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PROJECT 4 

Truth, Lies, and Fake News
 

Illustration Courtesy of New York Magazine 

The way news washes over us from our televisions, from social media, and from 
newspapers and magazines, it is often difficult to distinguish between the truth,  

outright lies, half-truths, and exaggeration. It is easy to simply feel like sheep lin-
ing up in orderly rows. Some claim that what we see on the evening news or read 
in newspapers is “fake news.” Others argue that the press is essential to democracy 
and can play a crucial role in exposing corruption and wrongdoing at all levels of 
society by revealing “the truth.” Meanwhile, the FBI and CIA have reported that the 
Russians used social media to spread deceptive stories during the 2016 election with 
the goal of changing the outcome, and the Trump administration denies this hap-
pened. It’s becoming hard to know what the truth is. In this project you will explore 
the concepts of truth, lies, and fake news . . . and how to recognize the differences 
between them. 
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Getting Started: Discovering What You Know 
This project starts with two activities—Thinking about Key Terms and Applying 
Key Terms—that will help you get in touch with what you already know about these 
issues through thinking about and answering questions like “How do you define 
key terms, such as truth, lie, fact, and opinion?” and asking how you apply these key 
terms to a real-world situation. 

Exploring, Thinking, and Writing about Ideas 
In this section, you will read articles and excerpts from newspapers, a website,  
and books that discuss various issues involving truth, lies, facts, and opinions.  
You will also watch a video,  “Can a Divided America Heal?” which discusses  
how tribalism—behavior , attitudes, and beliefs that derive from identifying with a  
particular group—is currently dominating  American politics and culture. 

These readings and the video ask you to think about how language and sta-
tistics can be used to deceive, the importance of facts, the meaning of truth, and the 
consequences of “tribalism.”  They ask you to grapple with a number of questions: 
Is it possible for the news to be unbiased? Who is an expert? How do fact checkers 
work? What constitutes “fake news”? All are challenging. Preview them first, and 
then, as you read, think carefully and analyze what the authors are saying and why,  
annotating important, interesting, or confusing ideas and opinions. 

As you work through these materials, you will discuss your thoughts and 
findings with your classmates,  reflect in writing on what you have read, and write in 
response to specific articles.  You will also complete activities related to the readings 
that ask you to practice specific skills, such as previewing, actively reading, analyz-
ing, evaluating, researching, preparing to write, generating ideas, organizing those 
ideas, and revising.  According to directions from your instructor, you will work 
independently and/or in small groups to complete them.  In addition, your instruc-
tor will assign relevant topics from other parts of The Hub that relate to writing,  
reading,  research, and life issues that will address other important skills. 

Bringing It All Together 
This project concludes with three assignments that ask you to use the tools and ideas 
you have encountered as you worked through this project to research a topic about 
which there has been much fake news—raising the minimum wage.  Your instructor 
may assign the first, second, or third option; may give you a choice among the three; 
or may even ask you to write more than one. 

The first assignment asks you to write an essay suitable for publication on the  
op-ed page of your local newspaper recommending what the minimum wage should  
be in your city or state.  The second assignment asks you to write an academic essay  
taking a stand on the same issue—the appropriate minimum wage in your city or state.    
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Think of this second essay as writing that would be appropriate in a college course  
on economics, political science, sociology, business, or something similar.  The third  
assignment asks you to create a multimodal composition to influence public opinion  
on the issue of the minimum wage, using a website, blog, narrated PowerPoint,  or  
video, in which you make your argument for what the minimum wage should be in  
your city or state. 

The final writing assignment, Reflecting on Project 4: Truth, Lies, and Fake 
News, asks you to reflect on what you have learned as you have worked through this 
reading/writing project. 

Navigating Project 4 
Below is the table of contents for Project 4, which you can use to easily locate the  
units you have been assigned to work on by your instructor. Several of these units  
ask you to connect to the Internet to watch videos or explore websites.  If you find  
that any of these search terms do not work, there is a list of URLs available at  
 https://bit.ly/33IIHtf. 
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▲  How do you know that what you see is true?  Evgeny Murtola/Shutterstock 
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Getting Started: Discovering  
What You Know 

4.1 
Thinking about Key Terms 
As you begin working through this reading/writing project on truth, lies, and fake 
news, start by exploring the meaning of some key terms.  Working in your group,  
write a definition of the following words: 

•  truth •  lie 

• fact •  opinion 
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Activity 

Applying Key Terms 
Keeping in mind the definitions you arrived at for the terms truth, lie, fact, and opinion, 
work in your group to answer the following questions related to the terms truth and lie: 

1.  Two people witness a traffic accident involving a bright red Toyota RAV4 and a 
dark blue Toyota Prius. One witness,  Allison, tells the investigating police offi
cer she saw the Prius driving very fast and failing even to slow down for a stop 
sign.  The other witness, Miguel, tells police the Prius approached the stop sign 
very slowly and came to a complete stop before driving through. 

• Assume that both witnesses are honest; neither is lying. Even though 
they contradict each other, is the statement that each of them made true? 
(Notice you are not being asked if anyone was lying.  You’re not being 
asked about the witnesses but only about their statements.) 

•  Suppose a videotape of the accident was made by a nearby security 
camera.  The tape reveals that a blue Prius approached the intersection  
at 50 mph and didn’t slow down at all for the stop sign. 

What is “the truth” in this situation? Is there such a thing as absolute truth? 

2. Can you speak the truth, but be wrong? If you speak what you are certain is true,  
and it later turns out not to have been true, did you tell the truth? Did you lie? 

3. Think of as many examples as you can of facts that have changed over the years 
(e.g., How many planets are there?).  Are there some kinds of facts that cannot 
change? 

4. Listed below are a series of statements that may be facts, opinions, or state-
ments most experts agree on.  Working in your group, decide which category 
each of the following items falls into. If you need more clarification of the 
distinctions between them, see Distinguishing among Facts, Statements Most 
Experts Agree On, and Opinions (21.3, p. 604). 

a. A square has four equal sides. 

b.  All birds have feathers. 

c. Louisville is the capital of Kentucky. 

d.  The American school system is in bad shape. 

e.  The Mississippi River flows into the Gulf of Mexico. 

f. Thomas Jefferson owned slaves. 

g.  Texas is the largest state. 

h. French fries are not good for your health. 

 4.2  
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i.  Smoking is not good for your health. 

j. The United States gave the Panama Canal to Panama. 

k. Men are usually taller than women. 

l.  Egyptian hieroglyphics were the earliest writing system. 

m. Gustave Eiffel designed the Eiffel Tower and the Statue of Liberty. 

n.  America was discovered by Christopher Columbus in 1492. 

o. Taxes are too high in America. 

p. Glass is made from sand. 

q.  People in the Midwest are nicer than people who live on the East or West Coast. 

r.  The murder rate has gone up dramatically in the past twenty years. 

s. Ivory-billed woodpeckers are extinct. 

t.  It’s rude to check your twitter feed during a college class. 

Exploring the Concept of Facts 
◀  Scientific studies  
became available in the  
early 1950s that clearly  
established the link between  
smoking and cancer, and  
yet the tobacco compa
nies managed to resist  
regulation and to combat  
their unhealthy image for  
decades. How did they  
do this? Why didn’t the  
“facts” about smoking and  
cancer bring an end to the  
cigarette industry? 
Lightspring/Shutterstock 

4.3 

Previewing “The Problem with Facts” 
In this reading,  Tim Harford, an economics writer for the Financial Times of London,  
discusses how difficult it is to successfully confront lies by using facts. Like other 
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readings in this project, it contains a lot of information, ideas, and opinions, and it 
requires careful reading. 

Previewing 

When you set out to read a book, an article, an essay, a blog, or a web page—when 
you set out to read any text—your usual strategy may be simply to dive in, to start 
reading at the beginning and plow your way through to the end.  With the limited 
time in most of our busy lives, simply diving in can seem like the quickest way to get 
something read. 

Here’s a different approach. Most experienced readers have found that taking  
a few minutes to preview to get a sense of the text they are about to read before  
 diving in actually saves them time and helps them read more effectively.  This does  
not mean spending hours previewing; just a few minutes can be very helpful before  
you start to read. 

Give it a try. It’s likely you’ll find that previewing will actually save you time  
because it will make the reading easier to understand.  And you’ll get more out of  
the reading, because you will have prepared yourself to be an engaged reader. (For  
additional details on what’s involved in previewing, refer to Previewing a Text  
[20.2, p. 575].) 

Previewing “The Problem with Facts” 

Working in your group, preview the essay “The Problem with Facts” (4.4, p. 132) by 
taking a quick look at the following parts of the essay: 

•  The headnote, which contains information about the author 

•  The title 

•  The opening paragraph 

• The final paragraph 

•  Any information in boxes, illustrations, or charts 

Then answer the following questions based on your previewing: 

1. Who is the author? 

2. What are his credentials? 

3.  Is he a reliable source of information on the topic? 

4. What seems to be the main topic of this essay? 

5. What did you learn from the opening and closing paragraphs? 

6. Did you notice anything that might make this essay a challenge to understand? 

7.  What seems like it will be the main point of the essay? 
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 “The Problem with Facts,” Tim Harford  
 This article by economics writer Tim Harford originally appeared in the Financial 
Times , an international newspaper published in London that focuses on business 
news. In it, he discusses how difficult it is to successfully confront lies by using facts.  
Like other readings in this project, it contains a lot of information, ideas, and opin-
ion, and it requires careful reading.  

 Some of the terminology used in this British newspaper may be unfamiliar to an 
American audience, so definitions are provided in the following box. 

 

 

 

  

EU: The acronym for the European Union, a political and economicThe acronym for the European Union, a political and economic 

UK: The acronym for the United Kingdom, the nation comprised of England, 

  The nickname for the decision by Britain to leave, or “exit,” the European 

 

 

  

 

   
   

   

   

  Tim Harford is the economics writer for the Financial Times,  a global newspaper covering world 
financial issues. Harford’s book The Undercover Economist is a Business Week  bestseller and a 
Sunday Times  bestseller, and was number one on Amazon.co.uk.   

4.4  Reading 

Brexit:Brexit:Brexit:Brexit:      The nickname for the decision by Britain to leave,The nickname for the decision by Britain to leave, oror “exit,“exit,”” the Europeanthe European  
Union Union    

Northern Ireland,Northern Ireland, Scotland,Scotland, andand WWalesales 

organization of 28 nationorganization of 28 nations,s, mostly in Europemostly in Europe   

£350m:£350m:£350m:£350m:  350 million pounds,    the British currency (approximately $453 million) 350 million pounds, the British currency (approximately $453 million)  350 million pounds, the British currency (approximately $453 million)  

TThe “Leave” he “Leave”  side: side:     Those in Britain who favored Britain Those in Britain who favored Britain “leaving”“leaving” thethe 
EuropeanEuropean Union Union

“Remain”“Remain” campaigners:  campaigners:     Those in Britain who favored Britain Those in Britain who favored Britain “remaining”“remaining” in  in
the the European European Union Union

Be sure to preview before you dive into reading this essay . (For a refresher on 
previewing strategies,  look at Previewing a  Text [20.2, p.  575].) 

The Problem with Facts 
TIM HARFORD 

FT Magazine 

march 9, 2017 

1 Just before Christmas 1953,  the bosses of America’s leading tobacco companies 
met John Hill, the founder and chief executive of one of America’s leading public 
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relations firms, Hill & Knowlton. Despite the impressive surroundings—the Plaza 
Hotel, overlooking Central Park in New York—the mood was one of crisis. 
2  Scientists were publishing solid evidence of a link between smoking and cancer.  
From the viewpoint of Big Tobacco, more worrying was that the world’s most read 
publication,  The Reader’s Digest, had already reported on this evidence in a 1952 
article,  “Cancer by the Carton.”  The journalist Alistair Cooke, writing in 1954, pre-
dicted that the publication of the next big scientific study into smoking and cancer 
might finish off the industry. 
3  It did not. PR guru John Hill had a plan—and the plan, with hindsight, proved 
tremendously effective. Despite the fact that its product was addictive and deadly, the 
tobacco industry was able to fend off regulation, litigation and the idea in the minds 
of many smokers that its products were fatal for decades. 
4  So successful was Big Tobacco in postponing that day of reckoning that their  
tactics have been widely imitated ever since.  They have also inspired a thriving corner  
of academia exploring how the trick was achieved. In 1995, Robert Proctor, a histo-
rian at Stanford University who has studied the tobacco case closely, coined the word  
“agnotology”.  This is the study of how ignorance is deliberately produced; the entire  
field was started by Proctor’s observation of the tobacco industry.  The facts about  
smoking—indisputable facts, from unquestionable sources—did not carry the day.  The  
indisputable facts were disputed.  The unquestionable sources were questioned. Facts, it  
turns out, are important, but facts are not enough to win this kind of argument. 
5  Agnotology has never been more important.  “We live in a golden age of igno-
rance,” says Proctor today.  “And Trump and Brexit are part of that.” 
6  In the UK’s EU referendum, the Leave side pushed the false claim that the UK  
sent £350m a week to the EU. It is hard to think of a previous example in modern  
western politics of a campaign leading with a transparent untruth, maintaining it when  
refuted by independent experts, and going on to triumph anyway.  That performance  
was soon to be eclipsed by Donald Trump, who offered wave upon shameless wave  
of demonstrable falsehood, only to be rewarded with the presidency.  The Oxford  
Dictionaries declared “post-truth” the word of 2016. Facts just didn’t seem to matter  
anymore. 
7  The instinctive reaction from those of us who still care about the truth—  
journalists, academics and many ordinary citizens—has been to double down on 
the facts. Fact-checking organizations, such as Full Fact in the UK and PolitiFact in 
the US, evaluate prominent claims by politicians and journalists. I should confess a 
personal bias: I have served as a fact checker myself on the BBC radio programme 
More or Less, and I often rely on fact-checking websites.  They judge what’s true 
rather than faithfully reporting both sides as a traditional journalist would. Public,  ▶ 
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transparent fact checking has become such a feature of today’s political reporting 
that it’s easy to forget it’s barely a decade old. 
8  Mainstream journalists, too, are starting to embrace the idea that lies or errors 
should be prominently identified. Consider a story on the NPR website about Donald 
Trump’s speech to the CIA in January: “He falsely denied that he had ever criticized 
the agency, falsely inflated the crowd size at his inauguration on Friday . . . —” It’s a 
bracing departure from the norms of American journalism, but then President Trump 
has been a bracing departure from the norms of American politics. 
9  Facebook has also drafted in the fact checkers, announcing a crackdown on the  
“fake news” stories that had become prominent on the network after the election.  
Facebook now allows users to report hoaxes.  The site will send questionable headlines  
to independent fact checkers, flag discredited stories as “disputed,” and perhaps down-
grade them in the algorithm that decides what each user sees when visiting the site. 
10  We need some agreement about facts or the situation is hopeless.  And yet: will  
this sudden focus on facts actually lead to a more informed electorate, better decisions,  
a renewed respect for the truth? The history of tobacco suggests not.  The link between  
cigarettes and cancer was supported by the world’s leading medical scientists and, in  
1964, the US surgeon general himself.  The story was covered by well-trained journalists  
committed to the values of objectivity.  Yet the tobacco lobbyists ran rings round them. 
11  In the 1950s and 1960s, journalists had an excuse for their stumbles: the 
tobacco industry’s tactics were clever, complex and new. First, the industry appeared 
to engage, promising high-quality research into the issue.  The public were assured 
that the best people were on the case.  The second stage was to complicate the ques-
tion and sow doubt: lung cancer might have any number of causes, after all.  And 
wasn’t lung cancer, not cigarettes, what really mattered? Stage three was to under-
mine serious research and expertise.  Autopsy reports would be dismissed as anec-
dotal, epidemiological work as merely statistical, and animal studies as irrelevant.  
Finally came normalization: the industry would point out that the tobacco-cancer 
story was stale news. Couldn’t journalists find something new and interesting to say? 
12 Such tactics are now well documented—and researchers have carefully exam-
ined the psychological tendencies they exploited. So we should be able to spot their 
re-emergence on the political battlefield. 
13  “It’s as if the president’s team were using the tobacco industry’s playbook,” says 
Jon Christensen, a journalist turned professor at the University of California, Los 
Angeles, who wrote a notable study in 2008 of the way the tobacco industry tugged 
on the strings of journalistic tradition. 
14  One infamous internal memo from the Brown & Williamson tobacco company,  
typed up in the summer of 1969, sets out the thinking very clearly: “Doubt is our 
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product.”  Why? Because doubt “is the best means of competing with the ‘body of 
fact’ that exists in the mind of the general public. It is also the means of establishing 
a controversy.” Big Tobacco’s mantra: keep the controversy alive. 
15  Doubt is usually not hard to produce, and facts alone aren’t enough to dispel it.  We  
should have learnt this lesson already; now we’re going to have to learn it all over again. 
16  Tempting as it is to fight lies with facts, there are three problems with that strat-
egy.  The first is that a simple untruth can beat off a complicated set of facts simply by  
being easier to understand and remember.  When doubt prevails, people will often end  
up believing whatever sticks in the mind. In 1994, psychologists Hollyn Johnson and  
Colleen Seifert conducted an experiment in which people read an account of an explo-
sive warehouse fire.  The account mentioned petrol cans and paint but later explained  
that petrol and paint hadn’t been present at the scene after all.  The experimental  
subjects, tested on their comprehension, recalled that paint wasn’t actually there. But  
when asked to explain facts about the fire (“why so much smoke?”), they would men-
tion the paint. Lacking an alternative explanation, they fell back on a claim they had  
already acknowledged was wrong. Once we’ve heard an untrue claim, we can’t simply  
unhear it. 
17  This should warn us not to let lie-and-rebuttal take over the news cycle. Several 
studies have shown that repeating a false claim, even in the context of debunking
that claim, can make it stick.  The myth-busting seems to work but then our memo-
ries fade and we remember only the myth.  The myth, after all, was the thing that kept 
being repeated. In trying to dispel the falsehood, the endless rebuttals simply make 
the enchantment stronger. 

