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Preface

Bewildered, exasperated, and exhausted, the liberal left mainstream news 
media appeared defeated a year into President Trump’s openly declared 
war against them.

Katy Waldman (2018) in an essay in Slate entitled ‘There’s Nothing 
More to Learn About Trump’ concedes, ‘The more we cover him, the 
more we excite the desire to explain away, account for, and tame his outra-
geous behavior. But we can’t. All we can do is stoke the fever with fresh 
data points, new revelations’.

Kyle Pope (2018), editor-in-chief of Columbia Journalism Review, 
writes, ‘We continue to spend our days, and our audience’s time, reacting 
to the president’s bumbling with a level of disbelief and outrage that has 
boiled over into a stinking froth’.

And several months earlier, Mark Danner (2017) in The New  York 
Review of Books wrote,

‘It is our outrage, our disgust, our knee-jerk shock and condemnation 
that animate the play and give verisimilitude to the battle being fought. 
We are the enemy and our screams of dismay are vital to the drama’.

And yet this ‘we’, this ‘media’, that Trump is at war with, is merely a 
ghost of what was the liberal left mainstream media. The media’s disbelief 
at Trump is increasingly a cover for their own anger at having been pushed 
out of that place from where they once painted the world in their own 
colours. The catastrophic fall of the mainstream is not a matter of the digi-
tal tsunami upending the business of news but is rather the widespread 
‘post-trust’ (Happer and Hoskins forthcoming) contempt from the left 
and the right it is now held in. As Angela Nagle (2017, 2–3) describes, ‘It 
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is a career disaster now to signal your left-behind cluelessness as a basic 
bitch, a normie or a member of the corrupt media mainstream in any way’.

Trump’s war on media continues to be fundamentally armed by a 
uniquely potent mix of a new critical mass of anti-establishment fervour 
and the mainstream’s deep resentment of precisely this, or at least its act-
ing in the vain hope that the multitude will stop hating it and that it will 
shake off its Trump dependency. The latter seems more likely to arrive—
resulting from Trump leaving office—than the former (hatred of the 
establishment) but only because Trump’s period in office has term limits.

To tell the story of Trump’s war on media then requires a holistic vehi-
cle that can at least illuminate the right and left’s collusion in outrage 
alongside a vision of the imploding mainstream.

Through a series of short interventions from academics and journalists, 
this volume interrogates the emergent media war fought by Donald 
Trump in a fluid digital media ecology. Rather than a standard edited vol-
ume of extended essays, we use a series of interconnected clustered themes 
to set an agenda for exploration of Trump as the principal beneficiary as 
well as a sign of the shattering of mainstream consensual reality.

This work began through a symposium hosted by the College of Social 
Sciences at the University of Glasgow in June 2017. We are very grateful 
to all our participants and our contributors here for their innovative work 
on this project. Finally, thanks to Lina Aboujieb, Heloise Harding, Connie 
Li, Martina O’Sullivan, Lucy Batrouney, and the proposal reviewers in 
helping guide us through to these final pages.

Glasgow, UK� Catherine Happer 
� Andrew Hoskins
Swansea, UK� William Merrin

References

Danner, Mark. 2017. What He Could Do. The New York Review of Books. 23 March. 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/03/23/what-trump-could-do/

Happer, Catherine, and Hoskins, Andrew. Forthcoming. Broken Media: The Post-
Trust Crisis of the Mainstream.

Nagle, Angela. 2017. Kill All Normies: Online Culture Wars from 4chan and 
Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-right. Alresford: Zero Books.

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/03/23/what-trump-could-do/


vii  PREFACE 

Pope, Kyle. 2018. It’s time to rethink how we cover Trump. Columbia Journalism 
Review. 22 January. https://www.cjr.org/covering_trump/trump-coverage-
inauguration-press-media.php

Waldman, Katy. 2018. There’s Nothing More to Learn About Trump. Please 
enjoy this essay about him. Slate. 22 January. https://slate.com/news-and-
politics/2018/01/theres-nothing-more-to-learn-about-trump-please-enjoy-
this-essay-about-him.html

https://www.cjr.org/covering_trump/trump-coverage-inauguration-press-media.php
https://www.cjr.org/covering_trump/trump-coverage-inauguration-press-media.php
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2018/01/theres-nothing-more-to-learn-about-trump-please-enjoy-this-essay-about-him.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2018/01/theres-nothing-more-to-learn-about-trump-please-enjoy-this-essay-about-him.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2018/01/theres-nothing-more-to-learn-about-trump-please-enjoy-this-essay-about-him.html


ix

Contents

Part I � Killing the Media�       1

	 1	 ��Weaponizing Reality: An Introduction to Trump’s War on 
the Media�       3
Catherine Happer, Andrew Hoskins, and William Merrin

	 2	 ��Trump and the Press: A Murder-Suicide Pact�     23
Jeff Jarvis

Part II � Fake News�     31

	 3	 ��Turning the Tables: How Trump Turned Fake News from 
a Weapon of Deception to a Weapon of Mass Destruction 
of Legitimate News�     33
Paul Levinson

