
THE NEWS: TRUTH OR 
FICTION?

A Conversation About the Current State of Our Media 
Ecosystem





PROPAGANDA

FAKE NEWS

ALTERNATIVE FACTS

POST-TRUTH



Propaganda   
 

Not convince someone that you are right, but to 
demonstrate that you have authority over the truth 
itself.

 “It's all a matter of perspective. When a Chinese coolie strikes a 
French soldier the result is a public cry of ‘Barbarity!’ But when a 
French soldier strikes a coolie, it's a necessary blow for civilization.”

- René Georges Hermann-Paul editorial cartoon about the Boxer 
Rebellion which ran in Le Cri De Paris, July 10th, 1899 



Fake News
 

Intentionally false news created for 
the purpose of getting someone to 
believes what one is saying is right, 
even if the producer knows that it’s 
not true.

http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsc.02832



Alternative Facts 
 

Information that is provided to 
challenge the narrative created by facts 
that are hostile to one’s preferred beliefs.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VSrEEDQgFc8



Post-Truth
 
Contention that feelings are more accurate than 
facts, for the purpose of the political subordination 
of reality.

https://www.youtube.com/wat
ch?v=yQretmHUHvM



FROM CIGARETTES 

TO 

CLIMATE CHANGE

TO 

COMB OVERS





We feel it is in the public interest to call 
attention to the fact that eminent doctors 
and research scientists have publicly 
questioned the claimed significance of these 
experiments. 

That there is no agreement among the 
authorities regarding what the cause is. 

The validity of the statistics themselves is 
questioned by numerous scientists.

We believe the products we make are not 
injurious to health. 

http://www.ttlaonline.com/HKWIS/hksplash.htm



The American Petroleum Institute's 
1998 Internal Memo 

https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/attach/2015/07/Climate-Dec
eption-Dossier-2_API-Climate-Science-Communications-Plan.pdf

Victory Will Be Achieved 
When:

Average citizens “understand” 
(recognize) uncertainties in 
climate science; recognition of 
uncertainties become part of 
“conventional wisdom”

Media “understands” 
(recognizes) uncertainties in 
climate science.

Those promoting the Kyoto 
Treaty on the basis of extent 
[sic] science appear [sic] to be 
out of touch with reality.



Despite the hysteria from the political class and the 
media, smoking doesn’t kill. In fact, 2 out of every 
three smokers does not die from a smoking related 
illness and 9 out of ten smokers do not contract lung 
cancer. 
- Mike Pence, Vice President of the United States

Scientists continue to disagree about the 
degree and extent of global warming and its 
connection to the actions of mankind. 

- Scott Pruitt, Administrator of the 
Environmental Protection Agency  



HOW TO FEEL 

ABOUT NUMBERS



Purpose of Statistics
1. To give a true and accurate description of society -- this is evident

2. To support a particular viewpoint  -- this is hidden
a. the need for a service
b. the success (or failure) of a service
c. ammunition for political stances
d. to create a sense of importance or commonality (big numbers → big feelings)
e. numbers appear as hard fact or proof



Important

● Innumeracy -- the mathematical equivalent of illiteracy
○ many people have trouble clearly thinking about numbers

● Sometimes:
○ a cynical actor misleads an innumerate public with inaccurate statistics
○ statistics are poorly created with a sincere well-intentioned meaning

● Most often:
○ Innumerate reporters repeat the figures from sources without fully understanding their impact, 

or critically thinking about them 



What happens
● Media outlets favor disturbing statistics 

○ big problems → more interesting → more compelling

● Statistics that draw attention to or away from a problem
○ If I support gun control:

■ good statistic -- number of children killed by guns
■ bad statistic -- number that defended themselves from attack using guns

○ both can be true, but when debating gun control we may think about the ``good” ones.





What to do
We need to be able to sort out the good and bad statistics

1. Who created the statistic?
○ Is it a problem-promoter or a unbiased source?

2. Why was this statistic created?
○ Was it to measure something wholly?
○ Was it to garner support about a cause?

3. How was this statistic created? What is the measurement?
○ Does the measurement match what we want to talk about?
○ Does the group measure represent who we want to talk about?

4. Is the statistic inconsistent with basic, common fact?
○ This is different from ``does it `feel’ wrong?” or ``do you agree with it?”



``Most of society’s arguments are 
kept alive by a failure to 
acknowledge nuance. We tend to 
generate false dichotomies, then 
try to argue one point using two 
entirely different sets of 
assumptions, like two tennis 
players trying to win a match by 
hitting beautifully executed shots 
from either end of separate tennis 
courts.” 

--Tim Minchin



MEDIA BIAS

and

RHETORICAL CUES/CLUES







● typos and bad (or oddly informal) grammar

● skewed words like “manipulate” instead of “influence”

● judgmental words like “amazing” and “appalling”

● argument by assertion



• decorative typefaces/fonts

• unflattering photos of people

• ads for unexpected items

• emphasis on red and blue or blue and black







CRITICAL 

INFORMATION

LITERACY: 

The library’s role in alternative facts







From the 
International 
Federation of 

Library Associations 
and Institutions 

(IFLA):



Where to get reliable information:

Multiple News Sources

 Verified     Social Media 
Accounts

These Websites:
Snopes.com

FactCheck.org
Politifact.com



Where to get unreliable information:

Google
(Algorithms ≠ Better Information)

UNverified Social Media Accounts

Personal Facebook Posts

Biased Search Terms

Wikipedia



Real World Example: 04-25-2018 Facebook Post In-N-Out “Hail Satan” cup. 