 

18  With this in mind, consider the Leave campaign’s infamous bus-mounted claim: 
“We send the EU £350m a week.” Simple. Memorable. False. But how to rebut it? 
A typical effort from The Guardian newspaper was headlined,  “Why Vote Leave’s 
£350m weekly EU cost claim is wrong,” repeating the claim before devoting hun-
dreds of words to gnarly details and the dictionary definition of the word “send.”  
This sort of fact-checking article is invaluable to a fellow journalist who needs the 
issues set out and hyperlinked. But for an ordinary voter, the likely message would 
be: “You can’t trust politicians but we do seem to send a lot of money to the EU.”  
Doubt suited the Leave campaign just fine. 
19  This is an inbuilt vulnerability of the fact-checking trade. Fact checkers are right 
to be particular, to cover all the details and to show their working out. But that’s why 
the fact-checking job can only be a part of ensuring that the truth is heard. 
20  Andrew Lilico, a thoughtful proponent of leaving the EU, told me during the 
campaign that he wished the bus had displayed a more defensible figure, such as 
£240m. But Lilico now acknowledges that the false claim was the more effective one.  ▶ 
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“In cynical campaigning terms, the use of the £350m figure was perfect,” he says.  
“It created a trap that Remain campaigners kept insisting on jumping into again and 
again and again.” 
21  Quite so. But not just Remain campaigners—fact-checking journalists too,  
myself included.  The false claim was vastly more powerful than a true one would 
have been, not because it was bigger, but because everybody kept talking about it. 
22  Proctor, the tobacco industry historian turned agnotologist, warns of a similar 
effect in the US: “Fact checkers can become Trump’s poodle, running around like an 
errand boy checking someone else’s facts. If all your time is [spent] checking someone 
else’s facts, then what are you doing?” 
23  There’s a second reason why facts don’t seem to have the traction that one 
might hope. Facts can be boring.  The world is full of things to pay attention to, from 
reality TV to your argumentative children, from a friend’s Instagram to a tax bill.  
Why bother with anything so tedious as facts? 
24  Last year, three researchers—Seth Flaxman, Sharad Goel and Justin Rao—  
published a study of how people read news online.  The study was, on the face of it,  
an inquiry into the polarization of news sources.  The researchers began with data 
from 1.2 million internet users but ended up examining only 50,000.  Why? Because 
only 4 per cent of the sample read enough serious news to be worth including in 
such a study. (The hurdle was 10 articles and two opinion pieces over three months.) 
Many commentators worry that we’re segregating ourselves in ideological bubbles,  
exposed only to the views of those who think the same way we do.  There’s something 
in that concern. But for 96 per cent of these web surfers the bubble that mattered 
wasn’t liberal or conservative, it was: “Don’t bother with the news.” 
25  In the war of ideas, boredom and distraction are powerful weapons.  A recent 
study of Chinese propaganda examined the tactics of the paid pro-government hacks 
(known as the “50 cent army”, after the amount contributors were alleged to be paid 
per post) who put comments on social media.  The researchers, Gary King, Jennifer 
Pan and Margaret Roberts, conclude: “Almost none of the Chinese government’s 50c 
party posts engage in debate or argument of any kind . . . they seem to avoid contro-
versial issues entirely . . . the strategic objective of the regime is to distract and redi-
rect public attention.” 
26 Trump, a reality TV star, knows the value of an entertaining distraction: simply 
pick a fight with Megyn Kelly,  The New York Times or even Arnold Schwarzenegger.  
Isn’t that more eye-catching than a discussion of healthcare reform? 
27  The tobacco industry also understood this point, although it took a more high-
brow approach to generating distractions.  “Do you know about Stanley Prusiner?”  
asks Proctor. 
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28  Prusiner is a neurologist. In 1972, he was a young researcher who’d just 
encountered a patient suffering from Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. It was a dreadful 
degenerative condition then thought to be caused by a slow-acting virus.  After many 
years of study, Prusiner concluded that the disease was caused instead, unprecedent-
edly, by a kind of rogue protein.  The idea seemed absurd to most experts at the time,  
and Prusiner’s career began to founder. Promotions and research grants dried up. But 
Prusiner received a source of private-sector funding that enabled him to continue 
his work. He was eventually vindicated in the most spectacular way possible: with a 
Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1997. In his autobiographical essay on the Nobel Prize 
website, Prusiner thanked his private-sector benefactors for their “crucial” support: 
RJ Reynolds, maker of Camel cigarettes. 
29  The tobacco industry was a generous source of research funds, and Prusiner  
wasn’t the only scientist to receive both tobacco funding and a Nobel Prize. Proctor  
reckons at least 10 Nobel laureates are in that position.  To be clear, this wasn’t an  
attempt at bribery. In Proctor’s view, it was far more subtle.  “The tobacco industry  
was the leading funder of research into genetics, viruses, immunology, air pollution,”  
says Proctor.  Almost anything, in short, except tobacco.  “It was a massive ‘distrac-
tion research’ project.”  The funding helped position Big Tobacco as a public-spirited  
industry but Proctor considers its main purpose was to produce interesting new  
speculative science. Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease may be rare, but it was exciting news.  
Smoking-related diseases such as lung cancer and heart disease aren’t news at all. 
30  The endgame of these distractions is that matters of vital importance become 
too boring to bother reporting. Proctor describes it as “the opposite of terrorism: 
trivialism”.  Terrorism provokes a huge media reaction; smoking does not.  Yet,  
according to the US Centers for Disease Control, smoking kills 480,000 Americans a 
year.  This is more than 50 deaths an hour.  Terrorists have rarely managed to kill that 
many Americans in an entire year. But the terrorists succeed in grabbing the head-
lines; the trivialists succeed in avoiding them. 
31  Tobacco industry lobbyists became well-practiced at persuading the media 
to withhold or downplay stories about the dangers of cigarettes.  “That record is 
scratched,” they’d say. Hadn’t we heard such things before? 
32  Experienced tobacco watchers now worry that Trump may achieve the same 
effect. In the end, will people simply start to yawn at the spectacle? Jon Christensen,  
at UCLA, says: “I think it’s the most frightening prospect.” 
33  On the other hand, says Christensen, there is one saving grace. It is almost 
impossible for the US president not to be news.  The tobacco lobby, like the Chinese 
government, proved highly adept at pointing the spotlight elsewhere.  There are rea-
sons to believe that will be difficult for Trump. ▶ 
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34  There’s a final problem with trying to persuade people by giving them facts: the 
truth can feel threatening, and threatening people tends to backfire.  “People respond 
in the opposite direction,” says Jason Reifler, a political scientist at Exeter University.  
This “backfire effect” is now the focus of several researchers, including Reifler and 
his colleague Brendan Nyhan of Dartmouth. 
35  In one study, conducted in 2011, Nyhan, Reifler and others ran a randomised  
trial in which parents with young children were either shown or not shown scientific  
information debunking an imaginary but widely feared link between vaccines and  
autism.  At first glance, the facts were persuasive: parents who saw the myth-busting  
science were less likely to believe that the vaccine could cause autism. But parents who  
were already wary of vaccines were actually less likely to say they’d vaccinate their  
children after being exposed to the facts—despite apparently believing those facts. 
36  What’s going on? “People accept the corrective information but then resist in other  
ways,” says Reifler.  A person who feels anxious about vaccination will subconsciously  
push back by summoning to mind all the other reasons why they feel vaccination is a  
bad idea.  The fear of autism might recede, but all the other fears are stronger than before. 
37  It’s easy to see how this might play out in a political campaign. Say you’re wor-
ried that the UK will soon be swamped by Turkish immigrants because a Brexit cam-
paigner has told you (falsely) that Turkey will soon join the EU.  A fact checker can 
explain that no Turkish entry is likely in the foreseeable future. Reifler’s research sug-
gests that you’ll accept the narrow fact that Turkey is not about to join the EU. But 
you’ll also summon to mind all sorts of other anxieties: immigration, loss of control,  
the proximity of Turkey to Syria’s war and to Isis, terrorism and so on.  The original 
lie has been disproved, yet its seductive magic lingers. 
38  The problem here is that while we like to think of ourselves as rational beings,  
our rationality didn’t just evolve to solve practical problems, such as building an 
elephant trap, but to navigate social situations.  We need to keep others on our side.  
Practical reasoning is often less about figuring out what’s true, and more about stay-
ing in the right tribe. 
39  A more recent study [examined this] idea in the context of political tribes.  The  
researchers showed students footage of a demonstration and spun a yarn about what  
it was about. Some students were told it was a protest by gay-rights protesters outside  
an army recruitment office against the military’s (then) policy of “don’t ask, don’t tell.”  
Others were told that it was an anti-abortion protest in front of an abortion clinic. 
40  Despite looking at exactly the same footage, the experimental subjects had  
sharply different views of what was happening—views that were shaped by their  
political loyalties. Liberal students were relaxed about the behavior of people they  
thought were gay-rights protesters but worried about what the pro-life protesters  
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139Exploring the Concept of Facts 

were doing; conservative students took the opposite view.  As with “They Saw a  
Game”, this disagreement was not about the general principles but about specifics:  
did the protesters scream at bystanders? Did they block access to the building? We see  
what we want to see—and we reject the facts that threaten our sense of who we are. 
41  When we reach the conclusion that we want to reach, we’re engaging in “motivated  
reasoning”. Motivated reasoning was a powerful ally of the tobacco industry. If you’re  
addicted to a product, and many scientists tell you it’s deadly, but the tobacco lobby tells  
you that more research is needed, what would you like to believe? Christensen’s study of  
the tobacco public relations campaign revealed that the industry often got a sympathetic  
hearing in the press because many journalists were smokers.  These journalists desperately  
wanted to believe their habit was benign, making them ideal messengers for the industry. 
42  On a politically charged issue such as climate change, it feels as though pro-
viding accurate information about the science should bring people together.  The 
opposite is true, says Dan Kahan, a law and psychology professor at Yale and one 
of the researchers on the study into perceptions of a political protest. Kahan writes: 
“Groups with opposing values often become more polarized, not less, when exposed 
to scientifically sound information.” 
43  When people are seeking the truth, facts help. But when people are selectively 
reasoning about their political identity, the facts can backfire. 
44  All this adds up to a depressing picture for those of us who aren’t ready to live 
in a post-truth world. Facts, it seems, are toothless.  Trying to refute a bold, memo-
rable lie with a fiddly set of facts can often serve to reinforce the myth. Important 
truths are often stale and dull, and it is easy to manufacture new, more engaging 
claims.  And giving people more facts can backfire, as those facts provoke a defensive 
reaction in someone who badly wants to stick to their existing world view.  “This is 
dark stuff,” says Reifler.  “We’re in a pretty scary and dark time.” 

4.5 Activity 

Analyzing “The Problem with Facts” 
Now that you have previewed and read “The Problem with Facts” (4.4, p. 132), 
work in your group to answer the following questions: 

1. Describe the strategy the tobacco companies followed to resist any move to 
limit the sales of cigarettes. 

2.  Harford proposes several reasons why using facts in an argument or in a 
 campaign may not work. Discuss these reasons. 
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3.  What is your response to the story of Stanley Prusiner? Why do you think 
 Harford included it in his article? 

4.  Explain this statement, taken from paragraph 43 of Harford’s article: “When 
people are seeking the truth, facts help. But when people are selectively 
 reasoning about their political identity, the facts can backfire.” 

4.6 Writing 

Evaluating Fact-Checking Sites 
Because of the growing trend in recent years of people misusing facts, or even delib-
erately distorting or ignoring them, in political and advertising campaigns, on social  
media, and through some media outlets, a number of websites have been created to  
“fact check” statements in the news. Reliable, unbiased sites can provide an important  
resource when you are trying to determine what is true and what is not when you are  
reading print and online newspapers or blogs, listening to radio programs or podcasts,   
watching TV news or YouTube videos, or checking your favorite social media sites. 

Reliable Fact-Checking Sites 

Five sites that don’t favor the views of either the Democratic or the Republican parties  
are listed below.  You can access these sites by typing their names into your browser. (If  
this does not work, there is a list of URLs available at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

1. Politifact is sponsored by the Tampa Bay Times and was awarded a Pulitzer Prize  
for its coverage of the 2008 presidential campaign. Politifact rates the accuracy of  
statements by politicians and advocacy groups as “True,” “Mostly True,” “Half  
True,” “False,” and “Pants on Fire” and provides detailed explanations of its ratings. 

2.  Factcheck.org, founded in 2003, is the oldest of the fact-checking sites. Fact-
check.org is sponsored by the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University 
of Pennsylvania and primarily reviews TV ads, debates, speeches, interviews,  
and news releases. 

3. Ask FactCheck is a website sponsored by Fastcheck.org that specializes in 
investigating false or misleading rumors that circulate on the internet.  

4.  The Washington Post Fact Checker is a blog written by journalist Glenn Kessler 
and rates the truth of statements by politicians and advocacy groups by award-
ing “Pinocchios.” Four “Pinocchios” go to the most dishonest statements; none 
to statements that are true. 

5. Snopes.com, founded in 1995, specializes in debunking myths and rumors 
originating from memes,  fake news stories, and satirical websites. 
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Activity: Evaluate and Write about a Statement or Rumor Currently in the News 

For this short writing assignment, use at least three of the websites listed above to 
evaluate a statement or rumor that is currently in the news or circulating on the 
internet.  Then write a short paper, approximately one page, in which you report what 
you learned about the news item you were investigating and what you learned about 
the usefulness of these fact-checking websites. 

Thinking about Statistics 

4.7 Reading 

“Dishonest Numbers: Evaluating the Accuracy of Statistics,”  
Daniel Levitin 
“Dishonest Numbers: Evaluating the Accuracy of Statistics,” by Daniel Levitin,  
focuses on how numbers can be manipulated to confuse or mislead people. Just as 
“facts” can be distorted, so can numbers; therefore, evaluating statistical and other 
numerical information is important in discovering “the truth” in what you hear, read,  
and watch. 

Be sure to do a little “previewing” before you dive into reading this essay.  
(For a refresher on previewing strategies, look at Previewing a Text [20.2, p.  575].) 

◀  “There are three 
kinds of lies: lies, 
damned lies, and 
statistics.” —Mark 
Twain 
ranjith ravindran/Shutterstock 
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Dishonest Numbers: Evaluating the Accuracy of Statistics 
DANIEL LEVITIN 

This reading is excerpted from Daniel Levitin’s A Field Guide to Lies: Critical Thinking in the  
Information Age, a book that explores strategies for learning the truth in a world full of lies.  
Levitin is a neuroscientist, a cognitive psychologist, and a bestselling author. He has served on  
the faculty at Minerva School of KGI, the Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley, and at McGill  
University. 

1  Statistics, because they are numbers, appear to us to be cold, hard facts. It seems 
that they represent facts given to us by nature and it’s just a matter of finding them.  
But it’s important to remember that people gather statistics. People choose what to 
count, how to go about counting, which of the resulting numbers they will share with 
us, and which words they will use to describe and interpret those numbers. Statistics 
are not facts.  They are interpretations.  And your interpretation may be just as good 
as, or better than, that of the person reporting them to you. 
2  Sometimes, the numbers are simply wrong, and it’s often easiest to start out 
by conducting some quick plausibility checks.  After that, even if the numbers pass 
plausibility, three kinds of errors can lead you to believe things that aren’t so: how 
the numbers were collected, how they were interpreted, and how they were presented 
graphically. 
3  In your head or on the back of an envelope you can quickly determine whether 
a claim is plausible (most of the time). Don’t just accept a claim at face value; work 
through it a bit. 
4  When conducting plausibility checks, we don’t care about the exact numbers.  
That might seem counterintuitive, but precision isn’t important here.  We can use 
common sense to reckon a lot of these: If Bert tells you that a crystal wineglass fell 
off a table and hit a thick carpet without breaking, that seems plausible. If Ernie 
says it fell off the top of a forty-story building and hit the pavement without break-
ing, that’s not plausible.  Your real-world knowledge, observations acquired over a 
lifetime, tells you so. Similarly, if someone says they are two hundred years old, or 
that they can consistently beat the roulette wheel in Vegas, or that they can run forty 
miles an hour, these are not plausible claims. 
5  What would you do with this claim? 

In the thirty-five years since marijuana laws stopped being enforced in 
 California, the number of marijuana smokers has doubled every year. 
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6  Plausible? Where do we start? Let’s assume there was only one marijuana  
smoker in California thirty-five years ago, a very conservative estimate (there  
were half a million marijuana arrests nationwide in 1982). Doubling that number  
every year for thirty-five years would yield more than 17 billion—larger than the  
population of the entire world. (Try it yourself and you’ll see that doubling every  
year for twenty-one years gets you to over a million: l; 2; 4; 8; 16; 32; 64; 128;  
256; 512; 1,024; 2,048; 4,096; 8,192; 16,384; 32,768; 65,536; 131,072; 262,144;  
524,288; 1,048,576.) This claim isn’t just implausible, then. It’s impossible.  
Unfortunately, many people have trouble thinking clearly about numbers because  
they’re intimidated by them. But as you see, nothing here requires more than ele-
mentary school arithmetic and some reasonable assumptions. 
7  Here’s another.  You’ve just taken on a position as a telemarketer, where agents 
telephone unsuspecting (and no doubt irritated) prospects.  Your boss, trying to moti-
vate you, claims: 

Our best salesperson made 1,000 sales a day. 