	 4	 ��Trump’s War Against the Media, Fake News, and  
(A)Social Media�     47
Douglas Kellner

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_4


x  Contents

	 5	 ��The War of Images in the Age of Trump�     69
Tom Allbeson and Stuart Allan

Part III � Reporting Trump: Building the Brand�     85

	 6	 ��‘Authentic’ Men and ‘Angry’ Women: Trump, Reality 
Television, and Gendered Constructions of Business and 
Politics�     87
Lisa W. Kelly

	 7	 ��Covering Trump: Reflections from the Campaign Trail 
and the Challenge for Journalism�   101
Peter Geoghegan

	 8	 ��The Scottish Provenance of Trump’s Approach to the 
Media�   113
David Torrance

Part IV � The Politics of Performance�   127

	 9	 ��The Donald: Media, Celebrity, Authenticity, and 
Accountability�   129
Michael Higgins

	10	 ��The Big Standoff: Trump’s Handshakes and the Limits of 
News Values�   143
Ben O’Loughlin

	11	 ��“Classic Theatre” as Media Against Trump: Imagining 
Chekhov�   159
John Tulloch

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_10
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_11
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_11


xi  Contents 

	12	 ��Trump and Satire: America’s Carnivalesque President and 
His War on Television Comedians�   183
Alex Symons

Part V � Media Out of the Margins�   199

	13	 ��President Troll: Trump, 4Chan and Memetic Warfare�   201
William Merrin

	14	 ��Trump, the First Facebook President: Why Politicians 
Need Our Data Too�   227
Jennifer Pybus

	15	 ��Trump’s Foreign Policy in the Middle East: 
Conspiratorialism in the Arab Media Sphere�   241
Abdullah K. Al-Saud and Dounia Mahlouly

��Index�   257

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_12
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_15
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_15
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94069-4_15


xiii

Notes on Contributors

Abdullah  K.  Al-Saud  is the Director of Research, and Head of the 
Security Studies Research Unit at King Faisal Center for Research and 
Islamic Studies (KFCRIS). He is also an assistant professor at the College 
of Strategic Sciences at Naif Arab University for Security Sciences (NAUSS) 
in Riyadh. Between September 2016 and March 2018, he was a visiting 
research fellow at the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation 
(ICSR), King’s College London. His research interests include security 
studies in general, with a special focus on radicalisation, terrorism, armed 
non-state actors, political violence, and the ideology of political Islamism.

Stuart Allan  is a professor and Head of the School of Journalism, Media 
and Cultural Studies at Cardiff University, UK. He is the author of several 
books, including Citizen Witnessing: Revisioning Journalism in Times of 
Crisis (2013), and editor of numerous edited collections, including 
Photojournalism and Citizen Journalism: Co-operation, Collaboration and 
Connectivity (2017).

Tom Allbeson  is Lecturer in Modern History at Swansea University. His 
research addresses post-conflict societies, photographic history, and cul-
tural memory. His articles have been published in the Journal of Modern 
History, Modern Intellectual History and the Journal of War & Culture 
Studies. He and Stuart Allan are co-authoring a book on the history 
of war photography.



xiv  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Peter  Geoghegan  is an investigative journalist and writer living in 
Glasgow and a lecturer at the University of the West of Scotland. His latest 
book, The People’s Referendum: Why Scotland Will Never Be the Same 
Again, was published in January 2015, and was nominated for the Saltire 
Society First Book Prize. He is a co-founder and director of The Ferret, an 
investigative platform launched in 2015 and nominated for a British 
Journalism Prize for its work. He has written and reported from 
numerous countries for a wide range of publications including the 
Guardian, the Times Literary Supplement, the Scotsman, and the Irish 
Times.

Catherine Happer  is Lecturer in Sociology and a member of the Glasgow 
University Media Group. She is co-author of Communicating Climate 
Change and Energy Security: New Methods for Understanding Audiences 
(2013) and her work has been published in international journals includ-
ing the European Journal of Communications and New Political Economy. 
She has collaborated with Chatham House on a major international study, 
has given evidence at the House of Commons Select Committee on 
Climate, Policy and Public Understanding, and appeared on the BBC and 
Al Jazeera. She was previously a Factual programme-maker with the BBC. 
Broken Media: The Post-Trust Crisis of the Mainstream, with Andrew 
Hoskins, is her forthcoming work (https://brokenmedia.net).

Michael Higgins  is senior lecturer in the School of Humanities at the 
University of Strathclyde. His writings on media and politics have been 
widely published, and his books include Media and Their Publics (2008), 
The Cambridge Companion to Modern British Culture (2010), and most 
recently Belligerent Broadcasting (2017).

Andrew  Hoskins  is Interdisciplinary Research Professor in Social 
Sciences at the University of Glasgow. His research connects multiple 
aspects of emergent digital society: media, memory, war, risk, security, and 
privacy. His latest books are (with John Tulloch) Risk and Hyperconnectivity: 
Media and Memories of Neoliberalism (2016) and (edited) Digital Memory 
Studies: Media Pasts in Transition (2018). Broken Media: The Post-Trust 
Crisis of the Mainstream, with Catherine Happer, is his forthcoming work 
(https://brokenmedia.net).

