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1  Introduction

Donald J. Trump’s ascendancy to the presidency of the United States took 

the world by storm and became a key moment of the still nascent twenty-

first century. Analysts, pundits, politicians, and members of the public have 

feverishly tried to make sense of why this happened and what it might 

mean for the future of democratic life. Lots of explanations have been pro-

posed and an even greater array of potential future scenarios have been 

floated in public discourse. This has naturally led to many disagreements 

that probably will be sorted out only with time. Beneath these disagree-

ments, however, there are two ideas around which significant consensus 

has emerged.

First, the electoral victories, initially in the primaries and then in the 

general election, of Trump are to a certain extent extraordinary within the 

context of the American political system. While the electoral contests were 

unfolding, most observers in leading think tanks, the media, and the acad-

emy thought of them as relatively improbable outcomes. When he was 

finally declared the winner of the presidential contest on November 8, 

2016, the dominant feeling in the establishment was one of deep surprise.

Second, there is a certain sense that the media played an important role 

in this extraordinary turn of events. This applies to both the news and social 

media individually, and even more so to the combination of them. From 

the apparent disconnect of the agenda-setting media with a vast segment of 

the American voters to the deluge of fake news circulating on social media, 

and from the intensity of the confrontation between President Trump and 

these media to his constant use of Twitter to promote alternative—and 

often unsupported by facts—narratives, there is a sense that the matrix that 

used to tie politics, media, technology, and the citizenry in fairly predict-

able ways has moved far away from equilibrium.

Pablo J. Boczkowski and Zizi Papacharissi
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This book was born from the premise that these two ideas are connected, 

and that probing that connection provides a powerful window into broader 

transformations that mark the information landscape of the twenty-first 

century. We take the extraordinary character of the ascendancy to power 

and the leadership style of President Trump not as an exception or a fluke. 

On the contrary, we think that it that makes visible the fault lines under-

neath ordinary processes that have been evolving during several decades 

but were more difficult to ascertain during periods in which both electoral 

outcomes and political communication followed conventional, and there-

fore quite foreseeable, patterns—in the same way that the malfunctioning 

of a technological system does not create but reveals underlying design 

problems that were present long before the system breaks. Furthermore, 

this also applies to the news and social media: they did not become unset-

tled all of a sudden, but as part of evolutionary processes that are now easier 

to see and assess.

Making sense of these processes is challenging due to the complexity of 

the phenomena at stake and the recency of the main events in question. 

But it is also imperative to begin the discussion in order to contribute to 

ongoing scholarly and public conversations that can shape future trajecto-

ries in a constructive fashion. We tackle this challenge by asking a series of 

renowned scholars of communication, technology, and politics to contrib-

ute accessible essays focused on a key aspect of how the coming to power 

of Donald Trump intersects with the dynamics of information production, 

distribution, and reception in the news and/or social media. We do not aim 

to offer a comprehensive or definite account—much more time will have 

to pass before any text can accomplish that. By contrast, our goal is that, 

taken together, the essays in this volume can illuminate in a kaleidoscopic 

and timely manner some of the most critical and distinct dynamics that 

account for the nature of this president’s relationship to the media, provide 

historical context, and lay out possible future scenarios.

Thus, our aim is to present a collection of chapters that informs readers 

about questions lingering in the collective mind regarding such issues as 

the role of the press, digital information infrastructures, and social media; 

the character of a media and political system increasingly removed from 

a common ground and fragmented into disparate cultural enclaves; and 

alternative futures that might emerge from major shifts in media, politics, 

and the ties that bind them. We rely on the current populist moment to 
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explicate, and contextualize, tendencies and tensions that have been devel-

oping for some time. Moments change and situations evolve. What is nor-

mal may gradually turn into a new normal between the time we write this 

introductory chapter and the moment the book is published. This does 

not negate our ability to do relevant work; quite the opposite. It invites us 

to produce work that addresses, yet is not trapped in, the moment. This is 

how we see our stance as scholars in general, and as editors of this volume 

in particular. We employ the present, long moment as an opportunity to 

rethink our roles as researchers, journalists, and citizens. In other words, we 

take advantage of the present, but do not fall prey to it. The chapters in this 

volume all take inspiration from, but move beyond, the contemporary situ-

ation so as to attain and retain their relevance for future analyses.