Is this plausible? Try dialing a phone number yourself—the fastest you can proba-
bly do it is five seconds.  Allow another five seconds for the phone to ring. Now let’s  
assume that every call ends in a sale—clearly this isn’t realistic, but let’s give every  
advantage to this claim to see if it works out. Figure a minimum of ten seconds to  
make a pitch and have it accepted, then forty seconds to get the buyer’s credit card  
number and address.  That’s one call per minute (5 + 5 + 10 + 40 = 60 seconds),  
or 60 sales in an hour, or 480 sales in a very hectic eight-hour workday with no  
breaks.  The 1,000 just isn’t plausible, allowing even the most optimistic estimates. 
8  Some claims are more difficult to evaluate. Here’s a headline from Time  
magazine in 2013:  

More people have cell phones than toilets. 

What to do with this? We can consider the number of people in the developing  
world who lack plumbing and the observation that many people in prosperous  
countries have more than one cell phone.  The claim seems plausible—that doesn’t  
mean we should accept it, just that we can’t reject it out of hand as being ridiculous;  
we’ll have to use other techniques to evaluate the claim, but it passes the plausibility  
test. 
9  Sometimes you can’t easily evaluate a claim without doing a bit of research on 
your own.  Yes, newspapers and websites really ought to be doing this for you, but ▶ 
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they don’t always, and that’s how runaway statistics take hold.  A widely reported 
statistic some years ago was this: 

In the U.S., 150,000 girls and young women die of anorexia each year. 

Okay—let’s check its plausibility.  We have to do some digging.  According to the 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control, the annual number of deaths from all causes for 
girls and women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four is about 8,500.  Add in 
women from twenty-five to forty-four and you still only get 55,000.  The anorexia 
deaths in one year cannot be three times the number of all deaths. 
10  In an article in Science, Louis Pollack and Hans Weiss reported that since the 
formation of the Communication Satellite Corp., 

The cost of a telephone call has decreased by 12,000 percent. 

If a cost decreases by 100 percent, it drops to zero (no matter what the initial cost 
was). If a cost decreases by 200 percent, someone is paying you the same amount you 
used to pay them for you to take the product.  A decrease of 100 percent is very rare; 
one of 12,000 percent seems wildly unlikely.  An article in the peer-reviewed Journal 
of Management Development claimed a 200 percent reduction in customer com-
plaints following a new customer care strategy.  Author Dan Keppel even titled his 
book Get What You Pay For: Save 200% on Stocks, Mutual Funds, Every Financial 
Need. He has an MBA. He should know better. 
11  Of course, you have to apply percentages to the same baseline in order for them  
to be equivalent.  A 50 percent reduction in salary cannot be restored by increas-
ing your new, lower salary by 50 percent, because the baselines have shifted. If you  
were getting $1,000/week and took a 50 percent reduction in pay, to $500, a 50  
percent increase in that pay only brings you to $750. Percentages seem so simple  
and incorruptible, but they are often confusing. If interest rates rise from 3 percent  
to 4 percent,  that is an increase of 1 percentage point, or 33 percent (because the 1  
percent rise is taken against the baseline of 3,  so 1/3 = .33). If interest rates fall from  
4 percent to 3 percent, that is a decrease of 1 percentage point, but not a decrease of  
33 percent—It’ s a decrease of 25 percent (because the 1 percentage point drop is now  
taken against the baseline of 4). Researchers and journalists are not always scrupu-
lous about making this distinction between percentage point and percentages clear,  
but you should be. 
12  The New York Times reported on the closing of a Connecticut textile mill 
and its move to Virginia due to high employment costs.  The Times reported that 
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employment costs,  “wages, worker’s compensation and unemployment insurance— 
are 20 times higher in Connecticut than in Virginia.” Is this plausible? If it were true,  
you’d think that there would be a mass migration of companies out of Connecticut 
and into Virginia—not just this one mill—and that you would have heard of it by 
now. In fact, this was not true and the Times had to issue a correction. How did this 
happen? The reporter simply misread a company report. One cost, unemployment 
insurance, was in fact twenty times higher in Connecticut than in Virginia, but when 
factored in with other costs, total employment costs were really only 1.3 times the 
cost in Connecticut, not 20 times higher.  The reporter did not have training in busi-
ness administration and we shouldn’t expect her to.  To catch these kinds of errors 
requires taking a step back and thinking for ourselves—which anyone can do (and 
she and her editors should have done). 
13  New Jersey adopted legislation that denied additional benefits to mothers who 
have children while already on welfare. Some legislators believed that women were 
having babies in New Jersey simply to increase the amount of their monthly welfare 
checks.  Within two months, legislators were declaring the “family cap” law a great 
success because births had already fallen by 16 percent.  According to the New York 
Times: 

After only two months, the state released numbers suggesting that births to wel-
fare mothers had already fallen by 16 percent, and officials began congratulat-
ing themselves on their overnight success. 

Note that they’re not counting pregnancies, but births.  What’s wrong here? Because 
it takes nine months for a pregnancy to come to term, any effect in the first two 
months cannot be attributed to the law itself but is probably due to normal fluctua-
tions in the birth rate (birth rates are known to be seasonal). 
14 Even so, there were other problems with this report that can’t be caught with 
plausibility checks: 

. . . over time, that 16 percent drop dwindled to about 10 percent as the state 
belatedly became aware of births that had not been reported earlier. It appeared 
that many mothers saw no reason to report the new births since their welfare 
benefits were not being increased. 

15  This is an example of a problem in the way statistics were collected.  We’re not 
actually surveying all the people that we think we are. Some errors in reasoning are 
sometimes harder to see coming than others, but we get better with practice. 
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4.8 
Evaluating the Plausibility of Statistical Statements 

Using what you learned in the essay “Dishonest Numbers: Evaluating the Accuracy 
of Statistics” (4.7, p. 141), work in your group to check the plausibility of each of the 
statements below. Remember, all you are being asked is whether each statement is 
plausible, not whether it is exactly correct. 

1. Two years ago, unemployment dropped from 8.0 to 6.0, a drop of 25%.  This 
year it fell another 25% to 4.5%. 

2. Announcing our 50% sale. Buy two pairs of shoes, and the second pair is 50% 
off. 

3.  The Hispanic population in Baltimore, Maryland, is more than 600,000. 

4.  The number of people with cataracts is greater in Arizona than in California. 

5. Forty percent of senators in Washington support a requirement that a back-
ground check be required for all gun purchases, 30% support no background 
check requirement, and 45% support the current policy which doesn’t require a 
background check for purchases at gun shows. 

6. The average American male watched more than 3,000 hours of sports on televi-
sion last year. 

7. The average age of a college student today is 21. 

8. If there are five equally weighted grades in this course and you have gotten two 
Bs and a C so far, it is impossible for you to get an A for the course. 

9. Because your company was having a budgetary crisis, your salary was reduced 
by 10% on January 1, 2018.  A year later you learned that you would be receiv-
ing a 10% raise on January 1, 2019.  Your boss tells you that this means in 2019 
you will be making the same salary you were making in 2017. 

10. If you have invested $1,000 at an interest rate of 3% per year, in ten years, your 
investment will be worth less than $1,300. 
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Diving into the Concept of Truth 

▲  How hard is it to find the truth? How complicated is the concept of truth? 
Either something is true or it isn’t. Or is it?  Olivier Le Moal/Shutterstock 

4.9 Reading 

“The Nature of Truth,” Julian Baggini 
In this excerpt from his book A Short History of Truth, Julian Baggini explores the 
nature of truth, its importance to society, and the role we each have to play in discov-
ering it. Be sure to preview before you dive into reading this essay.  (For a refresher 
on previewing strategies, look at Previewing a Text [20.2, p.  575].) Also, as you read,  
think about what you have learned from previous readings. How does this reading 
complement or contradict what the other authors have said? 
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The Nature of Truth 
JULIAN BAGGINI 

Julian Baggini is an English philosopher who has published more than a dozen books on philos
ophy, many of them, such as The Ethics Toolkit and A Short History of Truth, written for a general 
audience. He received his PhD in philosophy from University College London in 1996. This essay 
is an excerpt from his book A Short History of Truth: Consolations for a Post-Truth World (pages 
1–10 and 21–31), in which he explores how the idea of truth has been viewed differently over 
history and how it has frequently been abused or distorted. 

1  When I was growing up, I discovered The Plain Truth. It was something of a 
novelty, the only free magazine stacked in pavement dump bins in my small home 
town.  The title was worthy of a marketing award, with an extra commendation for 
its strapline: “A Magazine of Understanding.”  Who wouldn’t want to know the truth,  
to understand the world? I picked one up and in time sent off for a free subscription.   
I wasn’t alone.  At its peak in 1986 the monthly had a circulation of 8.2 million 
 copies, 2.3 million more than Time. 
2  The promise of “The Truth” has always been alluring.  The most quoted gospel 
verse on evangelical posters and literature is John 14:6, in which Jesus proclaims,  “I 
am the way, the truth and the life.” It resonates because we all have a sense that truth 
is not merely an abstract property of propositions but somehow essential to living 
well. If your life turns out to have been built on nothing but lies, it is as though it has 
not been real.  Whether you believe Jesus shows the way or not, John’s promise that 
“The truth shall make you free” (8:32) rings true. 
3  Looking back now at The Plain Truth, however, I find the adjective in the title 
at least as interesting as the noun, with its supremely definite article.  “Plain” and 
“simple” are among the most common descriptors of truth, because that is often 
exactly how the truth seems. Paris is the capital of France, George Washington was 
the first President of the United States, water is H20: there are innumerable truths 
like this, which only idiots or obtuse academics (often thought to be the same thing) 
would deny. Sometimes it is hard to uncover the truth, but that is not because we 
don’t understand what truth itself means. 

* * * 
4  Somehow, however, the truth has ceased to be plain or simple. Indeed, it is not 
uncommon to hear people deny that there is any such thing as the truth at all, only 
opinions, what is “true-for-you” or “true-for-me.” Scanning millions of books and 
written texts, Google’s N-Gram viewer reveals that the word “truth” was used only 
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a third as much at the turn of the millennium as it was 150 years previously.  The 
decline in plain and simple truths is even more precipitous. 

* * * 

5  Our problem is not primarily with what truth means but how and by whom  
truth is established.  Truth used to seem simple because it was easy to assume that  
most of what we thought to be true really was true, that things were as they seemed,  
that the wisdom passed down the generations was timeless.  This simplicity has been  
eroded by a variety of different forces. Science showed us that much of what we think  
about how the world works is false and that we are even mistaken about the work-
ings of our own minds.  The pace of its development has left us questioning whether  
today’s orthodoxy will be tomorrow’s outdated fallacy. In addition, the more the  
world shrinks through globalization, the more we have reason to question whether  
what we take to be true in our cultures really is so or merely a local prejudice.  The  
openness of democratic societies has also allowed the free press to expose more and  
more of what goes on in the corridors of power, making us more aware of the ways  
in which we are deceived.  And the growth of psychology has enabled more people to  
master myriad techniques of manipulation, and more people to understand how they  
work, in a kind of arms race of deception in which truth is the main casualty. 
6  Truth has become much less plain and simple, but I see no evidence at all that 
most people have ceased to believe in it. People remain as outraged by lies as they 
have ever done, which would make no sense if they did not believe they were untrue. 
7  That’s why talk of a “post-truth” society is premature and misguided.  The same 
data that shows a century-and-a-half decline in the use of the word “truth” also 
points to a twenty-first century revival in the concept.  We wouldn’t even be talking 
about post-truth if we didn’t think truth mattered.  The world is neither ready nor 
willing to say goodbye to truth, even in politics where it sometimes seems as though 
it has already taken its leave. . . . In fact, lies can still land politicians in very hot 
water indeed. Loss of interest in political truth is quite tightly focused on their policy 
promises and the evidence used to back them up.  The electorate increasingly takes 
the view that manifesto commitments, supported by cherry-picked or invented facts 
and numbers, are not worth the paper they are no longer even printed on. 
8  Underpinning this world-weary cynicism is a kind of defeatism, an acceptance 
that we do not have the resources to discern who’s telling the truth and who’s just 
trying it on. Feeling unable to distinguish truth from falsehood, electorates choose 
their politicians on other, more emotional factors. Losing trust in our brains, we tend 
to go with our guts and hearts instead. ▶
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9  The antidote is not a return to the comfort of simple truths.  The Plain Truth  
disappeared in its original form, surely in part because it presented no such thing.  
It was the mouthpiece of an eccentric evangelical Christian sect led by its bullying,  
autocratic founder, Herbert W.  Armstrong. Its promise of simple truth was seductive 
but false, like the pledges of populist politicians today.  They tap into an understand-
able disenchantment with political elites and peddle the reassuring message that we 
don’t need to listen to experts, only the will of the people.  They promise a world that 
is not so much post-truth as post-complexity, and that is a powerful message in a dis-
concertingly uncertain world. 
10 To rebuild belief in the power and value of truth, we can’t dodge its complexity.  
Truths can be and often are difficult to understand, discover, explain, verify.  They are 
also disturbingly easy to hide, distort, abuse or twist. Often we cannot claim with 
any certainty to know the truth.  We need to take stock of the various kinds of real 
and supposed truths out there and understand how to test their authenticity. If we 
can do this then we might not be at the start of a post-truth era but rather at a tem-
porary post-truth moment, a kind of cultural convulsion born of a despair that will 
give way in time to measured hope. 

* * * 

11  Secular expertise also grants authority, as indicated by the fact that experts  
are often described as leading authorities on their subjects. No one thinks this  
odd and for good reason.  There are many things of which most of us know very  
little and understand even less, so we accept we have to defer to the authority  
of experts.  Those who believe this is rational but that it is foolish to defer to the  
authority of spiritual experts have no quarrel with the principle of deference to  
authority per se. 
12  The question is when is it right to accept (or at least give weight to) an 
authority’s version of the truth? 

* * * 

13  Then . . . our question [is] whether a particular expert is to be trusted.  This 
[question] has to take account of the fact that not all expert views are equal. If my 
electrician warns me that touching a wire will electrocute me, I have no reason to 
doubt her. If a doctor tells me I should lose a little weight, my knowledge of the 
incomplete state of nutritional science might justify at least a little hesitancy. If my 
doctor is a trained physician but a known maverick, we need to be even more care-
ful. If one economist predicts there will be no recession in the coming year, it might 
be sensible not to do anything differently at all as a result. 

* * * 
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14  Every culture accepts some people as authorities.  Truth becomes a victim of 
this only when such authority is either unwarranted or exceeds its scope. It is unwar-
ranted when there are no truths to be had or someone is in no position to claim 
special knowledge of them. It exceeds its scope when people are taken as authorities 
on matters outside of their expertise. So, for example, . . . scientists don’t have any 
authority to give the last word on the ethics of their science because their expertise is 
scientific rather than ethical. 
15  The principle that authority must be warranted and not exceed its scope is 
 simple enough, but putting it into practice is extremely difficult. 

* * * 

16  This sums up beautifully the core problem of truth by authority.  We need to 
defer to experts but not everyone who claims to be an expert is one. If we decide 
which experts to defer to on the basis of expert opinion, we paradoxically have to 
choose which experts to trust in order to decide which experts to trust. So inevitably 
our choice of experts is at bottom based on our own judgement, even though we 
know that it is not fully informed. In other words, we accept the authority of our 
own judgement in order to decide whose authority of judgement to accept. 
17 There is no way out of this. Reason’s dirty secret is that we have to rely on our 
own judgement without being able rationally to justify it completely.  This is not a 
counsel of despair. By attending to justifications and evidence we can minimize the 
role of our own insight and maximize the role of facts, evidence and sound inference.  
But we shouldn’t kid ourselves we can rely solely on logically following the facts. 
18  Getting the balance right between our own judgement and the expert testimony 
of others is difficult, and the post-truth world doesn’t try too hard to walk the tight-
rope. Our current predicament is that authorities of expertise are routinely dismissed,  
with the authority of the gut, intuition, the people and/or God taking its place.  There 
is not enough emphasis given to the wisdom of genuine experts who have devoted 
their lives to the study of their subjects.  This is not a completely different world to 
a more rational one, simply one where things have become unbalanced. If we care 
about the truth, we can neither reject nor too enthusiastically embrace the authorities 
who appear to guide us towards it. Rather, we have to take more care as to whom we 
grant authority, and on what basis. 
19 But we cannot escape the exercise of our own woefully under-informed judge-
ment.  That is what lies behind Kant’s Enlightenment injunction “Dare to know.”  And 
daring it is, because it always carries the risk of error. Don’t think by yourself but do 
think for yourself, not because you’re wiser or smarter than other people but because 
ultimately that’s what you have to do. No one can make up your mind for you,  
unless you make up your mind to let them. 
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4.10 Writing 

Summarizing “The Nature of Truth” 
For this assignment, write a short paper—a page would be plenty—in which you 
summarize “The Nature of Truth” (4.9, p. 147).  

You probably have a sense of what it means to write a summary: You write 
something short that summarizes the main content of something longer that you 
have read. For this assignment, do not look for additional information on how to 
draft a summary. Rely on what you already know, and do the best you can. 

4.11 Activity 

Analyzing Summaries 
Your group will receive a selection of the summaries that the class wrote of “The 
Nature of Truth” (4.9, p. 147).  Your group’s task is to read over these summaries 
and make two lists: (1) what you found that worked well in one or more of the 
 summaries and (2) the weaknesses or mistakes you found in one or more of the sum-
maries.  After a half hour or so, the groups will report out on their lists. 

Determining Who Is an Expert 
◀  How do you  
know if someone is a  
real expert? 
iQoncept/Shutterstock 
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4.12 Reading 

“Identifying Expertise,” Daniel Levitin 
In this excerpt from Daniel Levitin’s book A Field Guide to Lies: Critical Thinking in 
the Information Age (pages 129–51), he explores strategies for learning the truth in a 
world full of lies. He also discusses what an “expert” is and how to identify one.  As 
with other excerpts and articles in this project, this reading will add to your knowl-
edge of what constitutes truth and how to determine whether what you are reading,  
seeing, or hearing is accurate. 