Jeff Jarvis  is the Leonard Tow Professor of Journalistic Innovation and 
Director of the Tow-Knight Center for Entrepreneurial Journalism at the 
City University of New  York’s Graduate School of Journalism. He is 

https://brokenmedia.net
https://brokenmedia.net


xv  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

author of numerous books including Geeks Bearing Gifts: Imagining New 
Futures for News (2014), What Would Google Do? (2009), and Public Parts 
(2011). He blogs about media and news at Buzzmachine.com and co-
hosts the podcast This Week in Google. Jarvis was creator and founding 
editor of Entertainment Weekly; Sunday editor and associate publisher of 
the New York Daily News; TV critic for TV Guide and People; a columnist 
on the San Francisco Examiner; and assistant city editor and reporter for 
the Chicago Tribune.

Douglas Kellner  is George Kneller Chair in the Philosophy of Education 
at UCLA, and is author of many books on social theory, politics, history, 
and culture, including Camera Politica: The Politics and Ideology of 
Contemporary Hollywood Film, co-authored with Michael Ryan; Critical 
Theory, Marxism, and Modernity; and Jean Baudrillard: From Marxism to 
Postmodernism and Beyond; works in cultural studies such as Media 
Culture and Media Spectacle; a trilogy of books on postmodern theory 
with Steve Best; and a trilogy of books on the media and the Bush 
administration, encompassing Grand Theft 2000, From 9/11 to Terror 
War, and Media Spectacle and the Crisis of Democracy.

Lisa  W.  Kelly  is Lecturer in Television Studies at the University of 
Glasgow. She is the co-author of The Television Entrepreneurs: Social 
Change and Public Understanding of Business (2012) and The Rise and 
Fall of the UK Film Council (2015). Her research interests are around tal-
ent and diversity in film and TV, both onscreen and behind the scenes.

Paul  Levinson  is Professor of Communication and Media Studies at 
Fordham University. He has appeared on CNN, MSNBC, Fox News, the 
BBC, NPR, and numerous radio and television news shows. His non-
fiction books, including The Soft Edge, Digital McLuhan, Realspace, 
Cellphone, New New Media, McLuhan in an Age of Social Media, and 
Fake News in Real Context, have been translated into 12 languages. 
His novels include The Silk Code (winner of Locus Award for Best 
First Science Fiction Novel of 1999), Borrowed Tides, The Consciousness 
Plague, The Pixel Eye, The Plot To Save Socrates, Unburning Alexandria, 
and Chronica. His stories and novels have been nominated for Hugo, 
Nebula, Sturgeon, Edgar, Prometheus, and Audie Awards.

Ben O’Loughlin  is Professor of International Relations and Co-Director 
of the New Political Communication Unit at Royal Holloway, University 
of London. He is co-editor of the Sage journal Media, War & Conflict. 



xvi  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

His latest book is Forging the World: Strategic Narratives and International 
Relations (2017). He was Specialist Advisor to the UK Parliament’s Select 
Committee on Soft Power, producing the report Power and Persuasion in 
the Modern World. He is about to complete a book on narrative diplomacy 
and the 2015 Iran peace deal.

Dounia Mahlouly  is a research associate at the International Centre for 
the Study of Radicalisation (ICSR), King’s College London, as part of the 
VOX-Pol Network of Excellence. She holds a PhD from the University of 
Glasgow. Her thesis investigates the role of social media campaigning 
in the constitutional and presidential debates in post-revolutionary 
Tunisia and Egypt. It discusses the process through which different 
political groups incorporated participative media as part of their 
campaigning strategy and assesses to what extent such tools might 
contribute to consolidate a sustainable ideological message.

William  Merrin  is Associate Professor of Media Studies at Swansea 
University. His research and teaching focus on media and cultural theory, 
contemporary developments in digital media, and the history and philoso-
phy of technology. Merrin developed the concept of ‘Media Studies 2.0’, 
starting the blog of the same name in November 2006 to follow 
developments in digital media and critically reflect upon the state and 
future of media studies. His books include Media Studies 2.0 (2015) 
and Digital War: A Critical Introduction (2018).

Jennifer  Pybus  is Lecturer in Digital Culture and Society in the 
Department of Digital Humanities, King’s College London. Her research 
looks at the politics of datafication and everyday life, specifically in relation 
to those critical points of tension that lie at the intersections between digi-
tal culture, Big Data and emerging advertising and marketing practices. 
This includes research around youth and privacy which relates to how 
third party ecosystems found on social media platforms are transforming 
the advertising industry via the rise of data analytics and algorithmic 
processes.

Alex Symons  is Assistant Professor of Communication and Media Studies 
at LIM College, New York. His publications include Mel Brooks in the 
Cultural Industries (2012), as well as articles in Celebrity Studies, the 
Journal of Popular Film and Television, and the Journal of Adaptation in 
Film and Performance. His most recent work examines social media and 
podcasting in the careers of Doug Stanhope, Louis CK, and Marc Maron.



xvii  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS 

David Torrance  is a freelance writer, journalist, and broadcaster with the 
specialist topic of Scottish independence and the constitutional debate 
more generally at The Herald. He holds a PhD from the University of the 
West of Scotland. He is also the author of a number of books on Scottish 
politics including We in Scotland – Thatcherism in a Cold Climate (2009), 
Salmond: Against the Odds (2010 & 2011), and, his most recent, The 
Battle for Britain – Scotland and the Independence Referendum (2013). 
His contribution to this volume was written in late 2017.