A lot can change in the next few months or years. A lot can stay the 

same. Therefore, our emphasis is on the Trump candidacy and the initial 

phase of his presidency as critical instances of more geographically and 

temporally extended phenomena, and certainly not the cause of the pre-

sent media condition. In the chapters that follow, our contributors trace the 

roots of the dynamics that reinforce the contemporary impasse in journal-

ism. As a result, we write about the relationship between truth and politics; 

editorial practices and conventions; facts, events, and reality; media and 

historicity; the economics and business of journalism. We use theory, previ-

ous research, and history to understand. These are our interpretive lenses 

as we consider the more contemporary vocabulary of fake news, alternative 

facts, clickbait headlines, and bot farms.

The volume is organized in four sections. The first one is titled “Journal-

ism in Question” and considers the present position journalism finds itself 

in, the historical context that led to the current situation, and the role that 

the news media play in the business of truth-telling. The second section, 

“Emotion, Populism, and Media Events,” tackles these three topics as they 

relate to both our platforms for storytelling and the democratic process. 

The following section, titled “Why Technology Matters,” sheds light on the 

place of technology in news storytelling, social media conversations, and 

political communication strategies. The closing section, “Pathways Ahead,” 

outlines how the present context can either entrap us in state of embattled 

passivity or dynamically drive us to reinvent media practices and demo-

cratic life.
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A number of themes coalesced as our contributors parsed these impor-

tant issues. We want to conclude this introductory chapter by highlighting 

three of them: (1) the benefit of historical hindsight permits us to under-

stand that our experiences are neither entirely new, nor a mere continuity 

of what came before; (2) the importance of situating the current moment 

within a preexisting crisis in journalism that exacerbates systemic tensions 

but also opens up new opportunities; and (3) the emergence of a distinct 

digital culture that has been shaped by longstanding social transformations 

and has also contributed to major social and political changes.

First, several contributors emphasize the deep historical roots of key ten-

dencies and tensions in the relationships between Trump and the media 

that many commentators have treated as mostly novel. These tendencies 

and tensions have long occupied a certain place in the media and political 

landscape. Areas of continuity range from how current press–government 

confrontations draw upon notions of enemy formation that shaped edito-

rial practice during the Cold War to the extent to which the commercial ori-

entation of American journalistic institutions during the twentieth century 

prepared the ground for a news and social media system overly focused on 

profit and unable to contain the spread of false information, among others. 

This shows how contemporary tendencies and tensions have not developed 

overnight.

However, a historical sensibility also helps put in perspective significant 

discontinuities, such as how particular uses of social media have shifted 

to the frontstage of campaign messaging a lot of what used remain in the 

backstage of political communication, and how the democratic ideals 

embedded in the design of a platform like Twitter were subverted into a tool 

well suited for the spread of populist rhetoric. This is because, as Melvin 

Kranzberg famously remarked in his first law of technology:1 “technology 

is neither good nor bad; nor is it neutral,” thus its use can have divergent—

and sometimes unforeseen—consequences when deployed in different his-

torical eras and sociocultural milieux. The past survives in the present but 

does not determine it.

Second, as several of our contributors argue, it appears that the contem-

porary moment caught journalism rather unprepared, and in the middle 

of its own crisis. The social media metrics that favor clickbait headlines, 

eyeball economics, and bot-supported storytelling further confused a voca-

tion that was already experiencing an existential conundrum of its own. 
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Social media afford journalists ambience—an always-on presence. In addi-

tion, they offer seemingly direct connection to politicians and the public. 

But they also imply that journalists are no longer the first ones, nor the 

only ones, with access to the story. Journalism no longer has a monopoly 

on deciding what’s news—and perhaps, it never really did. As a result, facts 

are semantically renegotiated to a greater extent than before, and fake news 

and alternative facts have become part of our everyday vernacular. In order 

to move forward and, potentially, out of the matrix of misinformation 

connecting and confusing politicians, the media, and the public, journal-

ism must reconsider its place in society. Social media enable journalists to 

have a connection to the public that can be employed so as to transform 

ambience into higher degrees of vigilance and relevance. It is through these 

heightened states of vigilance and relevance that journalism can rebuild 

networks of trust; give voice to diverse stories; reconnect publics that feel 

displaced, misunderstood, and insecure; and restore the fractured sociocul-

tural fabric connecting diverse publics together.

