administration claimed in early 2019 that “there’s a growing humanitarian and security crisis at our southern border,” a crisis that could only be resolved by building a multibillion-dollar border wall. There were too many lies to count during the ensuing government shutdown, but the US border authority’s own data on illegal border-crossing apprehensions showed a marked decline of illegal immigration from fiscal year 2000 (more than 1.6 million apprehensions) to 2018 (overall apprehensions below 400,000). The average southern-border patrol agent apprehended 14 single adult migrants during all of 2018 (U.S. Border Patrol Monthly Apprehension (FY 2000‒FY 2018), from www.cpb.gov). Although the number of migrants spiked in spring 2019, at the end of 2018, exaggerating this situation as an immigration crisis was something between deceptive hyperbole and a blatant lie. To frame it as a humanitarian crisis (appealing to our sense of compassion) was a glittering generality. To persist in the face of the border authority’s facts was willful ignorance at best, and gaslighting at worst.




  Deception and Corruption




  Corruption, a natural bedfellow of political deception, is another negative outcome of post-truth politics. In a post-truth political situation, politicians win office by competing for who tells the best lie. If voters don’t mind or don’t notice the lies, politicians have no incentive to represent the actual concerns of the citizenry once elected, including concerns for how tax dollars are spent or for government dealings with business. Failing to condemn “alternative facts” thus leads to a scenario where politicians can take bribes right and left for giving favorable contracts to businesses, and divert our tax dollars into their pockets. After all, without the truth about the influence of money in politics, citizens cannot evaluate who is corrupt. They thus cannot use their votes to address the biggest fear of US citizens. According to the 2016 Chapman University Survey of American Fears, corruption rests at the top with 60.6 percent, above terrorist attacks at 41 percent and even above not having enough money for the future at 39.9 percent.
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