Be sure to preview before you dive into reading this essay. (For a refresher on 
previewing strategies, see Previewing a Text [20.2, p.  575].)  

Identifying Expertise 
DANIEL LEVITIN 

Daniel Levitin is a neuroscientist, a cognitive psychologist, and a bestselling author. He has served 
on the faculty at Minerva School of KGI, the Haas School of Business at UC Berkeley, and at 
McGill University. 

1  The first thing to do when evaluating a claim by some authority is to ask who 
or what established their authority. If the authority comes from having been a wit-
ness to some event, how credible a witness are they? 
2  Venerable authorities can certainly be wrong.  The U.S. government was mis-
taken about the existence of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) in Iraq in the 
early 2000s, and, in a less politically fraught case, scientists thought for many years 
that humans had twenty-four pairs of chromosomes instead of twenty-three. Looking 
at what the acknowledged authorities say is not the last step in evaluating claims, but 
it is a good early step. 

* * * 
3  The term expert is normally reserved for people who have undertaken special 
training, devoted a large amount of time to developing their expertise (e.g., MDs,   
airline pilots, musicians, or athletes), and whose abilities or knowledge are consid-
ered high relative to others’.  As such, expertise is a social judgment—we’re com-
paring one person’s skill to the skill level of other people in the world. Expertise is 
relative. Einstein was an expert on physics sixty years ago; he would probably not 
be considered one if he were still alive today and hadn’t added to his knowledge 
base what Stephen Hawking and so many other physicists now know. Expertise also ▶ 
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falls along a continuum.  Although John Young is one of only twelve people to have 
walked on the moon, it would probably not be accurate to say that Captain Young 
is an expert on moonwalking, although he knows more about it than almost anyone 
else in the world. 

* * * 
4  In science, technology, and medicine, experts’ work appears in peer-reviewed 
journals (more on those in a moment) or on patents.  They may have been recognized 
with awards such as a Nobel Prize, an Order of the British Empire, or a National 
Medal of Science. In business, experts may have had experience such as running or 
starting a company, or amassing a fortune (Warren Buffett, Bill Gates). Of course,  
there are smaller distinctions as well—salesperson of the month, auto mechanic of 
the year, community “best of” awards (e.g., best Mexican restaurant, best roofing 
contractor). 

Expertise Is Typically Narrow 

5  Dr. Roy Meadow, the pediatrician who testified in the case of the alleged baby 
killer Sally Clark, had no expertise in medical statistics or epidemiology. He was  
in the medical profession, and the prosecutor who put him on the stand undoubt-
edly hoped that jurors would assume he had this expertise.  William Shockley was 
awarded a Nobel Prize in physics as one of three inventors of the transistor. Later 
in life, he promoted strongly racist views that took hold, probably because people 
assumed that if he was smart enough to win a Nobel, he must know things that oth-
ers don’t. Gordon Shaw, who “discovered” the now widely discredited Mozart effect,  
was a physicist who lacked training in behavioral science; people probably figured,  as 
they did with Shockley,  “He’s a physicist—he must be really smart.” But intelligence 
and experience tend to be domain-specific, contrary to the popular belief that intelli-
gence is a single, unified quantity.  The best Toyota mechanic in the world may not be 
able to diagnose what’s wrong with your VW, and the best tax attorney may not be 
able to give the best advice for a breach-of-contract suit.  A physicist is probably not 
the best person to ask about social science. 

* * * 

Source Hierarchy 

6  Some publications are more likely to consult true experts than others, and  
there exists a hierarchy of information sources. Some sources are simply more  
consistently reliable than others. In academia, peer-reviewed articles are generally  
more accurate than books, and books by major publishers are generally more  
accurate than self-published books (because major publishers are more likely  
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to review and edit the material and have a greater financial incentive to do so).  
Award-winning newspapers such as the New York Times,  the Washington Post,  
and the  Wall Street Journal earned their reputations by being consistently accurate  
in their coverage of news.  They strive to obtain independent verifications for any  
news story. If one government official tells them something, they get corroboration  
from another. If a scientist makes a claim, they contact other scientists who don’t  
have any stake in the finding to hear independent opinions.  They do make mis-
takes; even Times reporters have been found guilty of fabrications, and the “news-
paper of record” prints errata every day. Some people, including Noam Chomsky,  
have argued that the Times is a vessel of propaganda, reporting news about the  
U.S. government without a proper amount of skepticism. But again, like with  
auto mechanics, it’s a matter of averages—the great majority of what you read in  
the New York Times is likelier to be true than what you read in, for example,  the  
New York Post. 
7  Reputable sources want to be certain of facts before publishing them. Many  
sources have emerged on the Web that do not hold to the same standards, and in  
some cases, they can break news stories and do so accurately before the more tra-
ditional and cautious media do. Many of us learned of Michael Jackson’s death  
from TMZ.com before the traditional media reported it.  TMZ was willing to run  
the story based on less evidence than were the Los Angeles Times or NBC. In that  
particular case,  TMZ turned out to be right, but you can’t count on this sort of  
reporting. 
8  A number of celebrity death reports that circulated on Twitter were found to  
be false. In 2015 alone, these included Carlos Santana, James Earl Jones, Charles 
Manson, and Jackie Chan.  A 2011 fake tweet caused a sell-off of shares for the 
company Audience, Inc., during which its stock lost 25 percent.  Twitter itself saw its 
shares climb 8 percent—temporarily—after false rumors of a takeover were tweeted,  
based on a bogus website made to look a great deal like Bloomberg.com’s.  As the 
Wall Street Journal reported,  “The use of false rumors and news reports to manipu-
late stocks is a centuries-old ruse.  The difference today is that the sheer ubiquity and 
amount of information that courses through markets makes it difficult for traders 
operating at high speeds to avoid a well-crafted hoax.”  And it happens to the best 
of us.  Veteran reporter (and part of a team of journalists that was awarded a 1999 
Pulitzer Prize) Jonathan Capehart wrote a story for the Washington Post based on a 
tweet by a nonexistent congressman in a nonexistent district. 
9  We don’t want to blindly believe everything we encounter from a good source,  
nor do we want to automatically reject everything from a questionable source.  You  
shouldn’t trust everything you read in the New York Times, or reject everything you  ▶ 
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read on TMZ.  Where something appears goes to the credibility of the claim.  And, as  
in a court trial, you don’t want to rely on a single witness, you want corroborating   
evidence. 

The Website Domain 

10  The three-digit suffix of the URL indicates the domain. It pays to familiarize 
yourself with the domains in your country because some of the domains have restric-
tions, and that can help you establish a site’s credibility for a given topic. In the 
United States, for example, .edu is reserved for nonprofit educational institutions like 
Stanford.edu (Stanford University); .gov is reserved for official government agencies 
like CDC.gov (the Centers for Disease Control); .mil for U.S. military organizations,  
like army.mil.  The most famous is probably .com, which is used for commercial 
enterprises like GeneralMotors.com. Others include .net, .nyc, and .management,  
which carry no restrictions(!).  Caveat emptor (Latin for “Let the buyer beware”).  
BestElectricalService.nyc might actually be in New Jersey (and their employees might 
not even be licensed to work in New York); AlphaAndOmegaConsulting.manage-
ment may not know the first or the last thing about management. 
11  Knowing the domain can also help to identify any potential bias.  You’re more 
likely to find a neutral report from an educational or nonprofit study (found on a 
.edu, .gov, or .org site) than on a commercial site, although such sites may also host 
student blogs and unsupported opinions.  And educational and nonprofits are not 
without bias: They may present information in a way that maximizes donations or 
public support for their mission. Pfizer.com may be biased in their discussions about 
drugs made by competing companies, such as GlaxoSmithKline, and Glaxo of course 
may be biased toward their own products. 
12  Note that you don’t always want neutrality.  When searching for the owner’s 
manual for your refrigerator, you probably want to visit the (partisan) manufactur-
er’s website (e.g., Frigidaire.com) rather than a site that could be redistributing an 
outdated or erroneous version of the manual.  That .gov site may be biased toward 
government interests, but a .gov site can give you the most accurate info on laws, tax 
codes, census figures, or how to register your car. CDC.gov and NIH.gov probably 
have more accurate information about most medical issues than a .com because they 
have no financial interest in them. 

Who Is Behind It? 

13  Could the website be operating under a name meant to deceive you? The 
 Vitamin E Producers Association might create a website called NutritionAndYou. 
info, just to make you think that their claims are unbiased.  The president of the 
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grocery chain Whole Foods was caught masquerading as a customer on the Web,  
touting the quality of his company’s groceries. Many rating sites, including Yelp! and 
Amazon, have found their ratings ballot boxes stuffed by friends and family of the 
people and products being rated. People are not always who they appear to be on the 
Web. Just because a website is named U.S. Government Health Service, that doesn’t 
mean it is run by the government; a site named Independent Laboratories doesn’t 
mean that it is independent—it could well be operated by an automobile manufac-
turer who wants to make its cars look good in not-so-independent tests. 

* * * 

14  Knowing the domain name is helpful but hardly a foolproof verification system.  
MartinLutherKing.org sounds like a site that would provide information about the 
great orator and civil rights leader. Because it is a .org site, you might conclude that 
there is no ulterior motive of profit.  The site proclaims that it offers “a true histori-
cal examination” of Martin Luther King.  Wait a minute. Most people don’t begin an 
utterance by saying,  “What I am about to tell you is true.”  The BBC doesn’t begin 
every news item saying,  “This is true.”  Truth is the default position and we assume 
others are being truthful with us.  An old joke goes,  “How do you know that someone 
is lying to you? Because they begin with the phrase to be perfectly honest.” Honest 
people don’t need to preface their remarks this way. 
15  What MartinLutherKing.org contains is a shameful assortment of distortions,  
anti-Semitic rants, and out-of-context quotes.  Who runs the site? Stormfront, a 
white-supremacy, neo-Nazi hate group.  What better way to hide a racist agenda than 
by promising “the truth” about a great civil rights leader? 

Institutional Bias 

16  Are there biases that could affect the way a person or organization structures 
and presents the information? Does this person or organization have a conflict of 
interest? A claim about the health value of almonds made by the Almond Growers’ 
Association is not as credible as one made by an independent testing laboratory. 

Peer-Reviewed Journals 

17  In peer-reviewed publications, scholars who are at arm’s length from one 
another evaluate a new experiment, report, theory, or claim.  They must be expert in 
the domain they’re evaluating.  The method is far from foolproof, and peer-reviewed 
findings are sometimes overturned, or papers retracted. Peer review is not the only 
system to rely on, but it provides a good foundation in helping us to draw our own 
conclusions, and like democracy, it’s the best such system we have. If something 
appears in Nature, The Lancet, or Cell, for example, you can be sure it went through ▶ 
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rigorous peer review.  As when trying to decide whether to trust a tabloid or a serious  
news organization, the odds are better that a paper published in a peer-reviewed 
journal is correct. 
18  In a scientific or scholarly article, the report should include footnotes or other  
citations to peer-reviewed academic literature. Claims should be justified, facts should  
be documented through citations to respected sources.  Ten years ago, it was relatively  
easy to know whether a journal was reputable, but the lines have become blurred with  
the proliferation of open-access journals that will print anything for a fee, in a parallel  
world of pseudo-academia. Reference librarians can help you distinguish the two. Jour-
nals that appear on indexes such as PubMed (maintained by the U.S. National Library  
of Medicine) are selected for their quality; articles you return from a regular search are  
not. Scholar.Google.com is more restrictive than Google or other search engines, limit-
ing search results to scholarly and academic papers, although it does not vet the jour-
nals and many pseudo-academic papers are included. It does do a good job of weeding  
out things that don’t even resemble scholarly research, but that’s a double-edged   
sword: That can make it more difficult to know what to believe because so many of  
the results appear to be valid. Jeffrey Beall, a research librarian at the University of  
Colorado, Denver, has developed a blacklist of what he calls predatory open-access  
journals (which often charge high fees to authors). His list has grown from twenty  
publishers four years ago to more than three hundred today. Other sites exist that help  
you to vet research papers, such as the Social Science Research Network (ssrn.com). 

Regulated Authority 

19  On the Web, there is no central authority to prevent people from making claims 
that are untrue, no way to shut down an offending site other than going through the 
costly procedure of obtaining a court injunction. 
20  Off the Web, the lay of the land can be easier to see.  Textbooks and encyclope-
dias undergo careful peer review for accuracy (although that content is sometimes 
changed under political pressure by school boards and legislatures).  Articles at major 
newspapers in democratic countries are rigorously sourced compared to the untrust-
worthy government-controlled newspapers of Iran or North Korea, for example. 

* * * 

Is the Information Current? Discredited? 

21 Unlike books, newspapers, and conventional sources,  Web pages seldom carry 
a date; graphs, charts, and tables don’t always reveal the time period they apply to.  
You can’t assume that the “Sales Earnings Year to Date” you read on a Web page 
today actually covers today in the “To Date,” or even that it applies to this year. 
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22  Because Web pages are relatively cheap and easy to create, people often aban-
don them when they’re done with them, move on to other projects, or just don’t feel 
like updating them anymore.  They become the online equivalent of an abandoned 
storefront with a lighted neon sign saying “open” when, in fact, the store is closed. 
23  For the various reasons already mentioned—fraud, incompetence, mea-
surement error, interpretation errors—findings and claims become discredited.  
 Individuals who were found guilty in properly conducted trials become exoner-
ated.  Vehicle airbags that underwent multiple inspections get recalled. Pundits  
change their minds. Merely looking at the newness of a site is not enough to  
ensure that it hasn’t been discredited. New sites pop up almost weekly claiming  
things that have been thoroughly debunked.  There are many websites dedicated  
to exposing urban myths, such as Snopes.com, or to collating retractions, such as  
RetractionWatch.com. 
24  During the fall of 2015 leading up to the 2016 U.S. presidential elections, a 
number of people referred to fact-checking websites to verify the claims made by pol-
iticians. Politicians have been lying at least since Quintus Cicero advised his brother 
Marcus to do so in 64 B.C.E.  What we have that Cicero didn’t is real-time verifi-
cation.  This doesn’t mean that all the verifications are accurate or unbiased, dear 
reader—you still need to make sure that the verifiers don’t have a bias for or against 
a particular candidate or party. 
25  Politifact.com, a site operated by the Tampa Bay Times, won a Pulitzer Prize for 
their reporting, which monitors and fact-checks speeches, public appearances, and 
interviews by political figures, and uses a six-point meter to rate statements as True,  
Mostly True, Half True, Mostly False, False, and—at the extreme end of false—Pants 
on Fire, for statements that are not accurate and completely ridiculous (from the 
children’s playground taunt “Liar, liar, pants on fire”).  The Washington Post also runs 
a fact-checking site with ratings from one to four Pinocchios, and awards the prized 
Geppetto Checkmark for statements and claims that “contain the truth, the whole 
truth, and nothing but the truth.” 
26  As just one example, presidential candidate Donald Trump spoke at a rally on 
November 21, 2015, in Birmingham,  Alabama.  To support his position that he would 
create a Muslim registry in the United States to combat the threat of terrorism from 
within the country, he recounted watching “thousands and thousands” of Muslims in 
Jersey City cheering as the World Trade Center came tumbling down on 9/11/2001.  
ABC News reporter George Stephanopoulos confronted Trump the following day on 
camera, noting that the Jersey City police denied this happened.  Trump responded 
that he saw it on television, with his own eyes, and that it was very well covered.  
Politifact and the Washington Post checked all records of television broadcasts and ▶ 
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news reports for the three months following the attacks and found no evidence to 
support Trump’s claim. In fact, Paterson, New Jersey, Muslims had placed a ban-
ner on the city’s main street that read “The Muslim Community Does Not Support 
 Terrorism.” Politifact summarized its findings, writing that Trump’s recollection “flies 
in the face of all evidence we could find.  We rate this statement Pants on Fire.”  
The Washington Post gave it their Four-Pinocchio rating. 
27  During the same campaign, Hillary Clinton claimed “all of my grandparents”  
were immigrants.  According to Politifact (and based on U.S. census records), only 
one grandparent was born abroad; three of her four grandparents were born in the 
United States. 

4.13 
Analyzing What Constitutes an “Expert” 

The essay below reports on what some experts have to say about a variety of issues 
concerning shooters in schools. Read this essay, paying close attention to the way 
Hartocollis and Fortin use the word expert. Having read “The Nature of Truth” (4.9,  
p. 147) and “Identifying Expertise” (4.12, p. 153),  both of which discuss what consti-
tutes an “expert,” you are now something of an expert on “expert.” 

After you have read this article, put your expertise to work by writing a short 
paper—a page is plenty—in which you analyze how Hartocollis and Fortin use the 
word expert and how clear they are about who they consider to be an expert. In 
addition to the people referred to as “the experts,” do the authors make use of any 
other experts? If so, what gives you the idea that these people are experts? 

Should Teachers Carry Guns? Are Metal Detectors 
Helpful? What Experts Say 
ANEMONA HARTOCOLLIS AND JACEY FORTIN 

The New York Times 

FEBRUARY 22, 2018 

1  Paul Hankins keeps a box of smooth, colorful river stones—he calls them 
 “fidgets”—in his classroom for students to hold when they need to soothe their nerves. 
2  The stones also have a different purpose, as do the billiard balls and the plank 
from the old gym floor.  They can all be used as weapons in an emergency. 
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3  “Before we go to the corner where everybody gets invisible, grab one of those,”  
he tells his students at Silver Creek High School in Sellersburg, Ind.  “We could cause 
one hell of a ruckus if we need to.” 
4  Mr. Hankins does not begrudge teachers who argue that they should be allowed 
to carry guns to class, especially in the wake of attacks like last week’s shooting that 
killed 17 at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Fla. 
5  For him, stones are better. 
6  They put the fight in “Run, hide, fight,” the mantra that he and countless other 
teachers are learning as lockdown drills become routine. 
7 Yet experts are as divided as Mr. Hankins and his colleagues on how to protect 
students from violence or whether, for that matter, there is anything that can be done 
to prevent a determined attacker. 
8  The latest shooting has intensified the debate over what tactics to use to protect 
against imminent danger: whether teachers should carry guns, or hide with their stu-
dents; whether schools should invest in fancy security devices like door jammers or 
put more resources into crisis teams that could identify and intervene with troubled 
students.  What follows is some of the discussion. 