Third, what has been happening to journalism is part of a larger transfor-

mation that is critical to the Trump and the media nexus: the emergence of 

a digital culture that combines high levels of top-down algorithmic power 

concentrated in the hands of a few corporations with equally high levels 

of bottom-up insurgency capabilities distributed among a myriad of indi-

vidual and collective actors. If the former might give the impression that a 

few technological giants can determine our present—after all, what media 

corporation in history can boast reaching over a quarter of the population 

in the planet, like Facebook now does?—the latter should remind us of 

the vitality of avenues for contingent resistance and change. For instance, 

a social movement such as Black Lives Matter would not have the same 

ability to shape the national conversation about racial justice by relying 

solely on the information infrastructure of the past century. This tension 

between increasing level and concentration of top-down power on the one 

hand, and renewed strength and tactics for bottom-up intervention on the 

other hand, opens up a broad range of novel opportunities for action, from 

regulatory efforts taking place in Europe to street demonstrations of unpar-

alleled scale and scope like the Women’s March that took place in cities 

around the globe on January 21, 2017. The potential future trajectories of 

our societies will depend in part on how this emerging digital culture is 

designed, governed, and appropriated in everyday life.
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Taken together, the issues addressed in the chapters that follow invite 

designers, policy makers, journalists, and citizens to reconsider their ethos 

toward technology, communication, and civic life. Ethos includes ethics, 

but also evolves beyond ethics to speak to a particular sense of purpose when 

designing, governing, and using the digital infrastructure that subtends 

our societies. Thus, the events that culminated with the election of Donald 

Trump as the 45th President of the United States afford a unique oppor-

tunity to reflect on what kind of media ecosystem we want to build as 

a collective and why. An alternative ethos for journalists, designers, and 

politicians may be challenging to arrive at, because it requires working 

cooperatively. This runs contrary to the prevailing news media mentality 

of securing scoops and not sharing information. It also runs counter to a 

strong mindset in technology firms, which places emphasis on proprietary 

rights and locks up access to the algorithmic process that rules automation. 

And, finally, it defies the personalized nature of electoral processes, which 

more and more invite voters to choose increasingly simplified personas 

over complex projects that can only be realized collaboratively. Yet, in light 

of how high the stakes are, we are hopeful that journalists, technologists, 

and politicians can find new common ground. If anything, the present 

moment, lasting or fleeting, calls for a new ethos to take form.

Notes

1.  Melvin Kranzberg, “Kranzberg’s Laws,” Technology and Culture 27 (July 1986): 

544–560.
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2  Why Journalism in the Age of Trump Shouldn’t  

Surprise Us

In the months since Donald Trump ascended to the US presidency, unex-

pected obstacles have been held responsible for preventing better cover-

age. This essay1 argues, however, that journalism in the age of Trump is far 

more predictable than assumed, and that its analysts and observers would 

do well to assess why. It argues that deep mnemonic cues about enemy 

formation, consolidated and entrenched during the Cold War, have under-

mined coverage of the Trump phenomenon. Until their influence is more 

fully exposed, there is little chance of journalism moving beyond these  

cues.

On Enmity and Politics

Enmity is instrumental in political discourse, used by political leaders to 

help articulate who they are by defining what they are not. Although the 

notion of an enemy—he or she who is not us and who threatens us—

constitutes what Kenneth Boulding (1959, 130) called “the last stronghold 

of unsophistication,” it nonetheless permeates in times of political uncer-

tainty, disarray, and crisis, promoting behavior that sharpens distinctions 

between what is and is not seen as appropriate for the time.