John  Tulloch  taught and researched between 1973 and 2015 at four 
universities in Australia (UNSW, Macquarie, Charles Stuart, and 
Newcastle) and three universities in Britain (Cardiff, Brunel, and Glasgow) 
after his undergraduate degree in History at Cambridge University, 
England, and his Masters in the Sociology of Art and Literature (and 
Media) at Sussex University, England, followed by his Sussex PhD in the 
History, Sociology and Aesthetics of Anton Chekhov. Tulloch has 
researched and published for fifty years across (and between) the dis-
ciplinary fields of film studies, media and cultural studies, photojour-
nalism theory, literary theory, theatre and performance studies, 
political science, social psychology, and sociology (with a particular 
emphasis on ‘risk society’ theory and debate). In other fields, his 
most recent books are Risk and Hyperconnectivity (with Andrew 
Hoskins) and Real Sex Cinema (with Belinda Middleweek).



PART I

Killing the Media



3

CHAPTER 1

Weaponizing Reality: An Introduction 
to Trump’s War on the Media

Catherine Happer, Andrew Hoskins, and William Merrin

When the world woke on 9 November 2016 to find Donald Trump had 
won the US presidential election, it was like a break in mainstream, con-
sensual reality. This topped even Back to the Future’s joke, when Doc 
Brown asked Marty, ‘Then tell me future-boy, who’s president of the 
United States in 1985?’ and his incredulity at being told it was Ronald 
Reagan, the actor—‘Then who’s Vice-President? Jerry Lewis?’ Reagan, at 
least, had a political career. Trump was a celebrity-businessman, cameo 
film-actor, member of the WWE Hall of Fame and reality-TV host who 
had never held any public office.

Sweeping aside the conventions of professional political polish and pre-
sentation, Trump blustered, bluffed, fluffed, and incoherently shouted, 
threatened and tweeted his way to the presidency, surviving—and even 
gaining in strength from—character flaws and failures that would have tor-
pedoed a normal campaign. Now he’d defeated probably the best-qualified 
presidential candidate in living memory. In the aftermath of his election, 

C. Happer • A. Hoskins (*) 
University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK 
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reality itself seemed broken. The fourth wall of the television screen had 
been smashed and the public had ‘hired’ the boss of The Apprentice.

But Trump wasn’t just a sign of a broken reality; he was the beneficiary 
of it. Mainstream consensual reality had shattered a long time ago; it was 
just that shattering hadn’t gone mainstream. Trump was the moment 
when that alt-reality seized the political stage. His success was the result of 
a violent abreaction, an outpouring and release of dispossessed discontent 
that had one credo: continually articulating itself against the establish-
ment, the elite, the mainstream, the political order, the neo-liberal eco-
nomic order, the global order, the established way of doing things—against, 
that is, the entirety of the hitherto existing mainstream reality. Much of 
this discontent was justified, such as the pain of the economically margin-
alized Rust Belt workers, and there were many good reasons to vote for an 
outsider against Hilary Clinton’s more-of-the-same neo-liberal centrism. 
But much of the discontent had a more dubious origin and cause, such as 
the ‘Whitelash’ of left-behind, angry white males, lamenting the multicul-
tural PC-world where they thought only black lives now mattered and 
taking revenge on eight years of a black presidency.

There was, if you looked into it, a world of these claims, entire world-
views disconnected from what appeared in the mainstream media, in an 
inter-linked, pick-and-mix online ecology of information, opinions, facts, 
narratives, and claims. Trying to decipher the world-view of these Trump 
voters, the press soon found their scapegoat. It was precisely this unreality 
that was responsible: it was ‘fake news’ that had won Trump the election. 
It was a convenient explanation too, allowing the mainstream media to 
direct blame at the internet—that upstart threat to their eyeballs and 
advertising revenue—and especially at the apparent cause of all this fake 
news, social media.

Within days, Facebook was getting the blame. Most people today get 
their news from Facebook, the argument went, hence their susceptibility 
to any and every story appearing in their feed. Fake stories, pushed into its 
ecology for political reasons, gathered attention and garnered shares and 
‘likes’, projecting them virally through the network, spreading lies through 
social media and, therefore, through the heart of the social itself. By 11 
November, Zuckerberg was on the defensive, telling a Californian tech-
nology conference, ‘The idea that fake news on Facebook, which is a very 
small amount of the content, influenced the election in any way I think is 
a pretty crazy idea…Voters make decisions based on their lived experi-
ence’.1 Zuckerberg criticized the media’s interpretation of the result, 
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saying, ‘I do think there is a certain profound lack of empathy in asserting 
that the only reason someone could have voted the way they did is because 
they saw some fake news. If you believe that, then I don’t think you have 
internalized the message that Trump supporters are trying to send in this 
election’.2