What about teachers carrying guns? 

9  Most law enforcement experts argue that teachers should not carry guns. Civil-
ians may be able to hit a bull’s-eye at the shooting range, but they lack the tactical 
knowledge of handling weapons that trained law enforcement personnel get. 
10  Accidents happen. Guns can fall out of holsters, be taken from the classroom or 
accidentally discharge. 
11  “You don’t want to have a gun that’s available to a student or another worker  
who may have mental health issues,” said Maureen S. Rush, vice president for  
public safety and superintendent of the Police Department at the University of  
Pennsylvania. 
12  But some disagree. 
13  Dave Workman, the senior editor of The Gun Mag and communications direc-
tor of the Citizens Committee for the Right to Keep and Bear Arms, said arming 
guards or teachers could act as a deterrent so that no one had to draw a weapon in 
the first place. 
14  “I understand the debate out there: ‘Should this be the job of a teacher?’” he said. 
15  “Why not? The teacher is going to be there,” Mr.  Workman said.  “They become
the first responder sometimes. It does take a while for police to respond to an incident.” 

 

16  The Parkland school had an armed sheriff’s deputy who never encountered the 
gunman. ▶ 
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Are metal detectors helpful? 

17  Metal detectors are unlikely to stop a gunman, experts say. But they can be 
useful in certain contexts, if, for instance, the school is in a neighborhood with high 
crime or gang activity where students may try to bring guns or knives into school to 
defend themselves. 

What is the purpose of a lockdown drill? 

18  In a lockdown drill, everyone in the school practices responding seamlessly to 
the presence of an intruder.  Teachers and students go to a secure location, like a class-
room, closet or storage area that can be locked, and move out of sight, away from 
windows or doors. 
19  Speed is important.  The typical gunman is like water, the experts said, following 
the path of least resistance.  Typically, a gunman will not try to kick in a closed door,  
but will look for one with a crack of light showing. 
20  “Within 20 or 30 seconds, I, as a bad guy, should have very little easy access to 
anybody,” said David R. Connors, head of Connors Security Consulting Services in 
Spencerport, N.Y., and a former police officer.  The locks or barricades on the doors 
do not need to be very strong, just enough to last until help can arrive. 
21  The point of a lockdown drill is to know what to do automatically, without 
having to think. 
22 “When something’s going down, you will not respond from your head, you will 
respond from your stomach,” Ms. Rush said.  “You need to get that in your stomach.  
You need to know what instinctively you will do.  That’s got to be part of your psy-
che. So it requires constant training.” 
23  Different schools or districts may have different protocols.  The important thing 
is that everyone, from teachers to students to parents, know what they are.  “It has to 
be something that goes like clockwork,” said Dr. Irwin Redlener, a professor of pedi-
atrics and public health and the director of the National Center for Disaster  
Preparedness at Columbia University. 

If someone knocks on a locked door, should they be allowed in? 

24  It may be heart-wrenching, but don’t open the door, experts say.  A teacher has 
to think of the lives of the many who have moved to a safe place over the one person 
outside in the hallway who may bring danger in. 
25  “You don’t open that door until you know the police are on the other side,”  
Ms. Rush said, adding,  “You’re doing it for the masses of kids.” 
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What should students be told? 

26  It depends on their age.  “We don’t have to scare the heck out of these kids,”   
Mr. Connors said.  “In a kindergarten through third-grade building, you might tell the 
kids, come over here and sit down next to the wall. Be nice and quiet. I’m going to 
read you a book.  That’s all the kids have to know.” 
27  Mr. Connors does not believe in making drills too realistic.  “You don’t have to 
have someone come over and try to kick in the door. I don’t think that’s constructive.  
With staff, yes. But not with kids.” 

Is it a good idea to let students use cellphones? 

28  Phones should be put on silent, not even vibrating.  “Texting is fine,” Ms. Rush 

said.  “You want to be invisible, and you want silence.”
 
29 Ms. Rush said she was alarmed by the students who took videos while hiding 

from the gunman in Parkland, not because she disapproved of the video, but because 

it changed their mentality.  “That could be taking them out of their survivor mode,” 
 
she said.
 

What about identifying a troubled student? 

30  The experts vary on whether this is possible. Some say that students who 
become violent are often not the ones who seem most troubled or who make the 
most noise.  “The perpetrators are very often not the bullies or the guys roughing 
people up, ” Mr. Connors said.  “Quite often, it’s the guy who is quiet. In hindsight,  
they’ll go back and find that there’s some family or mental health issue.” 
31  Others say that schools can do more to enlist students to help identify troubled 
classmates. Social media can be an early warning system, the experts say. Students 
may express their violent thoughts there, as did Nikolas Cruz, who has been charged 
in the Florida shooting, according to law enforcement officials. 
32  “These kids are begging us to stop them,” said Amy Klinger, a co-founder 
of the Educator’s School Safety Network, who consults on school safety from the 
 perspective of the former teacher and principal that she is.  “We just have to be better 
at picking up the warning signs.” 
33  The schools alone cannot do it.  Arguably, Dr. Klinger said, the failure to identify 
Mr. Cruz as troubled was a failure of the entire community, along with law enforce-
ment agencies that had been warned about him. 
34  “A school can identify the individual of concern, but they didn’t create that  
individual,” Dr. Klinger said.  “So yeah, there is a role that the community and parents  
and our society has to play in identifying and dealing with those individuals as well.” ▶ 
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What about investing in security devices? 

35 Law enforcement experts suggest hardening the perimeter, that is, putting 
up security cameras, door buzzers, gates, and other barricades or high-tech 
devices. 
36 But they say that buzzers are not enough, especially at arrival and dismissal 
times when hundreds of students may be milling around. 
37  “After Sandy Hook, a lot of schools got very panicky and bought $5,000 
buzzer systems,” Dr. Klinger said.  “They bought the system that was breached by the 
intruder in the first 30 seconds of Sandy Hook. He shot out the door and walked 
into the school. So your buzzer system did absolutely no good.” 
38  Ms. Rush said that everyone at the front office should be informed when a stu-
dent has been suspended or expelled.  A photo should be posted, and they should call 
911 if the person appears. 
39  “This happens in corporate America all the time,” she said.  “Workplace vio-
lence, where the person comes back and wants to kill the boss.” 
40  Dr. Klinger said that schools should invest in teachers who mingle with students 
in the lobby or in hallways as a way to learn about troubling behavior that may be 
brewing. 
41  Even in a large school, the experts said, doors need to be manned by some-
one who knows the students and will recognize anyone who looks out of place.  
Dr. Klinger said that this should be a teacher, who relates to the students, not a secu-
rity guard. 
42  “If you want to take this to the extreme, you can ensure the safety of kids by 
locking them in a cell, but that’s a prison,” Dr. Klinger said.  “This is not a prison. It’s 
not a shopping mall.” 

What if you can’t run or hide? 

43  Cultivate the survivor mentality, experts said. Fight. “If he’s coming no matter 
what, if you got that one guy who starts breaking the door out, you take every object 
in the room and you beat the hell out of him to disarm him, because you’re going to 
die if you don’t,” Ms. Rush said. “So you might as well take your chances of trying to 
fight.” 
44 Ms. Rush gave the example of a professor who, as a gunman approached, 
took his phone out to look at pictures of his children one last time before he died. 
“But a female student jumped and ran and locked the door. She had survivor 
instinct.” 
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Recognizing Fake News 

Recognizing Fake News 

▲ What you’re seeing and what you’re reading, it’s true. Or is it? How can you 
tell? Andrew Aitchison/In Pictures Ltd./Corbis/Getty Images 

4.14 Activity 

Understanding Slippery Words 
The terms listed below—often used in the news, in advertising, and in political 
speeches—could be called “slippery.”  Their meanings aren’t clear.  They change 
depending on how they are used, who uses them, and the context in which they 
appear.  They seem to imply something without actually saying it, or they seem to 
promise something that they really aren’t promising. 

Your instructor will assign a set of the following words to your group.  Working 
together, discuss what makes each of these terms “slippery.” 
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Set 1 

•  according to experts 

•  research shows 

•  self-proclaimed 

• regime (used instead of government) 

Set 2 

•  doctor recommended 

• up to 50 percent off 

• the number one Italian restaurant in town 

• it is well established that 

Set 3 

• everyone agrees 

• the number one selling product 

•  best-selling 

•  so-called 

Set 4 

•  studies have shown 

•  award-winning 

•  clinical trials show 

•  save up to $500 or more 

4.15 Writing 

Taking Focused Notes on “How to Spot Fake News” 
Most people take notes by jotting down everything in a text they find interesting,  
important, or puzzling, and you probably already have a system for taking notes 
when you are reading or, especially, studying a text. Focused note-taking, however,  
is slightly different.  You don’t note everything that is interesting, important, or puz-
zling. Instead, you take notes with a particular question or theme in mind, noting 
only those places where the text addresses that theme or question. 
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167Recognizing Fake News 

For this activity, you will take notes focused on the different strategies for 
identifying fake news suggested by Eugene Kiely and Lori Robertson in their article 
“How to Spot Fake News” (4.16).   When you finish, you should have a list of the 
strategies suggested in the article. 

4.16 
“How to Spot Fake News,” Eugene Kiely and Lori Robertson 
Following on from other readings in this project that have discussed the difficulty of 
refuting lies using facts, how statistics can be manipulated, the nature of truth, and 
what constitutes a reliable expert, this article,  “How to Spot Fake News” by Eugene 
Kiely and Lori Robertson, provides useful advice for evaluating what you read, see,  
and hear in the media in this age of deliberate deception. 

Be sure to preview before you dive into reading this essay. (For a refresher on 
previewing strategies, read Previewing a Text [20.2, p.  575].)  

How to Spot Fake News 
EUGENE KIELY AND LORI ROBERTSON 

This reading, which appears on the FactCheck.org website, is designed to help readers to distin
guish between real news and fake news. FactCheck.org is a nonpartisan, nonprofit “consumer 
advocate” for voters that aims to reduce the level of deception and confusion in US politics. “We 
monitor the factual accuracy of what is said by major U.S. political players in the form of TV ads, 
debates, speeches, interviews, and news releases. Our goal is to apply the best practices of both 
journalism and scholarship, and to increase public knowledge and understanding.” FactCheck.org 
is a project of the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania. 

Posted on November 18, 2016 

1  Fake news is nothing new. But bogus stories can reach more people more 
quickly via social media than what good old-fashioned viral emails could accomplish 
in years past. 
2  Concern about the phenomenon led Facebook and Google to announce that 
they’ll crack down on fake news sites, restricting their ability to garner ad revenue. 
Perhaps that could dissipate the amount of malarkey online, though news consumers 
themselves are the best defense against the spread of misinformation. 
3  Not all of the misinformation being passed along online is complete fiction, 
though some of it is. Snopes.com has been exposing false viral claims since the ▶ 
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mid-1990s, whether that’s fabricated messages, distortions containing bits of truth 
and everything in between. Founder David Mikkelson warned in a Nov. 17 article 
not to lump everything into the “fake news” category. “The fictions and fabrications 
that comprise fake news are but a subset of the larger bad news phenomenon, which 
also encompasses many forms of shoddy, unresearched, error-filled, and deliberately 
misleading reporting that do a disservice to everyone,” he wrote. 
4 A lot of these viral claims aren’t “news” at all, but fiction, satire and efforts to 
fool readers into thinking they’re for real. 
5  We’ve long encouraged readers to be skeptical of viral claims, and make good  
use of the delete key when a chain email hits their inboxes. In December 2007, we  
launched our Ask FactCheck feature, where we answer readers’ questions, the vast  
majority of which concern viral emails, social media memes and the like. Our first story  
was about a made-up email that claimed then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi wanted  
to put a “windfall” tax on all stock profits of 100 percent and give the money to, the  
email claimed,  “the 12 Million Illegal Immigrants and other unemployed minorities.”  
We called it “a malicious fabrication”—that’s “fake news” in today’s parlance. 
6  In 2008, we tried to get readers to rid their inboxes of this kind of garbage.  We 
described a list of red flags—we called them Key Characteristics of Bogusness—that 
were clear tip-offs that a chain email wasn’t legitimate.  Among them: an anonymous 
author; excessive exclamation points, capital letters and misspellings; entreaties that 
“This is NOT a hoax!”; and links to sourcing that does not support or completely 
contradicts the claims being made. 
7  Those all still hold true, but fake stories—as in, completely made-up “news”— 
have grown more sophisticated, often presented on a site designed to look (sort of) 
like a legitimate news organization. Still, we find it’s easy to figure out what’s real 
and what’s imaginary if you’re armed with some critical thinking and fact-checking 
tools of the trade. 
8  Here’s our advice on how to spot a fake: 
9  Consider the source.  In recent months, we’ve fact-checked fake news from  
abcnews.com.co (not the actual URL for ABC News),  WTOE 5 News (whose “about”  
page says it’s “a fantasy news website”), and the Boston Tribune  (whose “contact  
us” page lists only a gmail address). Earlier this year, we debunked the claim that the  
Obamas were buying a vacation home in Dubai, a made-up missive that came from  
WhatDoesItMean.com, which describes itself as “One Of The Top Ranked Websites  
In The World for New World Order, Conspiracy Theories and Alternative News” and  
further says on its site that most of what it publishes is fiction. 
10  Clearly, some of these sites do provide a “fantasy news” or satire warning,  
like WTOE 5, which published the bogus headline,  “Pope Francis Shocks World,  
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Endorses Donald Trump for President, Releases Statement.” Others aren’t so upfront, 
like the Boston Tribune, which doesn’t provide any information on its mission, staff 
members or physical location—further signs that maybe this site isn’t a legitimate 
news organization. The site, in fact, changed its name from Associated Media Cover-
age, after its work had been debunked by fact-checking organizations. 
11 Snopes.com, which has been writing about viral claims and online rumors since 
the mid-1990s, maintains a list of known fake news websites, several of which have 
emerged in the past two years. 
12  Read beyond the headline.  If a provocative headline drew your attention,  
read a little further before you decide to pass along the shocking information. Even 
in legitimate news stories, the headline doesn’t always tell the whole story. But fake 
news, particularly efforts to be satirical, can include several revealing signs in the 
text.  That abcnews.com.co story that we checked, headlined “Obama Signs Executive 
Order Banning The Pledge Of Allegiance In Schools Nationwide,” went on to quote 
“Fappy the Anti-Masturbation Dolphin.”  We have to assume that the many readers 
who asked us whether this viral rumor was true hadn’t read the full story. 
13  Check the author.  Another tell-tale sign of a fake story is often the byline.  
The pledge of allegiance story on abcnews.com.co was supposedly written by 
“Jimmy Rustling.”  Who is he? Well, his author page claims he is a “doctor” who won 
“fourteen Peabody awards and a handful of Pulitzer Prizes.” Pretty impressive, if 
true. But it’s not. No one by the name of “Rustling” has won a Pulitzer or Peabody 
award.  The photo accompanying Rustling’s bio is also displayed on another bogus 
story on a different site, but this time under the byline “Darius Rubics.”  The Dubai 
story was written by “Sorcha Faal, and as reported to her Western Subscribers.”  The 
Pope Francis story has no byline at all. 
14  What’s the support?  Many times these bogus stories will cite official—or  
official-sounding—sources,  but once you look into it, the source doesn’t back up the  
claim. For instance, the Boston Tribune site wrongly claimed that President Obama’s  
mother-in-law was going to get a lifetime government pension for having babysat her  
granddaughters in the White House, citing “the Civil Service Retirement Act” and provid-
ing a link. But the link to a government benefits website doesn’t support the claim at all. 
15  The banning-the-pledge story cites the number of an actual executive order— 
you can look it up. It doesn’t have anything to do with the Pledge of Allegiance. 
16 Another viral claim we checked a year ago was a graphic purporting to show 
crime statistics on the percentage of whites killed by blacks and other murder sta-
tistics by race.  Then-presidential candidate Donald Trump retweeted it, telling Fox 
News commentator Bill O’Reilly that it came “from sources that are very credi-
ble.” But almost every figure in the image was wrong—FBI crime data is publicly ▶ 
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available—and the supposed source given for the data, “Crime Statistics Bureau — 
San Francisco,” doesn’t exist. 
17 Recently, we’ve received several questions about a fake news story on the admit-
tedly satirical site Nevada County Scooper, which wrote that Vice President-elect 
Mike Pence, in a “surprise announcement,” credited gay conversion therapy for sav-
ing his marriage. Clearly such a “surprise announcement” would garner media cover-
age beyond a website you’ve never heard of. In fact, if you Google this, the first link 
that comes up is a Snopes.com article revealing that this is fake news. 
18  Check the date.  Some false stories aren’t completely fake, but rather distor-
tions of real events.  These mendacious claims can take a legitimate news story and 
twist what it says—or even claim that something that happened long ago is related to 
current events. 
19  Since Trump was elected president, we’ve received many inquiries from readers 
wanting to know whether Ford had moved car production from Mexico to Ohio,  
because of Trump’s election. Readers cited various blog items that quoted from and 
linked to a CNN Money article titled “Ford shifts truck production from Mexico to 
Ohio.” But that story is from August 2015, clearly not evidence of Ford making any 
move due to the outcome of the election. (A reminder again to check the support for 
these claims.) 
20  One deceptive website didn’t credit CNN, but instead took CNN’s 2015 story 
and slapped a new headline and publication date on it, claiming,  “Since Donald  
Trump Won The Presidency . . . Ford Shifts Truck Production From Mexico To 
Ohio.” Not only is that a bogus headline, but the deception involves copyright 
infringement. 
21  If this Ford story sounds familiar, that’s because the CNN article has been dis-
torted before. 
22  In October 2015,  Trump wrongly boasted that Ford had changed its plans to 
build new plants in Mexico, and instead would build a plant in Ohio.  Trump took 
credit for Ford’s alleged change of heart and tweeted a link to a story on a blog called 
Prntly.com, which cited the CNN Money story. But Ford hadn’t changed its plans at 
all, and Trump deserved no credit. 
23  In fact, the CNN article was about the transfer of some pickup assembly work 
from Mexico to Ohio, a move that was announced by Ford in March 2014.  The 
plans for new plants in Mexico were still on, Ford said.  “Ford has not spoken with 
Mr.  Trump, nor have we made any changes to our plans,” Ford said in a statement. 
24  Is this some kind of joke?  Remember, there is such thing as satire. Nor-
mally, it’s clearly labeled as such, and sometimes it’s even funny.  Andy Borowitz 
has been writing a satirical news column, the Borowitz Report, since 2001, and it 

170 

05_adamshub1e_24072_ch04_124-196_pp4.indd 170 17/09/19 4:15 PM 

© 2020 Bedford/St. Martin’s. All rights reserved. Uncorrected proofs have been used in these sample pages.