A set of representational patterns launches this dynamic. Requiring clar-

ity and simplicity and provoking anxiety over an imminent threat, enmity 

“turn[s] established values upside down,” with “the otherwise forbidden” 

newly encouraged (Beck 1997, 66). In so doing, enemy formation activates 

a range of negative behaviors—distrust, polarization, negative stereotyping, 

black-and-white thinking, aggression, deindividualization, and demoniza-

tion (Spillmann and Spillmann 1997)—while fostering ethnic intolerance, 

racism, and political or religious fundamentalism (Beck 1997). Central to 

Barbie Zelizer
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10  Barbie Zelizer

enmity are dichotomies, which reduce complex, unmanageable, and often 

indecipherable realities into binaries between “us” and “them” (Finlay, Hol-

sti, and Fagen 1967). Often taking the shape of mirror images that position 

the two sides as opposites of each other, dichotomies produce a range of 

antithetical values—good/bad, right/wrong, moral/immoral—that keep the 

binary in place. Predictably, when enemy formation becomes the aim of 

one institutional domain, it is often introduced into other domains cohab-

iting the same institutional culture. This puts journalism in the direct 

path of enmity that is driven by political, economic, or other institutional 

concerns, leaving it subject to external objectives that may contradict  

its own.

Cold War Enmity, Cold War Journalism

Such was the case during the Cold War. Although not the only period in 

which journalism had been tasked with reflecting enmity crafted elsewhere, 

an entrenched set of newsmaking cues emerged during this period that 

were rarely thereafter questioned. In large part, this had to do with journal-

ism’s centrality in driving the Cold War, whose prosecution depended on 

journalism’s buy-in.

The Cold War was driven by a deep mindset sustained over nearly five 

decades of international conflict between the US and the USSR and intensi-

fied domestically via McCarthyism. More an idea than a war, it took shape 

via populist impulses that were uniform, internally consistent, and stead-

fast in nature. As its ideological contours offered Americans unambiguous 

cues about what made an enemy, how one recognized its presence, and 

how one minimized the threat it brought, a very particular kind of journal-

ism evolved in the war’s early years, much of it taken up with establishing 

and disseminating enmity (Zelizer n.d.). That enmity cast the war’s cen-

tral antagonists—the US and the USSR—as polarized, mirrored opposites of 

each other and propelled a hunt for the enemy within US boundaries. In 

this mindset, neutrality disappeared.

Unusual here—and a direct precursor to current circumstances—was 

journalism’s instrumentality. With no battles, physical destruction, or 

corpses on its main front, the Cold War needed instructional, exhortative, 

propagandistic, and pedagogic efforts to instill and maintain the neces-

sary mindset of war. It was thus up to actors on the mediated landscape to 
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intensify the psychic distance between a democratic US and a communist 

USSR so that everyone remembered the conflict at hand.

Echoing journalism’s predilection for clear, dramatic, and simple for-

mations of conflict, the larger ideological environment of the time easily 

displayed what Hofstadter (1964, 3–4) later called “heated exaggeration, 

suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy.” The need to emphasize the con-

flict between “absolute good” and “absolute evil” remained high:

What is necessary is not compromise but the will to fight things to a finish. Since 

the enemy is thought of as totally evil and totally unappeasable, he must be totally 

eliminated. (Hofstadter 1964, 82)

Although ideological stridency raised different kinds of problems across 

institutional culture writ large, it was particularly problematic for journal-

ists, who were torn between two dissonant goals—maintaining indepen-

dence or servicing an ideological anticommunist environment.

The latter goal took precedence over the former. As many journalists 

became Cold War navigators—relying, in one view, “less on facts” and 

“more on moral assumptions about how the world was to operate” (Adler 

1991, 43)—they readily sustained the binary between “us” and “them,” 

strengthening rhetoric about US democracy and fostering a negative image 

of the Russians and communism. Political pressures—tendered via red-line 

edits on news copy, subtle censorship, loyalty oaths, dismissal, and spe-

cial favors in exchange for sympathetic coverage—reminded journalists to 

mind their perspectives carefully (Liebovich 1988); economic trends toward 

corporatism and consumer capitalism made bucking the line more difficult 

(Hixson 1996); and television’s technological predilection for briefer and 

more formulaic relays readily cohered with Cold War aims (Bernhard 1999), 

to say nothing of a public largely indifferent to the news. It thus became 

easier for journalists to downplay the problematic aspects of current events 

and overstate those consonant with Cold War enmity.