Others disagreed. On the 17th, ex-president Obama aimed some very-
pointed remarks in Facebook’s direction at a press conference, saying, ‘If 
we are not serious about facts and what’s true and what’s not, if we can’t 
discriminate between serious arguments and propaganda, then we have 
problems…If everything seems to be the same and no distinctions are 
made, then we won’t know what to protect’.3 The problem was funda-
mental to democracy: ‘We won’t know what to fight for. And we can lose 
so much of what we’ve gained in terms of the kind of democratic freedoms 
and market-based economies and prosperity that we’ve come to take for 
granted’.4

Coming under increasing criticism, Facebook was forced to respond. 
On 19 November, Zuckerberg reversed his scepticism, acknowledging the 
issue and announcing new steps to counter fake news. ‘We take misinfor-
mation seriously’, he wrote in a post, ‘We know people want accurate 
information. We’ve been working on this problem for a long time and we 
take this responsibility seriously.5’ He said the company has ‘relied on our 
community to help us understand what is fake and what is not’, and 
claimed Facebook penalizes misinformation in the News Feed, just as it 
does clickbait, spams, and scams, ‘so it’s much less likely to spread’.6 By 6 
December, Facebook was reported to be testing a tool designed to iden-
tify and hide fake news, and on 15 December, Facebook announced it 
would now be flagging fake news stories with the help of users and outside 
fact-checkers. Reader alerts would now lead to stories being sent to five 
independent fact-checking agencies, including ABC News, AP, Factcheck.
org, Politifact, and Snopes. Stories that failed the test would be flagged 
with the warning ‘disputed by 3rd-party fact-checkers’.7

This was a significant reversal. Facebook had long denied being a media 
or news company and claimed not to be responsible for what its users post 
on it. Indeed, this was the default position of all Internet Service Providers 
(ISPs) and web platforms, based on Section 230(1) of the 1996 US 
Communications Decency Act which established the principle of immu-
nity from liability for providers of an ‘interactive computer service’ who 
publish information produced by others. The problem was, Facebook’s 
denial was disingenuous. They had a long history of removing material 
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that offended against their ‘Community Standards’ and Terms of Service. 
Only a few months before, in September 2016, they had made headlines 
worldwide for their decision to delete a post by Norwegian writer Tom 
Egeland that featured ‘The Terror of War’, a Pulitzer Prize-winning pho-
tograph by Nick Ut showing children, including the naked nine-year-old 
Kim Phúc, running away from a napalm attack during the Vietnam War.8 
Facebook may not have wanted to be a media company, but they pub-
lished information and exerted editorial control over it.

Importantly, Facebook also drew from liberal US traditions of freedom 
of speech and had declared on 12 November, ‘I believe we must be 
extremely cautious about becoming arbiters of truth ourselves’.9 Their 
own censorship and control compromised that lofty aim, though not 
fatally, but the new flagging and fact-checking system put them squarely in 
the position they had recently disavowed. The fake news scandal finally 
forced Zuckerberg to accept a different definition of his company. In a 
post on his own Facebook page announcing the changes, he admitted the 
business had a ‘greater responsibility’ to the public than just being a tech-
nology company:

While we don’t write the news stories you read and share, we also recognize 
we’re more than just a distributor of news. We’re a new kind of platform for 
public discourse – and that means we have a new kind of responsibility to 
enable people to have the most meaningful conversations, and to build a 
space where people can be informed.10

Facebook was ‘a new kind of platform for public discourse’, with ‘a new 
kind of responsibility’.11 It made for a bad end-of-year for the previously 
unassailable and reverentially treated social media giant.

Of course, the outrage at Facebook and the technology companies was 
most vociferously expressed in the traditional news organizations, espe-
cially in newspapers. The mainstream press hadn’t simply lost the fight 
with the internet—accepting declining print sales and developing online 
sites where they mostly gave their work away for free—more importantly, 
they had lost control of people’s attention and interest to social media. 
There was a deep resentment within journalism that their profession didn’t 
matter as much now. Their entire livelihood was built on a technological 
system and in an age in which only a select few could broadcast their opin-
ions to the masses. Now, anyone could, and we were more interested in 
our friends’ opinions—or, if we were honest, our own opinions—than those 
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of a professional elite. Journalists had spotted the change. In a column in 
January 2007 entitled ‘Dear reader, please don’t email me’, LA Times 
journalist Joel Stein honestly expressed his disdain for the public’s 
opinions:

That address on the bottom of this column? That is the pathetic, confused 
death knell of the once-proud newspaper industry, and I want nothing to do 
with it. Sending an email to that address is about as useful as sending your 
study group report about Iraq to the president.

Here’s what my internet-fearing editors have failed to understand: I 
don’t want to talk to you; I want to talk at you. A column is not my attempt 
to engage in a conversation with you. I have more than enough people to 
converse with. And I don’t listen to them either.12

‘I get that you have opinions you want to share’, he says. ‘I just don’t have 
any interest in them’.13 The Web 2.0 world, therefore, had turned every-
one into a writer and publisher. It was true that few said much worth read-
ing, but it was important to them and their friends and it didn’t need an 
audience anyway as it wasn’t trying to gather advertising revenue or justify 
public funding. This is a cultural shift whose import we are still barely 
beginning to understand.