  

 

 

 

 

  

has appeared in the New Yorker since 2012. But not everyone gets the jokes. We’ve 
fielded several questions on whether Borowitz’s work is true. 
25 Among the headlines our readers have flagged: “Putin Appears with Trump in 
Flurry of Swing-State Rallies” and “Trump Threatens to Skip Remaining Debates If 
Hillary Is There.” When we told readers these were satirical columns, some indicated 
that they suspected the details were far-fetched but wanted to be sure. 
26 And then there’s the more debatable forms of satire, designed to pull one over 
on the reader.  That “Fappy the Anti-Masturbation Dolphin” story? That’s the work 
of online hoaxer Paul Horner, whose “greatest coup,” as described by The Wash
ington Post in 2014, was when Fox News mentioned, as fact, a fake piece titled,  
“Obama uses own money to open Muslim museum amid government shutdown.”  
Horner told the Post after the election that he was concerned his hoaxes aimed at 
Trump supporters may have helped the campaign. 
27  The posts by Horner and others—whether termed satire or simply “fake 
news”—are designed to encourage clicks, and generate money for the creator 
through ad revenue. Horner told The Washington Post he makes a living off his 
posts. Asked why his material gets so many views, Horner responded, “They just 
keep passing stuff around. Nobody fact-checks anything anymore.” 
28  Check your biases.  We know this is difficult. Confirmation bias leads people 
to put more stock in information that confirms their beliefs and discount information 
that doesn’t. But the next time you’re automatically appalled at some Facebook post 
concerning, say, a politician you oppose, take a moment to check it out. 
29  Try this simple test: What other stories have been posted to the “news” website 
that is the source of the story that just popped up in your Facebook feed? You may 
be predisposed to believe that Obama bought a house in Dubai, but how about a 
story on the same site that carries this headline: “Antarctica ‘Guardians’ Retaliate 
Against America With Massive New Zealand Earthquake.”  That, too, was written by 
the prolific “Sorcha Faal, and as reported to her Western Subscribers.” 
30  We’re encouraged by some of the responses we get from readers, who—like 
the ones uncertain of Borowitz’s columns—express doubt in the outrageous and just 
want to be sure their skepticism is justified. But we are equally discouraged when we 
see debunked claims gain new life. 
31  We’ve seen the resurgence of a fake quote from Donald Trump since the 
election—a viral image that circulated last year claims Trump told People magazine 
in 1998: “If I were to run, I’d run as a Republican.  They’re the dumbest group of 
voters in the country.  They believe anything on Fox News. I could lie and they’d 
still eat it up. I bet my numbers would be terrific.”  We found no such quote in 
People’s archives from 1998, or any other year.  And a public relations representative ▶ 
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for the magazine confirmed that.  People’s Julie Farin told us in an email last year: 
“We combed through every Trump story in our archive.  We couldn’t find anything 
remotely like this quote—and no interview at all in 1998.” 
32  Comedian Amy Schumer may have contributed to the revival of this fake meme.  
She put it on Instagram, adding at the end of a lengthy message,  “Yes this quote is 
fake but it doesn’t matter.” 
33  Consult the experts.  We know you’re busy, and some of this debunking takes 
time. But we get paid to do this kind of work. Between FactCheck.org, Snopes.com,  
The Washington Post Fact Checker and PolitiFact.com, it’s likely at least one has 
already fact-checked the latest viral claim to pop up in your news feed. 
34  FactCheck.org was among a network of independent fact-checkers who signed 
an open letter to Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg suggesting that Facebook “start an 
open conversation on the principles that could underpin a more accurate news eco-
system on its News Feed.”  We hope that conversation happens, but news readers 
themselves remain the first line of defense against fake news. 

4.17 Activity 

Evaluating Fake News 
Working in your group and using the list of strategies for recognizing fake news that 
you compiled while reading the article “How to Spot Fake News” (4.16, p. 167),  
search for each of the articles listed below, using the search terms provided, and 
determine whether it is providing fake news or factual information. (If you find that 
any of the search terms provided do not work, there is a list of updated URLs avail-
able at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

1.  “California Soon to Be the First State to Teach LGBT History in Public 
Schools,” cnsnews.com (Type “california first LGBT school cnsnews” into your 
browser to locate this article.) 

2.  “White House Releases Obama’s Birth Certificate,”  CNN Political Unit. (Type 
the entire title of this article into your browser in order to access this article.) 

3.  “PDF Layers in Obama’s Birth Certificate,”  Nathan Goulding. (Type “pdf layers 
Obama Goulding” into your browser to locate this article.) 

4.  “Ginsburg: ‘I Am Mentally Fit Enough to Serve through the End of Eisenhow-
er’s Term.’” (Type the entire title of this article into your browser in order to 
access this article.) 

5. “Vice President Mike Pence: Our Agenda Is Working for Philadelphia,”  Mike  
Pence. (Type “pence philadelphia opinion” into your browser to locate this article.) 
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Considering Objective versus Subjective 
Reporting 

▲ Reporters are supposed to report the news objectively, focusing on the facts, not  
their personal opinions. Are they successful? Should this be their goal? 
FrameStockFootages/Shutterstock 

4.18 Reading 

“When Reporters Get Personal,” Margaret Sullivan 
Other readings in this project have focused on facts, lies, fake news, and experts.  
This one takes a different approach. In this article, which appeared on the New  
York Times website on January 5, 2013, Margaret Sullivan explores the question  
of whether news reporters should aim to be objective in their reporting (basing  
their writing on facts, avoiding bias, and striving not to be influenced by their  
personal feelings) or should simply be honest with readers about their biases and  
opinions. 

Before you dive into reading this, take a few minutes to do some previewing.  
(For a refresher on previewing strategies, read Previewing a Text [20.2, p.  575].)  
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When Reporters Get Personal 
MARGARET SULLIVAN 

Born in Lackawanna, New York, Margaret Sullivan graduated from Georgetown University and 
received a master’s degree in journalism from Northwest University. She served as public editor for 
the New York Times from 2012 to 2016. A public editor writes a regular column in a newspaper 
exploring issues with the paper’s coverage and policies. This public editor article discusses objec
tivity in news reporting. 

The New York Times 

january 5, 2013 

1  Bill Grueskin remembers being an editor at The Wall Street Journal in 2004 
when Farnaz Fassihi’s e-mail, meant for a few friends’ eyes only, began to circle the 
globe. Ms. Fassihi, an Iranian-American, was a reporter for The Journal, and the 
exposure of her views about the deteriorating situation in Iraq, provocative and inci-
sive, was shocking. Published outside the normal bounds of painfully balanced jour-
nalism, her missive gave readers an unfiltered blast of reality. 
2  “It was startling to read it, and the reaction was explosive,” said Mr. Grueskin,  
now the academic dean at Columbia University’s Graduate School of Journalism. 
3  Since then, the debate about whether reporters should expose their personal 
views has only gathered power and velocity.  The debate—in a different form—flared 
again a few weeks ago when I wrote on my blog about The Times’s Jerusalem bureau 
chief, Jodi Rudoren. Ms. Rudoren, writing on Facebook, had expressed personal 
thoughts about Palestinians in a way she later regretted. But some observers saw an 
important lesson in the situation. 
4  “Journalists’ thoughts and beliefs DO matter, enough of this ‘objectivity’ myth,”  
Jillian York, a free-speech advocate, wrote on Twitter. 
5  The message from some readers: We don’t want a reporter’s personal beliefs  
covered up, even if we disagree. One who commented on my blog, Mark from  
Sydney, wrote: “I think the instinct to maintain the old fiction that professional  
journalists can free themselves of their personal views and habits of mind is doomed  
to failure.” 
6  In an increasingly polarized society, this is an increasingly important subject,  
and a complex one. Does objectivity matter? Is the idea of impartiality worth 
preserving? Let’s acknowledge upfront that it is a two-headed beast: partly about 
the personal biases that reporters may bring into their work, and partly about the 
middle-ground reporting that muddies the truth in the name of fairness. 
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7 Jay Rosen, a New York University journalism professor, believes that traditional 
notions about impartial reporting are fundamentally flawed. For starters, he thinks 
journalists should just come out and tell readers more about their beliefs. 
8 “The grounds for trust are slowly shifting,” he told me recently. “The View from 
Nowhere is slowly getting harder to trust, and ‘Here’s where I’m coming from’ is 
more likely to be trusted.” 
9  Pushing back are editors like Philip B. Corbett,  The Times’s associate managing 
editor for standards.  “I flatly reject the notion that there is no such thing as impartial,  
objective journalism—that it’s some kind of pretense or charade, and we should just 
give it up, come clean and lay out our biases,” he said.  “We expect professionals in all 
sorts of fields to put their personal opinions aside, or keep them to themselves, when 
they do their work—judges, police officers, scientists, teachers.  Why would we expect 
less of journalists?” 
10  Neither of these thoughtful journalists, though, is black-and-white on the 
subject. 
11  Mr. Rosen won’t go so far as to say that The Times’s Washington bureau chief,  
for example, should have a Web page summarizing whom he voted for, whether he 
believes in abortion rights, and what political party he is registered with.  While he 
believes that is the right direction for journalists,  “I also understand that there are 
lots of practical problems, including the simple fact that the Washington bureau chief 
will get attacked for saying that.” 
12  And for his part, Mr. Corbett doesn’t expect reporters and editors to be faceless,  
impersonal entities. He encourages them to take part in Web-based chats where read-
ers can get to know the people behind the bylines. He supports Times journalists’ use 
of Facebook,  Twitter and other social media platforms to communicate in a more 
personal way. 
13  But that’s a far cry from making public declarations of political opinions, a 
practice he believes would “erode our credibility and feed the false notion that there 
are no real facts, no impartial reporting or analysis—just spin and polemic.” 
14  I agree with Mr. Corbett that The Times’s credibility would be damaged if its 
reporters began declaring their partisan beliefs.  As he notes, readers already have a 
hard time accepting that reporting is fair-minded. 
15  But I also appreciate an element of Mr. Rosen’s philosophy. In his view, objectiv-
ity is problematic when it involves “taking the midpoint between opposing sides and 
calling that neither/nor position ‘impartial.’” He’s dead right about that. 
16  As I’ve written before, what readers really want is reporting that gets to the bot-
tom of a story without having to give opposing sides equal weight.  They also want ▶ 
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reporters to state established truths clearly, without hedging or always putting the 
words in a source’s mouth. 
17  They’re most interested in truth. Smart journalists may reasonably differ on 
how to get there. Mr. Rosen says,  “Tell us where you’re coming from.” Mr. Corbett 
says,  “Check your personal beliefs at the door.” 
18  I’ll offer these conclusions: 

• The idea that “transparency is the new objectivity,” as the author David 
Weinberger puts it, has merit. Journalists can let readers get to know their 
backgrounds, their personalities and how they do their jobs.  The Times has 
embraced that move toward transparency, through social media,  Web-based 
chats with journalists, and even its employment of a public editor who 
explains the paper to readers. 

• But there should be limits, especially for news reporters, as opposed to opin-
ion writers.  The Times should continue to enforce its rules that bar journalists  
from the most visible forms of partisanship: contributing to campaigns, joining  
rallies or making public shows of support for candidates or causes. It would be  
hard for readers to believe that a reporter who contributed to a campaign or  
carried a sign in an abortion-related rally could report without bias. 

• If “impartiality” means an even split between opposing beliefs in every article,  
the concept deserves to be tossed out. Get at the truth, above all. But getting  
at the truth can require setting aside personal views to evaluate evidence fairly.  
If that’s impartiality, it remains not only worthwhile but crucially necessary. 

4.19 Activity 

Analyzing “When Reporters Get Personal” 
A good way to really engage with a reading and think through what an author says is  
to work in a group to find and discuss answers to questions about it.  Working in your  
assigned group, answer the following questions about “When Reporters Get Personal.” 

1.  In paragraph 6 of the article, Sullivan points out that the topic of objectivity is a 
“two-headed beast,” that there are two different issues that should be discussed 
in reference to objectivity by reporters.  What are these two issues? 

2.  In paragraph 16, Margaret Sullivan says,  “As I’ve written before, what  
 readers really want is reporting that gets to the bottom of a story without  
having to give opposing sides equal weight.  They also want reporters to state  
established truths clearly, without hedging or always putting the words in a  
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source’s mouth.” How do you feel about this as a summary of what reporters  
should aim to do? 

3.  In the second bullet of paragraph 18, Sullivan writes,  “But there should be limits,  
especially for news reporters, as opposed to opinion writers.”  What is the differ-
ence between “news reporters” and “opinion writers”? Sections of newspapers  
are often labeled with one of these terms: editorial, op-ed, and news analysis. 
What do these terms mean? While you’re exploring journalism lingo, think about  
a couple more: What is the difference between a news show and a talk show on  
television? What do these phrases mean: “according to sources” and “alleged”? 

4.  Do you agree or disagree with Sullivan’s assertion in the final bullet of para-
graph 18 that “If ‘impartiality’ means an even split between opposing beliefs in 
every article, the concept deserves to be tossed out”? 

Understanding Tribalism 

▲ What’s happening to America?  TeddyandMia/Shutterstock 
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4.20 Reading 

“America Wasn’t Built for Humans,” Andrew Sullivan 
Now that you have a working sense of what constitutes truth and lies, and what the 
difference is between news and fake news, read this essay,  “America Wasn’t Built for 
Humans” by Andrew Sullivan. It discusses the dire consequences of people taking 
extreme positions on either side of the political spectrum, only listening to those 
they already agree with and in the process becoming so polarized they can no longer 
communicate or work together effectively.  Andrew Sullivan looks at how American 
society got to where it is now, why this is dangerous, and what we can do to change 
the dialogue and the direction of our political system. 

Sullivan’s essay appeared in New York Magazine on September 18, 2017.  The 
original article was thirteen pages long; this version omits sections (marked with 
asterisks) that referred to issues that seemed important in 2017, but which might 
not be current at the time you are reading the essay.  If you’d like to read the entire 
article, type “can our democracy survive tribalism?” into your browser. (If the search 
terms do not work, there is an updated list of URLs at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

As with most reading you do, annotating the text as you read it will help you 
to start a dialogue with the author, think more deeply about his ideas, and become 
clearer about your own views on the topic. Remember that annotating means a lot 
more than just highlighting everything that seems important.  You may want to read 
Annotation Explained (20.6, p.  583). In addition, if you want more information on 
previewing, look at Previewing a Text (20.2, p.  575). 

America Wasn’t Built for Humans 
ANDREW SULLIVAN 

Andrew Sullivan, born in England in 1963 and now an American citizen living in Washington, 
DC, is an author, editor, and blogger. His conservative views grew out of his Roman Catholic 
background, but in 2003, he announced he could not support the American conservative move
ment because of the Republican Party’s rightward movement on social issues, which started during 
the presidency of George W. Bush. Today he remains an openly gay Roman Catholic. Sullivan has 
published six books and has written blogs for Time Magazine, the Atlantic, and the Daily Beast. 

New York Magazine 

september 18, 2017 

1  From time to time, I’ve wondered what it must be like to live in a truly tribal 
society.  Watching Iraq or Syria these past few years, you get curious about how the 
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collective mind can come so undone.  What’s it like to see the contours of someone’s 
face, or hear his accent, or learn the town he’s from, and almost reflexively know 
that he is your foe? How do you live peacefully for years among fellow citizens and 
then find yourself suddenly engaged in the mass murder of humans who look similar 
to you, live around you, and believe in the same God, but whose small differences in 
theology mean they must be killed before they kill you? In the Balkans, a long period 
of relative peace imposed by communism was shattered by brutal sectarian and eth-
nic warfare, as previously intermingled citizens split into irreconcilable groups.  The 
same has happened in a developed democratic society—Northern Ireland—and in 
one of the most successful countries in Africa, Kenya. 