But none of this would have succeeded had Cold War enmity not rested 

on longstanding journalistic conventions and practices. The embrace of 

enmity firstly required deference and moderation, which helped turn jour-

nalists into eager spokespeople for those in power. Self-censorship and cur-

rying favor happened regularly, as when Look magazine featured a cover 

story titled “How to Spot a Communist” (Cheme 1947). As the trade jour-

nal Editor and Publisher proclaimed in 1948, “Americans are Americans first 

and newspapermen second” (“Security Problem” 1948, 36).
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Second, enmity relied on cronyism, close ties between officials and jour-

nalists that ensured officialdom would remain the preferred information 

source. “If McCarthy said it,” one reporter later remembered, “we wrote it” 

(cited in Broder 1987, 138). Not only did this uphold proven patterns for 

accommodating elite sources of authority (Gans 1979), but it also facili-

tated intricate and sometimes incestuous sharing of personnel, resources, 

and information across news organizations and government agencies like 

Voice of America or Radio Free Europe, setting boundaries around what was 

permissible and appropriate to say.

Third, enmity invited understatement, euphemism, and false equiva-

lences that obscured clear articulation. Many reporters showed timidity 

about the topics broached and provided qualified observations of what 

they thought they saw, sorely misreading what was happening: Slow to 

recognize McCarthy’s impact, journalists at first treated him like a joke, dis-

missing him with labels like “Senator McThing” (Markel 1953, 26). As late 

as 1955, the American Society of Newspaper Editors voted McCarthy one 

of the most overplayed stories of the preceding year (“Second-Guessing” 

1955, 1).

Finally, enmity rode on accommodating objectivity, neutrality, impartial-

ity, and balance. Broadcaster Eric Sevareid dismissed his colleagues for “our 

flat, one-dimensional handling of the news” (cited in Broder 1987, 138), 

while another reporter said journalists had been no more than “recording 

devices” for officials (cited in Broder 1987, 138). Believing that a valueless 

perspective and reporting from nowhere would offset political interference, 

journalists maintained the illusion that they were acting independently. 

The tools they relied on, however, tied their hands.

What all of this meant was that Cold War mindedness succeeded in driv-

ing journalism for two related reasons. First, it rested upon already existent 

predilections among journalists, securing their widespread conformity by 

playing to long-held occupational and professional mores and conventions. 

Simultaneously, it made journalism central in the entrenchment of its ideo-

logical contours, where journalists became irreplaceable navigators of Cold 

War enmity. Although holding journalists captive to these circumstances 

undermined autonomous newsmaking, it made simplified and polarized 

enmity a necessary part of their coverage.
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How Cold War Enmity Has Reemerged with Trump

Today’s journalism builds upon Cold War enmity with a remarkable degree 

of consonance. In a way similar to other deep mnemonic structures, Cold 

War cues inhabit a silent backdrop for journalists facing the unfamiliar  

circumstances prompted by Trump.

In part, this is because enemy formation has itself been central to Trump’s 

rise. Mobilizing fear, anger, frustration, and resentment like most populist 

leaders to divide the public into in-groups and out-groups (Wodak 2015), 

his rhetoric insists upon the demonization and necessary elimination of 

an external other. Thus, much about longstanding extreme versions of us 

versus them motivates today’s circumstances: unexpected exits from con-

ventional political alliances, hate speech as it takes on local flavor across 

multiple locations, entrenched divides between political formations. In the 

words of the New Yorker, “outsiders are in, insiders are out” (Lepore 2016, 

para. 13).

In part, too, economic pressures and surrounding institutional struc-

tures continue to reward outrageous reports and cut back support for more 

nuanced and time-consuming coverage of conflict. With negative, sim-

ple, provocative, and emotional events driving the news and its ratings, 

Trump’s indignation and drama render him newsworthy, underscored by 

his media savvy. Coming from years of reality TV, tabloid coverage, and 

gossip shows, he repeatedly turns journalistic activity into evidence of his 

own victimization, even when he contradicts himself. In Rosen’s (2016) 

terms, the consequent asymmetry that characterizes contemporary politics 

works to mute journalism. The uneven delegitimation of one political side 

by the other—normally recognized as polarization—cuts to the heart of 

journalists’ dependence on balance as the key to political coverage, making 

it irrelevant when the parties are not symmetrically positioned. The result-

ing asymmetry thus “fries the circuitry of the mainstream press.”