But social media were also part of the economic threat to journalists’ 
livelihoods. As far as they were concerned, social media was a parasitic 
organism which allowed its users to post their journalism for free whilst 
benefiting from the resulting advertising revenue that had shifted from the 
newspapers themselves. Hence their hostility to social media, their 
schadenfreude at its difficulties now and the sometimes-self-righteous 
tone of their fake-news-scandal reportage: whilst social media posted lies 
that threatened democracy, they were the repositories of truth, of quality, 
of fact-checked information, of verified, objective and impartial reporting. 
Suddenly, it seemed, journalists had rediscovered their values. They wrote 
about truth and objectivity as if they were employed by The Washington 
Post or The New York Times, standing in a smoke-filled, 1970s newsroom, 
all wide-lapels and sideburns, pulling all-nighters on the typewriter whilst 
publishing the Watergate stories or Pentagon Papers. Facebook, it turned 
out, wasn’t the only one being disingenuous about its activities.

Because the problem of ‘fake news’ isn’t confined to social media. What 
began as a highly-specific problem of deliberately written false stories 
designed to gain traction online in order to hurt a specific political cause 

  WEAPONIZING REALITY: AN INTRODUCTION TO TRUMP’S WAR… 



8

or candidate soon mushroomed into a broader crisis of truth and trust, a 
questioning of validity and invalidity, and a recognition of the difficulty of 
dividing truth from opinion. Informational production and distribution 
suddenly underwent a very public crisis of legitimacy, with doubts raised 
over who had the right to lay claim to an audience or to truth. The main-
stream media, however, didn’t see this coming. Instead, they watched 
from the moral high ground, certain that the fake news scandal increased 
their importance and demonstrated their superiority to social media, even 
if they’d lost their position to them. And then one day, the claim was 
reversed back onto them.

It was, perhaps, Pope Francis, who kick-started the attack on the main-
stream media over fake news. It had been a mantra of the alt-right for a 
long time, but it didn’t really gain traction as an idea until after the elec-
tion. On 7 December 2016, the Pope weighed into the fake news contro-
versy, telling the Belgian Catholic weekly, Tertio, ‘I think the media have 
to be very clear, very transparent, and not fall into – no offence intended – 
the sickness of coprophilia, that is, always wanting to cover scandals, cov-
ering nasty things, even if they are true’,14 he said. ‘And since people have 
a tendency towards the sickness of coprophagia, a lot of damage can be 
done’.15 Importantly, he didn’t seem to be talking about social media, this 
was a critique of ‘the media’—albeit it a highly-unusual critique, essen-
tially accusing the media and the public of eating shit.

The media were confused. Suddenly ‘fake news’ was what the alt-right, 
Trump supporters and Trump himself was accusing them of. In his first 
White House press conference, on 16 February 2017, President Trump 
immediately demonstrated his departure not only from the preceding 
administration, but from almost the entire history of presidential appear-
ances, launching into a free-form, 77-minute, near-monologue in which 
he took aim at anything he suddenly remembered he disliked, including 
the media:

The press has become so dishonest that if we don’t talk about it, we are 
doing a tremendous disservice to the American people. Tremendous dis-
service. We have to talk about it. We have to find out what’s going on 
because the press, honestly, is out of control. The level of dishonesty is out 
of control. I ran for president to represent the citizens of our country. I am 
here to change the broken system so it serves their families and their com-
munities well. I am talking, and really talking, on this very entrenched power 
structure and what we’re doing is we’re talking about the power structure. 
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We’re talking about its entrenchment. As a result, the media’s going through 
what they have to go through to oftentimes distort — not all the time — 
and some of the media’s fantastic, I have to say, honest and fantastic — but 
much of it is not. The distortion, and we’ll talk about it, you’ll be able to ask 
me questions about it. We’re not going to let it happen because I’m here, 
again, to take my message straight to the people.16

Though the argument lost its way towards the start, this was perfect, 
Trump-honed ‘dog-whistle politics’. Forget the rambling and lack of evi-
dence or cohesion, the key words were all here for his supporters to hear 
and react to: the press as liars, as out of control, journalism as a broken 
system, and the media as an entrenched power structure. If, in the final 
months of 2016 ‘fake news’ had meant false social media stories, from 
now it increasingly meant the idea that the mainstream media were liars.