* * * 

2  But then we don’t really have to wonder what it’s like to live in a tribal society 
anymore, do we? Because we already do. Over the past couple of decades in America,  
the enduring, complicated divides of ideology, geography, party, class, religion, and 
race have mutated into something deeper, simpler to map, and therefore much more 
ominous. I don’t just mean the rise of political polarization (although that’s how it 
often expresses itself), nor the rise of political violence (the domestic terrorism of the 
late 1960s and ’70s was far worse), nor even this country’s ancient black-white racial 
conflict (though its potency endures). 
3  I mean a new and compounding combination of all these differences into two 
coherent tribes, eerily balanced in political power, fighting not just to advance their 
own side but to provoke, condemn, and defeat the other. 
4  I mean two tribes whose mutual incomprehension and loathing can drown out  
their love of country, each of whom scans current events almost entirely to see if they  
advance not so much their country’s interests but their own. I mean two tribes where  
one contains most racial minorities and the other is disproportionately white; where  
one tribe lives on the coasts and in the cities and the other is scattered across a rural  
and exurban expanse; where one tribe holds on to traditional faith and the other is  
increasingly contemptuous of religion altogether; where one is viscerally nationalist and  
the other’s outlook is increasingly global; where each dominates a major political party;  
and, most dangerously, where both are growing in intensity as they move further apart. 
5  The project of American democracy—to live beyond such tribal identities, to 
construct a society based on the individual, to see ourselves as citizens of a people’s 
republic, to place religion off-limits, and even in recent years to embrace a multiracial 
and post-religious society—was always an extremely precarious endeavor. It rested,  
from the beginning, on an 18th-century hope that deep divides can be bridged by a 
culture of compromise, and that emotion can be defeated by reason. It failed once,  ▶ 
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spectacularly, in the most brutal civil war any Western democracy has experienced in 
modern times.  And here we are, in an equally tribal era, with a deeply divisive presi-
dent who is suddenly scrambling Washington’s political alignments, about to find out 
if we can prevent it from failing again. 
6  Tribalism, it’s always worth remembering, is not one aspect of human experi-
ence. It’s the default human experience. It comes more naturally to us than any other 
way of life. For the overwhelming majority of our time on this planet, the tribe was 
the only form of human society.  We lived for tens of thousands of years in compact,  
largely egalitarian groups of around 50 people or more, connected to each other by 
genetics and language, usually unwritten. Most tribes occupied their own familiar 
territory, with widespread sharing of food and no private property.  A tribe had its 
own leaders and a myth of its own history. It sorted out what we did every day, what 
we thought every hour. 

7  Comparatively few actual tribes exist today, but that doesn’t mean that humans 
are genetically much different. 

8  Successful modern democracies do not abolish this feeling; they co-opt it.  
Healthy tribalism endures in civil society in benign and overlapping ways.  We find a 
sense of belonging, of unconditional pride, in our neighborhood and community; in 
our ethnic and social identities and their rituals; among our fellow enthusiasts.  There 
are hip-hop and country-music tribes; bros; nerds; Wasps; Dead Heads and Packers 
fans; Facebook groups. (Yes, technology upends some tribes and enables new ones.) 
And then, most critically, there is the Über-tribe that constitutes the nation-state,  
a megatribe that unites a country around shared national rituals, symbols, music,  
history, mythology, and events, that forms the core unit of belonging that makes a 
national democracy possible. 
9  None of this is a problem.  Tribalism only destabilizes a democracy when it 
calcifies into something bigger and more intense than our smaller, multiple loyalties; 
when it rivals our attachment to the nation as a whole; and when it turns rival tribes 
into enemies.  And the most significant fact about American tribalism today is that all 
three of these characteristics now apply to our political parties, corrupting and even 
threatening our system of government. 

10  And in the first half of the 20th century, with immigration sharply curtailed 
after 1924, the world wars acted as great unifiers and integrators. Our political par-
ties became less polarized by race, as the FDR Democrats managed to attract more 
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black voters as well as ethnic and southern whites. By 1956, nearly 40 percent of 
black voters still backed the GOP. 
11 But we all know what happened next. The re-racialization of our parties began 
with Barry Goldwater’s presidential campaign in 1964, when the GOP lost almost all 
of the black vote. It accelerated under Nixon’s “southern strategy” in the wake of the 
civil-rights revolution. By Reagan’s reelection, the two parties began to cohere again 
into the Civil War pattern, and had simply swapped places. 

12  Then there were other accelerants: The arrival of talk radio in the 1980s, Fox 
News in the ’90s, and internet news and MSNBC in the aughts; the colossal blunder 
of the Iraq War, which wrecked the brief national unity after 9/11; and the rise of 
partisan gerrymandering that allowed the GOP to win, in 2016, 49 percent of the 
vote but 55 percent of House seats. (A recent study found that a full fifth of current 
districts are more convoluted than the original, contorted district that first gave us 
the term gerrymander in 1812.) The greatest threat to a politician today therefore is 
less a candidate from the opposing party than a more ideologically extreme primary 
opponent.  The incentives for cross-tribal compromise have been eviscerated, and 
those for tribal extremism reinforced. 
13  Add to this the great intellectual sorting of America, in which, for generations,  
mass college education sifted countless gifted young people from the heartland and 
deposited them in increasingly left-liberal universities and thereafter the major cities,  
from which they never returned, and then the shifting of our economy to favor the 
college-educated, which only deepened the urban-rural divide.  The absence of com-
pulsory military service meant that our wars would be fought disproportionately by 
one tribe, and the rise of radical Islamic terrorism only inflamed tribal suspicions.  
Then there’s the post-1965 wave of mass immigration, which disorients in ways 
that cannot be wished or shamed away; the decision among the country’s intellec-
tual elite to junk the “melting pot” metaphor as a model for immigration in favor of 
“multiculturalism”; and the decline of Christianity as a common cultural language 
for both political parties—which had been critical, for example, to the success of the 
civil-rights movement. 
14  The myths that helped us unite as a nation began to fray.  We once had a widely 
accepted narrative of our origins, shared icons that defined us, and a common 
 pseudo-ethnicity—“whiteness”—into which new immigrants were encouraged to 
assimilate. Our much broader ethnic mix and the truths of history make this much 
harder today—as, of course, they should. But we should be clear-eyed about the 
consequence.  We can no longer think of the Puritans without acknowledging the ▶ 
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genocide that followed them; we cannot celebrate our Founding Fathers without 
seeing that slavery undergirded the society they constructed; we must tear down our 
Confederate statues and relitigate our oldest rifts. Even the national anthem now 
divides those who stand from those who kneel.  We dismantled many of our myths,  
but have not yet formed new ones to replace them. 
15  The result of all this is that a lopsided 69 percent of white Christians now vote 
Republican, while the Democrats get only 31. In the last decade, the gap in Christian  
identification between Democrats and Republicans has increased by 50 percent. In 
2004, 44 percent of Latinos voted Republican for president; in 2016, 29 percent 
did. Forty-three percent of Asian-Americans voted Republican in 2004; in 2016,  
29 percent did.  Since 2004, the most populous urban counties have also swung deci-
sively toward the Democrats, in both blue and red states, while rural counties have 
shifted sharply to the GOP.  When three core components of a tribal identity—race,  
religion, and geography—define your political parties, you’re in serious trouble. 

16  And so by 2017, 41 percent of Republicans and 38 percent of Democrats said 
they disagreed not just with their opponents’ political views but with their values and 
goals beyond politics as well. Nearly 60 percent of all Americans find it stressful even 
to talk about Trump with someone who disagrees with them.  A Monmouth poll, for 
good measure, recently found that 61 percent of Trump supporters say there’s noth-
ing he could do to make them change their minds about him; 57 percent of his oppo-
nents say the same thing.  Nothing he could do. 
17  One of the great attractions of tribalism is that you don’t actually have to think 
very much.  All you need to know on any given subject is which side you’re on.  You 
pick up signals from everyone around you, you slowly winnow your acquaintances 
to those who will reinforce your worldview, a tribal leader calls the shots, and every-
thing slips into place.  After a while, your immersion in tribal loyalty makes the activ-
ities of another tribe not just alien but close to incomprehensible. It has been noticed,  
for example, that primitive tribes can sometimes call their members simply “people”  
while describing others as some kind of alien. So the word Inuit means people, but 
a rival indigenous people, the Ojibwe, call them Eskimos, which, according to lore,  
means “eaters of raw meat.” 
18  When criticized by a member of a rival tribe, a tribalist will not reflect on his own  
actions or assumptions but instantly point to the same flaw in his enemy.  The most  
powerful tribalist among us,  Trump, does this constantly.  When confronted with his own  
history of sexual assault, for example, he gave the tiniest of apologies and immediately  
accused his opponent’s husband of worse, inviting several of Bill Clinton’s accusers to  
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a press conference. But in this, he was only reflecting the now near-ubiquitous trend of  
“whataboutism,” as any glance at a comments section or a cable slugfest will reveal.  The  
Soviets perfected this in the Cold War, deflecting from their horrific Gulags by pointing,  
for example, to racial strife in the U.S. It tells you a lot about our time that a tactic once  
honed in a global power struggle between two nations now occurs within one.  What the  
Soviets used against us we now use against one another. 

19  Conservative dissent therefore becomes tribal blasphemy. Free speech can 
quickly become “hate speech,”  “hate speech” becomes indistinguishable from a   
“hate crime,” and a crime needs to be punished. Many members of the academic elite 
regard opposing views as threats to others’ existences, and conservative speakers 
often can only get a hearing on campus under lockdown. 
20  There is, of course, an enormous conservative intellectual counter-
Establishment, an often incestuous network of think tanks, foundations, journals,  
and magazines that exists outside of universities. It, too, has fomented its own 
orthodoxies, policed dissent, and punished heresy. 
21  Conservatism thrived in America when it was dedicated to criticizing liberal-
ism’s failures, engaging with it empirically, and offering practical alternatives to the 
same problems. It has since withered into an intellectual movement that does little 
but talk to itself and guard its ideological boundaries. 

22  And so, among tribal conservatives, the Iraq War remained a taboo topic when  
it wasn’t still regarded as a smashing success, tax cuts were still the solution to every  
economic woe, free trade was all benefit and no cost, and so on. Health care was  
perhaps the most obvious example of this intellectual closure. Republican opposition to  
the Affordable Care Act was immediate and total. Even though the essential contours  
of the policy had been honed at the Heritage Foundation, even though a Republican  
governor had pioneered it in Massachusetts, and even though that governor became  
the Republican nominee in 2012, the anathematization of it defined the GOP for seven  
years.  After conservative writer David Frum dared to argue that a moderate, market-
oriented reform to the health-care system was not the ideological hill for the GOP to  
die on, he lost his job at the American Enterprise Institute.  When it actually came to  
undoing the reform earlier this year, the GOP had precious little intellectual capital to  
fall back on, no alternative way to keep millions insured, no history of explaining to  
voters outside their own tribe what principles they were even trying to apply. 

▶
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23 Total immersion within one’s tribe also leads to increasingly extreme ideas.  The 
word “hate,” for example, has now become a one-stop replacement for a whole spec-
trum of varying, milder emotions involved with bias toward others: discomfort, fear,  
unease, suspicion, ignorance, confusion.  And it has even now come to include simply 
defending traditional Christian, Jewish, and Muslim doctrine on questions such as 
homosexuality. 

24 Liberals should be able to understand this by reading any conservative online  
journalism and encountering the term “the left.” It represents a large, amorphous blob  
of malevolent human beings, with no variation among them, no reasonable ideas,  
nothing identifiably human at all. Start perusing, say, townhall.com, and you will soon  
stumble onto something like this, written recently by one of my favorite right-tribalists,  
Kurt Schlichter: “They hate you. Leftists don’t merely disagree with you.  They don’t  
merely feel you are misguided.  They don’t think you are merely wrong.  They hate you.  
They want you enslaved and obedient, if not dead. Once you get that, everything that  
is happening now will make sense.”  And, yes, everything will. How does Schlichter  
describe the right? “Normals.” It’s the Inuit and the Eskimos all over again. 

25 Tribalism is not a static force. It feeds on itself. It appeals on a gut level and 
evokes emotions that are not easily controlled and usually spiral toward real conflict. 
And there is no sign that the deeper forces that have accelerated this—globalization, 
social atomization, secularization, media polarization, ever more multiculturalism— 
will weaken. The rhetorical extremes have already been pushed further than most of 
us thought possible only a couple of years ago, and the rival camps are even more 
hermetically sealed. In 2015, did any of us anticipate that neo-Nazis would be openly 
parading with torches on a college campus or that antifa activists would be proudly 
extolling violence as the only serious response to the Trump era? 
26 As utopian as it sounds, I truly believe all of us have to at least try to change the 
culture from the ground up. There are two ideas that might be of help, it seems to me. 
The first is individuality. I don’t mean individualism. Nothing is more conducive to 
tribalism than a sea of disconnected, atomized individuals searching for some broader 
tribe to belong to. I mean valuing the unique human being—distinct from any group 
identity, quirky, full of character and contradictions, skeptical, rebellious, immune 
to being labeled or bludgeoned into a broader tribal grouping. This cultural antidote 
to tribalism, left and right, is still here in America and ready to be rediscovered. That 
we expanded the space for this to flourish is one of the greatest achievements of 
the West. 
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27 Perhaps I’m biased because I’m an individual by default. I’m gay but Catholic,  
conservative but independent, a Brit but American, religious but secular.  What tribe 
would ever have me? I may be an extreme case, but we all are nonconformist to some 
degree. Nurturing your difference or dissent from your own group is difficult; appre-
ciating the individuality of those in other tribes is even harder. It takes effort and 
imagination, openness to dissent, even an occasional embrace of blasphemy. 
28 And, at some point, we also need mutual forgiveness. It doesn’t matter if you  
believe, as I do, that the right bears the bulk of the historical blame. No tribal conflict  
has ever been unwound without magnanimity.  Yitzhak Rabin had it, but it was not  
enough. Nelson Mandela had it, and it was. In Colombia earlier this month, as a frag-
ile peace agreement met public opposition, Pope Francis insisted that grudges be left  
behind: “All of us are necessary to create and form a society.  This isn’t just done with  
the ‘pure-blooded’ ones, but rather with everyone.  And here is where the greatness of  
the country lies, in that there is room for all and all are important.” If societies scarred  
by recent domestic terrorism can aim at this, why should it be so impossible for us? 
29 But this requires, of course, first recognizing our own tribal thinking. So much 
of our debates are now an easy either/or rather than a complicated both/and. In our 
tribal certainties, we often distort what we actually believe in the quiet of our hearts, 
and fail to see what aspects of truth the other tribe may grasp. 
30 Not all resistance to mass immigration or multiculturalism is mere racism or big-
otry; and not every complaint about racism and sexism is baseless. Many older white  
Americans are not so much full of hate as full of fear. Equally, many minorities and  
women face genuine blocks to their advancement because of subtle and unsubtle bias,  
and it is not mere victim-mongering.  We also don’t have to deny African-American  
agency in order to account for the historic patterns of injustice that still haunt an entire  
community.  We need to recall that most immigrants are simply seeking a better life, but  
also that a country that cannot control its borders is not a country at all.  We’re rightly  
concerned that religious faith can easily lead to intolerance, but we needn’t conclude  
that having faith is a pathology.  We need not renounce our cosmopolitanism to reengage  
and respect those in rural America, and we don’t have to abandon our patriotism to see  
that the urban mix is also integral to what it means to be an American today.  The actual  
solutions to our problems are to be found in the current no-man’s-land that lies between  
the two tribes. Reentering it with empiricism and moderation to find different compro-
mises for different issues is the only way out of our increasingly dangerous impasse. 
31 All of this runs deeply against the grain. It’s counterintuitive. It’s emotionally 
unpleasant. It fights against our very DNA. Compared with bathing in the affirm-
ing balm of a tribe, it’s deeply unsatisfying. But no one ever claimed that living in a 
republic was going to be easy—if we really want to keep it. 
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4.21 Writing 

Thinking about Tribalism 
In his essay “America Wasn’t Built for Humans” (4.20, p. 178),  Andrew Sullivan explains  
why tribalism has come to dominate American society and why he thinks this is a prob-
lem. In this short writing assignment, discuss what Sullivan’s solution to the problem is.  
What does he think can be done to reduce the level of tribalism in this country? 

4.22 Video 

“Can a Divided America Heal?” 
You have just read Andrew Sullivan’s article “America Wasn’t Built for Humans”  
(4.20, p. 178), in which he discusses the origins and consequences of tribalism. Now 
you are going to watch a video of social psychologist Jonathan Haidt discussing how 
tribalism is dominating the political and social culture in America. 

To access the video of Haidt’s TED Talk from November 2016, type “ted talk 
haidt divided america” into your browser. (If these search terms do not work, there is 
a list of URLs available at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

While you are welcome to watch the entire video (20 minutes), for this assign-
ment, you are only expected to watch up to minute 3:50, after Haidt introduces the 
terms drawbridge uppers and drawbridge downers. 

4.23 Activity 

Are You a Tribalist? 
In “America Wasn’t Built for Humans” (4.20, p. 178) and the video “Can a Divided 
America Heal?” (4.22), you read an author and heard a psychologist arguing that 
America is becoming a nation made up of tribes of people who believe so strongly in 
their tribe’s positions that they cannot listen to differing views and view members of 
other tribes as not just mistaken, but evil and dangerous. 

Discussing Tribalism 

Working in your group, discuss your responses to the questions below. 

1. Sullivan points out the following: 

Healthy tribalism endures in civil society in benign and overlapping ways.  
We find a sense of belonging, of unconditional pride, in our neighborhood 
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and community; in our ethnic and social identities and their rituals; among 
our fellow enthusiasts. There are hip-hop and country-music tribes; bros; 
nerds; Wasps; Dead Heads and Packers fans; Facebook groups. (Yes, 
technology upends some tribes and enables new ones.) 

What tribes do members of your group belong to? 

2.	 In addition to these small-scale tribes, Sullivan argues the following: 

Over the past couple of decades in America, the enduring, complicated 
divides of ideology, geography, party, class, religion, and race have mutated 
into something deeper, simpler to map, and therefore much more ominous.  
I don’t just mean the rise of political polarization (although that’s how it 
often expresses itself), nor the rise of political violence (the domestic ter-
rorism of the late 1960s and ’70s was far worse), nor even this country’s 
ancient black-white racial conflict (though its potency endures). 