But it is wrong to blame only media economics, Trump´s rhetoric and 

strategizing, or the structural relationship between politics and journalism 

for journalism’s poor performance. For the core of the problem lies with 

journalism itself. How journalists of the Cold War era dealt with enemy 

formation—accepting it as dogma, sidestepping and underestimating its 

impact, pursuing a value-free ground that abdicated journalistic respon-

sibility for addressing events with nuance and thoughtfulness even as US 
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public life crumbled—offers a familiar precedent for covering the anger, 

resentment, and polarization that accompany Trump, making it easy for 

journalists to import enmity into coverage that might have been reported 

differently.

This has happened in three ways. First, journalism’s hearty embrace 

of Cold War tools has been ongoing. The conventions that allowed Cold 

War enmity to flourish—moderation, deference, cronyism, euphemism, 

understatement, false equivalences, neutrality, impartiality, balance, and 

objectivity—figure largely in coverage of the Trump phenomenon. This has 

stretched from Trump’s presidential campaign—when Fox News’s Megyn 

Kelly and NBC’s Matt Lauer soft-pedaled Trump’s flaws, and then-President 

Obama accused the media of creating false equivalences between Trump 

and Clinton (“Obama Critiques Media” 2016)—to the still-resonant reluc-

tance to call Trump’s lies by name, preferring instead to label them “contro-

versies” (Pompeo 2017). It lurks in journalistic deference and moderation, 

which encourages journalists to sidestep the dangers attached to Trump’s 

assault on widely-shared US norms of the presidency, press, and legitimate 

elections and to stay silent in face of his rogue behavior—intolerance, 

name-calling, bullying, disregard for conflicts of interest, extremism, and 

self-aggrandizement. Much like these conventions failed journalists in 

explaining the Cold War, they leave contemporary journalists unable to 

fully contextualize, evaluate, or criticize Trump, showing that “a balanced 

treatment of an imbalanced phenomenon distorts reality” (Mann and Orn-

stein 2016). Largely because journalists are too entrenched in their own 

compliance with Cold War enmity, the practices it spawned, and the struc-

tures to which it responded, they repeatedly fall short.

Second, the failure of journalists to go beyond enmity in their coverage 

of the so-called “flyover zones” means that, just like during the Cold War, 

they are unable to either serve or reflect the US public writ large. Jour-

nalists’ embrace of dichotomous black-and-white thinking prevents them 

from recognizing that the public—no longer as uniform as journalistic 

conventions tend to assume—differs from that which has conventionally 

been addressed by the news. In Glenn Greenwald’s (2016, para. 3) view, 

journalists—reflecting “an agreement that Trump was this grave evil”—

acted like elites “telling each other how smart they [are],” so that Trump 

supporters
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weren’t really ever heard from … they were just talked about in contemptuous  

tones … sort of looked at like zoo animals, like things you dissect and condemn 

(para. 4).

The neglect in this regard has been significant, for in not listening across 

the divide, journalists treat class as a disruption rather than a fundamental 

flaw in their thinking. Buttressed by a feedback loop that is closed to oth-

ers, journalists’ reluctance to stretch beyond people like themselves, again 

to quote Greenwald, is legitimated by the sentiments of opinion-making 

elites that are “cloistered,” “incestuous,” and “far removed from the pub-

lic” (2016, para. 5, line 5). As journalists instead remain caught by enmity’s 

grasp, populism passes them by.

Third, journalists’ inability to see that they are part of the problem 

makes them unable to recognize the ramifications of a changing institu-

tional culture that undermines journalism’s authority. Journalism exists as 

an integral part of a larger institutional culture, where its deep ties with 

politics, economics, the law, education, security, religion, and the military 

are profoundly intertwined with how the news works. That culture includes 

patterns of inter-institutional dependency, entrenched power sharing, cor-

ruption, concentrated or government ownership, a gravitation toward 

impunity, self censorship, and a resistance to change.