This accusation stung because, essentially, it is true. Journalism likes to 
believe its own mythology. This is the liberal theory of the press as ‘the 
fourth estate’: as a mediatory force standing between the people and 
authority, playing a key role in democracy in informing the public and in 
holding authority to account through its investigations and publications. 
The journalist as an indomitable, unwavering, dogged crusader-for-truth 
and heroic public servant is, however, a relatively recent invention. 
Journalists had actually begun as one of the lowest classes of people, let 
alone classes of employment, with one seventeenth-century English pam-
phleteer referring to them as ‘This filthy Aviary, this moth-eaten crew of 
News-mongers, Every Jack-sprat that hath but a pen in his ink-horn is 
ready to gather up the Excrements of the Kingdom’.17 The term ‘hack’ 
originated with Hackney carriages, a horse-driven cab that could be hired, 
before being applied to prostitutes who were similarly hired, and then was 
finally applied to journalists as hired writers. Though, for many, journalism 
has never quite left that low-level of company, the late nineteenth-century 
industrialization and capitalization of the press brought with it a more 
established role, a mass audience, increased legitimacy, a key role in the 
political public sphere, and a gradual professionalization of the trade. With 
that came professional organizations and a professional code of ethics, and 
with it too came an impressive record of public-interest investigative 
journalism.

There is no denying this record, but it isn’t the full truth of journalism, 
because newspapers have, from the first, been commercial businesses: 
they are created not simply to inform or hold authority to account, but 
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also—arguably primarily—to make money. The impact of the market on 
newspapers has been fundamental. There is a history of sensationalism 
and public-interest stories traceable from the broadside ballads sold at 
public executions, through the illustrated press of the 1830s, the Sunday 
papers from the mid-nineteenth century, to the mass-market dailies and 
tabloids of the late nineteenth century–early twentieth century. In the 
twentieth century, the ‘Northcliffe Revolution’, which transferred the 
profits of newspapers from cover-price to advertisements, would redefine 
the entire future of the newspaper: from then on, pleasing your demo-
graphic to accumulate readers was all that mattered.

Clearly, therefore, the press are not simply the repositories of truth they 
claimed to be in the wake of the fake news scandal, being distorted by 
market forces to please their readers. But their relationship to truth is also 
more complex than this and requires a deeper analysis. That analysis would 
be provided by a new academic field that rose in the late nineteenth cen-
tury–early twentieth century, accompanying the rise of the modern media: 
journalism and mass communications research. This wasn’t initially a criti-
cal discipline. Journalism was taught as a skill, and early communications 
research was concerned with serving the industry and government, being 
funded by them to study reception in order to increase the effectiveness of 
messages. Few looked inward at the industry itself, with the Frankfurt 
School being among the first to question what the communications indus-
try itself was and how it operated. That kind of research only took-off in 
the post-war period.

The analysis of the operation of media industries has been a central ele-
ment of post-war media studies. In a sense, the discipline has devoted itself 
to the exposure of the media and to understanding, if not their fakery, 
then certainly their construction of news and truth. David Manning White’s 
1950 article on ‘the gatekeeper’, for example, considered how an indi-
vidual decided what was going to make the newspaper based on his per-
sonal decisions of worthiness; Warren Breed’s 1955 article on ‘social 
control in the newsroom’ explored how individual journalists learnt how 
to fit into the editorial line and policy and produce what was required; 
Galtung and Ruge’s 1973 work on ‘news values’ looked at the criteria 
employed for the selection of ‘news’; Chomsky and Herman’s 1988 ‘pro-
paganda model’ defined the ‘five filters’ information has to pass through 
to get printed, whilst Bourdieu’s 1996 work on ‘the journalistic field’ 
traced the invisible background of the profession that is reproduced by 
each new member.
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What these traditions showed is that all media involve fakery: news is 
not simply a truth in the world that is transparently mediated: it is always 
a production in which a range of biases, values and meanings are incar-
nated. Very often, as a result of these biases—especially political biases and 
market-needs—stories are published which serve particular agendas, which 
are intended to manipulate and cajole, which have an at-best ambiguous 
relationship to reality or which—if we are honest—are completely made-
up. This is because journalism has always been as much about bullshit as 
about truth.

There were more radical traditions too, querying the ‘reality’ of media 
production. One of the most remarkable analyses was Daniel Boorstin’s 
The Image (1962), whose subject matter was ‘the world of our making, 
how we have used our wealth, our literacy, our technology and our prog-
ress, to create the thicket of unreality which stands between us and the 
facts of life’. In a world where news is expected and demanded, we have 
passed from ‘news-gathering’ to ‘news-making’, Boorstin writes, leading 
to the media creation of ‘pseudo-events’—of events that are not sponta-
neous but are planned and produced to be reported, with an ‘ambigu-
ous’ relationship to reality. Such media events, he says, now comprise 
more and more of our experience, flooding our consciousness. In giving 
rise to other events, the pseudo-event makes the ‘original’ of any phe-
nomenon impossible to discover, ultimately ‘reshaping…our very con-
cept of truth’18 in producing ‘new categories of experience…no longer 
simply classifiable by the old common-sense tests of true and false’.19 
Aided by a ‘graphic revolution’, the world’s complexity is reduced to 
intelligible and simplified images, ‘more vivid, more attractive and more 
persuasive than reality itself ’.20 This is a world where the image replaces 
the original, until ‘we make, we seek and finally we enjoy, the contrivance 
of all experience. We fill our lives not with experience, but with the 
images of experience’.21

It was a critique that would inspire Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle 
(1967) with its description of a ‘spectaclist’ society—a world where ‘all of 
life presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles22’, with the 
images fusing in a common stream, forming ‘a pseudo-world apart, an 
object of mere contemplation23’. And it would inspire too, Debord’s heir, 
Jean Baudrillard, and his critique of the media ‘simulacra’ that were pro-
duced as our real experience, eclipsing the real (in a phrase taken directly 
from Boorstin) by being ‘more real than the reality’.24 This critical tradi-
tion is important here because it goes much further than simply identify-
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ing news as a construction. It suggests instead that the media create an 
epistemological environment: they produce entire realities that we live in 
and through.