I mean a new and compounding combination of all these differ-
ences into two coherent tribes, eerily balanced in political power, fighting 
not just to advance their own side but to provoke, condemn, and defeat 
the other. 

I mean two tribes whose mutual incomprehension and loathing can 
drown out their love of country, each of whom scans current events almost 
entirely to see if they advance not so much their country’s interests but  
their own. I mean two tribes where one contains most racial minorities 
and the other is disproportionately white; where one tribe lives on the 
coasts and in the cities and the other is scattered across a rural and exur-
ban expanse; where one tribe holds on to traditional faith and the other 
is increasingly contemptuous of religion altogether; where one is viscer-
ally nationalist and the other’s outlook is increasingly global; where each 
dominates a major political party; and, most dangerously, where both are 
growing in intensity as they move further apart. 

Do you agree with Sullivan about the existence of these two major tribes in 
America today? Do you belong to one of them? 

3.	 Describe a time when you had a successful conversation with someone in an 
tribe opposed to yours. 
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Bringing It All Together 

What is a fair wage? How should it be determined? Who should 
determine it? David Grossman/Alamy 

4.24 Writing 

Research into the Truth 
During the course of this project you have read, watched, discussed, and written 
about truth, lies, facts, and opinions.  You have thought about what constitutes an 
expert, learned about options for fact-checking and for identifying fake news.  These 
experiences have prepared you for this activity. 

Think of an issue you would like to know the truth about, or choose one of the 
following: 

• Whether we are winning the war in Afghanistan 

• Whether drug companies overcharge 
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189Bringing It All Together 

• Whether immigrants increase the amount of crime in America 

• Whether universal health insurance in England results in long wait lists 

• Whether coffee is harmful to your health 

• Whether organic foods are beneficial to your health 

• Whether the murder rate in America has increased in the past ten years 

Do some investigating to find out what the truth is about the topic you have  
 chosen.  Then write a short paper—a page would be plenty—in which you describe  
how you went about learning the truth. Note that you are not being asked to argue  
your position on the issue in this paper, but rather to explain how you decided what the  
truth is.  Where appropriate, discuss how the concepts you have been exploring in this  
unit helped you—concepts such as facts, opinions, dishonest numbers, objectivity, fact  
checkers, expert, slippery words, fake news, peer-reviewed journals, and tribal thinking. 

4.25 Real World Essay 

An Op-Ed on the Minimum Wage 
The one thing Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, seem to agree 
on is that the other side is spreading a lot of fake news, making statements that 
are not true. In this environment, it is important that people be able to make well- 
reasoned, evidence-based decisions on important national issues. Project 4 is designed 
to help you develop the skills to make informed and thoughtful decisions about what 
you believe to be the truth by providing the following useful information. 

Tools for Making Informed and Thoughtful Decisions about “Truth” 

• An understanding of key terms like truth, lie, opinion, and fact 

• An awareness of how fact checkers can be useful 

• An awareness of how numbers can be used to deceive 

• Ways to identify and evaluate “experts” 

• An awareness of “slippery words” and how they can slant a report 

• A method for detecting fake news 

• An understanding of bias and objectivity in news reporting 

• An awareness of “tribal” thinking 

• Recognition of the importance of peer-reviewed journals 
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You may be surprised to learn that, after all this work on truth, lies, and fake 
news, you are now being asked to write about raising the minimum wage, a topic 
that wasn’t discussed at all during this project. However, raising the minimum 
wage is a topic about which there has been a great deal of discussion, some of it 
factual and some “fake news.” Now that you have developed insights and skills 
for distinguishing between facts and “fake news,” you are going to write about a 
topic that will allow you to demonstrate your ability to apply these insights and 
skills. 

Essay  Assignment.  One way you might be able to influence public opinion on an 
issue like the minimum wage is to publish your argument on the editorial page of 
your local newspaper. For this assignment, write a three- to four-page editorial in 
which, based on your evaluation of a number of websites, you make a recommenda-
tion on what the minimum wage should be in your city or state.  To reach your con-
clusion on this issue, you will need to evaluate each of the websites, making use of 
some of the tools listed above.  You will probably want to include your evaluation of 
the websites as you support the position you are taking. 

This kind of essay, in which you take a position and provide evidence to 
support that position, is known as an “argument.”  You may want to review these 
conventions in What Is an Argument? (18.1, p.  513), The Features of Effective 
 Arguments (18.3, p.  513),  and How to Answer Counterarguments (18.5, p.  514). 

Documentation.  Be sure to provide appropriate citations for any words you quote,  
paraphrase, or summarize from the websites and to include a works cited list or list 
of references at the end of your essay. If you need to review how to provide this doc-
umentation, refer to MLA Documentation (Topic 23, p.  650) or APA Documentation 
(Topic 24, p.  687). 

If you want to use your sources most effectively to support your argument,  
it’s not enough to simply include them as a series of unrelated sources; you need to 
tie them together, explain their relationships with each other, and express your con-
clusions about them.  This process is called synthesizing, and it is discussed in more 
detail in Synthesis (22.14, p.  648). 

Sources. The websites you will evaluate will include the five listed below as well as 
two additional sites that you locate. The websites listed below all explore the effect 
of raising the minimum wage on jobs, as should the two you locate. 

Additional Information.  You may be a little worried that you simply don’t have 
enough information to make these evaluations. Don’t worry. Unless you have a doc-
torate in economics, you, like most of us, don’t have nearly as much information as 
you would like. Nevertheless, you need to make decisions.  At some point, you may 

190 

05_adamshub1e_24072_ch04_124-196_pp4.indd 190 17/09/19 4:16 PM 

© 2020 Bedford/St. Martin’s. All rights reserved. Uncorrected proofs have been used in these sample pages.



  

 

 
 

  

 
 

    

  
  

   

 

 

 

 

 

need to vote on raising the minimum wage where you live. Perhaps the best advice is 
what Julian Baggini says at the end of “The Nature of Truth”: “[W]e cannot escape 
the exercise of our own woefully under-informed judgement. . . . Don’t think by 
yourself but do think for yourself, not because you’re wiser or smarter than other 
people but because ultimately that’s what you have to do. No one can make up your 
mind for you, unless you make up your mind to let them.” 

Websites. Here are the five websites. Remember, you need to locate two more that 
also address the effect of raising the minimum wage on employment. You can access 
these sites by typing their titles into your browser. (If you cannot find a site using its 
title, there is an updated list of URLs available at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

1.	 “Increase in Minimum Wage Kills Jobs,” Employment Policies Institute,
 
OpEd
 

2.	 “Minimum Wage and Job Loss: One Alarming Seattle Study Is Not the Last 

Word,” Arindrajit Dube, New York Times
 

3.	 “New Minimum Wage Hikes Set to Kill Jobs in 2018,” Brendan Pringle, 
Washington Examiner 

4.	 “The Controversial Study Showing High Minimum Wages Kills Jobs,
 
Explained,” Jeff Guo, Vox
 

5.	 “Study: Seattle’s $15 Minimum Wage WORKED,” David Pakman, HuffPost 

4.26 Academic Essay 

Searching for the Truth about the Minimum Wage 
The one thing Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, seem to agree 
on is that the other side is spreading a lot of fake news, making statements that 
are not true. In that environment, it is important that people be able to make well-
reasoned, evidence-based decisions on important national issues. Project 4 is designed 
to help you develop the skills to make informed and thoughtful decisions about what 
you believe to be the truth by providing the following useful information. 

Tools for Making Informed and Thoughtful Decisions about “Truth” 

• An understanding of key terms like truth, lie, opinion, and fact 

• An awareness of how fact checkers can be useful 

• An awareness of how numbers can be used to deceive 

• Ways to identify and evaluate “experts” 

Bringing It All Together 191 

05_adamshub1e_24072_ch04_124-196_pp4.indd 191	 17/09/19 4:16 PM 

© 2020 Bedford/St. Martin’s. All rights reserved. Uncorrected proofs have been used in these sample pages.

https://bit.ly/33IIHtf


  

  PROJECT 4 | Truth, Lies, and Fake News 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

   

• An awareness of “slippery words” and how they can slant a report 

• A method for detecting fake news 

• An understanding of bias and objectivity in news reporting 

• An awareness of “tribal” thinking 

• Recognition of the importance of peer-reviewed journals 

You may be surprised to learn that, after all this work on truth, lies, and fake 
news, you are being asked to write about raising the minimum wage, a topic that 
wasn’t discussed at all during this project. However, raising the minimum wage is a 
topic about which there has been a great deal of discussion, some of it factual and 
some “fake news.” Now that you have developed insights and skills for distinguishing 
between facts and “fake news,” you are going to write about a topic that will allow 
you to demonstrate your ability to apply them. 

Essay Assignment.  For this assignment, you are going to construct as argument to 
convince others of your position on the minimum wage, writing a three- to four-page 
academic essay that would be appropriate for a course on economics, political sci-
ence, sociology, business, or something similar.  You will visit seven websites address-
ing the issue of raising the minimum wage—five are listed below and two you will 
find.  You will evaluate each of the websites making use of some or all of the tools 
listed above.  You will probably want to include your evaluation of the websites as 
you support the position you are taking. Finally, you will recommend what the mini-
mum wage should be in your city or state based on the research you have done. 

This kind of essay, in which you take a position and provide evidence to 
support that position, is known as an “argument.” You may want to review these 
conventions in What Is an Argument? (18.1, p. 513), The Features of Effective 
Arguments (18.3, p. 513), and How to Answer Counterarguments (18.5, p. 514). 

Documentation.  Be sure to provide appropriate citations for any words you quote,  
paraphrase, or summarize from the websites and include a works cited list or list of 
references at the end of your essay. If you need to review how to provide this docu-
mentation, refer to MLA Documentation (Topic 23, p.  650) or APA Documentation 
(Topic 24, p.  687). 

If you want to use your sources most effectively to support your argument,  
it’s not enough to simply include them as a series of unrelated sources; you need to 
tie them together, explain their relationships with each other, and express your con-
clusions about them.  This process is called synthesizing, and it is discussed in more 
detail in Synthesis (22.14, p.  648). 
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193Bringing It All Together 

Additional Information.  You may be a little worried that you simply don’t have 
enough information to make these evaluations. Don’t worry. Unless you have a doc-
torate in economics, you, like most of us, don’t have nearly as much information as 
you would like. Nevertheless, you need to make decisions.  At some point, you may 
need to vote on raising the minimum wage where you live. Perhaps the best advice is 
what Julian Baggini says at the end of “The Nature of Truth”: “[W]e cannot escape 
the exercise of our own woefully under-informed judgement. . . . Don’t think by  
yourself but do think for yoursef, not because you’re wiser or smarter than other 
people but because ultimately that’s what you have to do. No one can make up your 
mind for you, unless you make up your mind to let them.” 

Websites.  Here are the five websites. Remember, you need to locate two more that 
also address the effect of raising the minimum wage on employment.  You can access 
these sites by typing their titles into your browser. (If you cannot find a site using its 
title, there is an updated list of URLs available at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

1. “Increase in Minimum Wage Kills Jobs,”  Employment Policies Institute,  
OpEd 

2. “Minimum Wage and Job Loss: One Alarming Seattle Study Is Not the Last 
Word,” Arindrajit Dube,  New York Times 

3. “New Minimum Wage Hikes Set to Kill Jobs in 2018,” Brendan Pringle,  
 Washington Examiner 

4. “The Controversial Study Showing High Minimum Wages Kills Jobs,  
Explained,”  Jeff Guo,  Vox 

5. “Study: Seattle’s $15 Minimum Wage WORKED,” David Pakman,  HuffPost 

4.27 Multimodal Composition 

Searching for the Truth about the Minimum Wage 
The one thing Democrats and Republicans, liberals and conservatives, seem to  
agree on is that the other side is spreading a lot of fake news, making statements  
that are not true. In that environment, it is important that people be able to make  
well-reasoned, evidence-based decisions on important national issues. Project 4  
is designed to help you develop the skills to make informed and thoughtful deci-
sions about what you believe to be the truth by providing the following useful  
information. 
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Tools for Making Informed and Thoughtful Decisions about “Truth” 

• An understanding of key terms like truth, lie, opinion, and fact 

• An awareness of how fact checkers can be useful 

• An awareness of how numbers can be used to deceive 

• Ways to identify and evaluate “experts” 

• An awareness of “slippery words” and how they can slant a report 

• A method for detecting fake news 

• An understanding of bias and objectivity in news reporting 

• An awareness of “tribal” thinking 

• Recognition of the importance of peer-reviewed journals 

You may be surprised to learn that, after all this work on truth, lies, and fake  
news, you are being asked to express your opinions about raising the minimum wage,  
a topic that wasn’t discussed at all during this project. However, raising the minimum  
wage is a topic about which there has been a great deal of discussion, some of it factual  
and some “fake news.” Now that you have developed insights and skills for distin-
guishing between facts and “fake news,” you are going to create a multimodal compo-
sition about the topic that will allow you to demonstrate your ability to apply them. 

Multimodal Assignment.  Another way you might be able to influence public opinion  
on an issue like the minimum wage is to develop a digital presentation—a website, a  
blog, a narrated PowerPoint, a video, or podcast—in which you make your argument  
for what the minimum wage should be in your city or state.  You will visit seven web-
sites addressing the issue of raising the minimum wage—five are listed below and two  
you will find.  You will evaluate each of the websites making use of some or all of the  
tools listed above.  You will probably want to include your evaluation of the websites  
as you support the position you are taking. Finally, you will recommend what the  
minimum wage should be in your city or state based on the research you have done. 

This kind of composition, in which you take a position and provide evidence 
to support that position, is known as an “argument.” You may want to review these 
conventions in What Is an Argument? (18.1, p. 513), The Features of Effective 
Arguments (18.3, p. 513), and How to Answer Counterarguments (18.5, p. 514). 

Documentation. Be sure to provide appropriate citations for any words you quote, 
paraphrase, or summarize from the websites and to include a works cited list or 
list of references to accompany your composition. If you need to review how to 
provide this documentation, refer to MLA Documentation (Topic 23, p. 650) or APA 
Documentation (Topic 24, p. 687). 
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195Bringing It All Together 

If you want to use your sources most effectively to support your argument,  
it’s not enough to simply include them as a series of unrelated sources; you need to 
tie them together, explain their relationships with each other, and express your con-
clusions about them.  This process is called synthesizing, and it is discussed in more 
detail in Synthesis (22.14, p.  648). 

Additional Information.  You may be a little worried that you simply don’t have  
enough information to make these evaluations. Don’t worry. Unless you have a doc-
torate in economics, you, like most of us, don’t have nearly as much information as  
you would like. Nevertheless, you need to make decisions.  At some point, you may  
need to vote on raising the minimum wage where you live. Perhaps the best advice  
is what Julian Baggini says at the end of the excerpt from A Short History of Truth: 
“[W]e cannot escape the exercise of our own woefully under-informed judgement. . . .   
Don’t think by yourself but do think for yourself, not because you’re wiser or smarter  
than other people but because ultimately that’s what you have to do. No one can  
make up your mind for you, unless you make up your mind to let them.” 

Websites.  Here are the five websites. Remember, you need to locate two more that 
also address the effect of raising the minimum wage on employment.  You can access 
these sites by typing their titles into your browser. (If you cannot find a site using its 
title, there is an updated list of URLs available at https://bit.ly/33IIHtf.) 

1. “Increase in Minimum Wage Kills Jobs,” Employment Policies Institute,  
OpEd 

2. “Minimum Wage and Job Loss: One Alarming Seattle Study Is Not the Last 
Word,” Arindrajit Dube,  New York Times 

3. “New Minimum Wage Hikes Set to Kill Jobs in 2018,” Brendan Pringle,   
Washington Examiner 

4. “The Controversial Study Showing High Minimum Wages Kills Jobs,  
Explained” Jeff Guo,  Vox 

5. “Study: Seattle’s $15 Minimum Wage WORKED,” David Pakman,  HuffPost 

4.28 Activity 

Getting Started on Your Essay or Multimodal Composition 
You have received the final assignments for this project: An Op-Ed on the 
 Minimum Wage (4.25, p. 189), Searching for the Truth about the Minimum Wage 
(4.26, p. 191),  or Searching for the Truth about the Minimum Wage (multimodal 
 composition; 4.27, p. 193). 
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In this class period, you will have time to get started on your assignment(s) by doing 
some of the following: 

• Making sure you understand the assignment 

• Thinking about the audience and purpose for your assignment (you may want 
to review Thinking about Audience [9.4, p. 328] and Thinking about Purpose 
[9.6, p. 331]) 

• Exploring the websites provided in the assignment 

• Searching for other websites, especially websites related to the minimum wage 
in your city or state 

• Brainstorming a list of ideas you may want to include in your final product 

• Talking with your classmates or your instructor about the assignment 

• Talking to others who are considering a multimodal composition 

4.29 Writing 

Reflecting on Project 4: Truth, Lies, and Fake News 
Reflective writing is different from most writing you do in college. Reflective writing 
asks you to think back, to “reflect” on an experience—an essay you have written, 
a major change in your life, a time when you didn’t have success at something you 
wanted to do, a semester’s work in a course—and to examine how you now think 
and feel about that experience. What effect has the experience had on you? How 
have you changed? How will you be different in the future? If you’d like a little 
more explanation of this type of writing, visit Strategies for Writing a Reflection 
(18.29, p. 555). 

Now you’re going to reflect on all the reading, thinking, discussing, and writing 
you have done in this project on truth, lies, and fake news. To do this, you may want 
to review any short reflective writing you did as you worked through the project. 
Then, in a short paper—a page or so—reflect on this experience: 

1.	 Report on what you learned. What were the most important or most useful 

ideas you encountered?
 

2.	 Describe how you feel about the experience and what you think about what 

you have learned.
 

3.	 Report on what you learned that will make a difference for you in the future 

and why.
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