Much has been written in recent years about the ‘filter bubble’, of social 
media and online lives—how much each of us lives in a filtered ecology of 
information tailored to what we already know and like. And some critics 
argue that ‘echo chambers’ are mere myth.25 Moreover, so many have 
forgotten life lived in the powerful bubble of an earlier media ecology. For 
a long time the mainstream, broadcast media functioned as a ‘mainstream 
bubble’: a mass, consensual reality which we experienced almost as the 
horizon of our thought and expectations. Mass media worked on a mass 
principle, broadcasting to the widest audiences possible, with tastes play-
ing to the mainstream and the broadest demographics. With a small num-
ber of channels of information and a dominance of the public’s attention, 
the mainstream media ensured we all, broadly speaking, watched and 
experienced the same things the same way. Mass media were tightly con-
trolled and couldn’t afford to offend either their legal regulators or their 
advertisers and audiences; hence, they brought us news, information, and 
entertainment in certain, established and acceptable ways. Anything too far 
from this acceptability wouldn’t be broadcast: sexual content could only 
go so far; certain political opinions wouldn’t be covered; and although the 
views of the public might be solicited, they couldn’t just be allowed to say 
anything they liked.

This began to change before the internet took off, with changes in 
media regulation and provision. In 1987 the US Federal Communications 
Commission stopped enforcing the Fairness Doctrine which defined the 
boundaries for political talk. In August 1988 Rush Limbaugh began 
appearing on 56 radio stations across the country, leading to a new wave 
of radio ‘shock-jocks’ whose success was built on saying things that their 
listeners thought and in giving a voice to those who didn’t think the main-
stream represented their opinions. The regulators tried to hit shock-jocks 
with fines—Howard Stern’s employers were fined nearly $2 million—but 
the market was too great for them to stop. Most of the shock-jocks gave 
voice to right wing and even extreme right-wing ideas, with their rise 
linked to their fury at political correctness and at a Democratic incumbent 
in the White House (causes that today sound familiar). The Clintons, 
especially, infuriated the right in the 1990s and the shock-jocks gave vent 
to this hatred. In 1993 the National Review described Limbaugh as ‘the 
leader of the opposition’. The other major change was the ongoing expan-
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sion of cable and satellite television through the 1990s. In providing more 
and more channels it fractured the mainstream media, allowing niche 
interests and programming to flourish and also allowing niche news. The 
Fox News Channel was established in 1996, for example, to deliver highly 
partisan and selective conservative news to an audience who wouldn’t get 
this from the more mainstream CBS, NBC, and ABC.

But, yes, it was the internet that would eventually burst the bubble of 
mainstream media and its reality. On the internet, anything went. It 
became a haven for extreme material that would never—could never—
appear in the mainstream media. The hardest of hard-core pornography 
wasn’t available in the afternoon on the television; ‘Two Girls, One Cup’ 
would never show at a cinema near you; and you’d never open up a news-
paper and see a Goatse. People with interests and opinions outside the 
mainstream found a home online, a means to promote their causes and an 
opportunity to communicate with others that was otherwise unavailable. 
As Chris Anderson would note, the internet liberated ‘the long tail’ of 
lifestyles, ideas, and hobbies that mainstream media and entertainment 
wouldn’t or couldn’t cater for.26 This wasn’t necessarily bad. It meant 
anything from people’s more obscure sexual identities and interests to 
their love of the most niche music or popular culture could find an outlet 
and others to share it with. Inevitably, however, it included extreme politi-
cal opinions that had no alternative media space to express themselves in.

The far right embraced the internet early on: the US’ leading neo-Nazi 
website ‘Stormfront’ was created in 1995, the white nationalist website 
‘VDare’ in 1998 and ‘Vanguard News Network’ (VNN) in 2000. The 
Patriot movement, white supremacists, white nationalists, racists, and neo-
Nazis all found a home online, building a network of sites and an online 
presence that would later prove important. There were others too, whose 
views would coalesce with the far right online into the broad movement 
that became known as the ‘alt-right’. Paleoconservatives, Neoreactionaries, 
and Accelerationists all had an online audience. 4Chan, founded in 2003, 
and the centre of online memes and trolling, was part of the anything-
goes, libertarian culture of the internet, but its desire to shock and drift to 
the right would eventually make it and Reddit key sites for the alt-right. 
The ‘manosphere’—the sites and personalities around the ‘men’s move-
ment’ and ‘pick-up-artists’—was another online culture, one with a natu-
ral affinity with the alt-right due to its misogyny and anti-feminism. 
Right-wing news sites, such as Breitbart News Network, founded in 2007, 
all fed upon and into the same online audiences.
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