It stands to reason, then, that the populism that helped bring Trump to 

power comes with its own novel descriptors. As it has blurred longstanding 

distinctions between left and right, liberal and conservative, young and 

old, urban and rural, the enmity it spawns against Washington insiders, 

global interventionists, and immigrants keeps populism afloat. This chal-

lenges much of what has been a given in US politics—a symmetrical two-

party system; elites positioned authoritatively across central institutions; a 

largely silent majority—and rattles many assumptions related to coverage. 

These include acting as if difference is inevitably settled by compromise; as 

if facts, truth, and evidence are equally revered by all players in the game; 

as if political culture necessarily works through symmetry; and as if jour-

nalists are not part of the political systems they cover. Because politics and 

the news inhabit the same institutional culture, journalism has little choice 

but to accommodate such change, but US journalists do not yet show their 

recognition of its inevitability.

Thus, journalistic judgment remains at fault here just it was during the 

Cold War. With many journalists continuing to act in ways that should 
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have been retired long ago, they reveal how out of touch are many of their 

assumptions about covering Trump. Conditions thought necessary for jour-

nalists to do their job in more conventional ways are no longer applicable 

today. Journalism has been here before, but it again fails to notice.

Conclusion: Why Journalism in the Age of Trump Shouldn’t Surprise Us

This essay has addressed how one aspect of the Cold War mindset—that 

of enemy formation—undermined US journalistic coverage of the Trump 

phenomenon. Journalists not only reproduced the conformity and homo-

geneity of the Cold War era but also oriented to its longstanding—and 

now outdated—cues of practice. This renders them powerless to offset the 

problematic coverage of Trump that has ensued. With such mnemonic cues 

deeply and uncritically entrenched, the past silently undergirds the con-

ventions through which the present takes on journalistic form.

Populist passion and the strident, anti-establishment enmity it rides on 

erupt when something is not quite right with democratic function. When 

that is further unsettled by something being not quite right with journalistic 

function either, it is time to think creatively about journalism’s reformula-

tion. Journalism in the age of Trump should not surprise us. But imagining 

journalism differently can do no less than jumpstart our expectations.

Notes

1.  Parts of this essay appear in N. Carpentier and V. Dudaki (eds.), Special Issue of 

Communicazioni Sociali on “Power, Contingency and Socio-Political Struggle,” 2017. 

It was written while the author was the Helsingin Sanomat Foundation Fellow at the 

Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies.



3  Alternative Facts: Donald Trump and the Emergence of  

a New U.S. Media Regime

On January 21, 2017, White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer held his first 

official briefing, accusing the media of deliberately underestimating the 

size of Donald Trump’s inauguration crowd, and stating that it was “the 

largest audience to ever witness an inauguration—period.” Two days later 

Trump’s campaign strategist, Kellyanne Conway, defended Spicer’s by-then 

disproven comments on NBC’s Meet the Press, explaining that he was simply 

giving “alternative facts” to those being presented in the press.

The inauguration “controversy” was one of a blizzard of such surreal 

moments characterizing the Trump campaign and his first 100 days in 

office. The online news site Politico estimated that Trump averaged as much 

as one mischaracterization, exaggeration, or outright falsehood for every 

three to five minutes of speaking during the campaign. The fact-checking 

organization, PolitiFact, judged nearly 70 percent of verifiable Trump state-

ments made between February 2011 and April 2017 as mostly false, false, 

or outright lies. And in a February 2017 Los Angeles Times interview, presi-

dential scholar George Edwards concluded that Trump “tells more untruths 

than any president in American history.” The assault on facts also went 

well beyond Trump and his administration. For example a BuzzFeed analy-

sis found that the top 20 fake election news stories emanating from hoax 

sites and hyperpartisan blogs generated more engagement on Facebook (as 

measured by shares, reactions, and comments) than the top 20 election sto-

ries produced by 19 major news outlets combined, including the New York 

Times, Washington Post, Huffington Post, and NBC News.

It would be easy to see the current moment as an aberration. Certainly, 

there is much that is irreproducible about Donald Trump. And a number 

of factors that collectively formed a “perfect storm”—a Republican Party 

in disarray; an overconfident, disliked, and female Democratic opponent; 
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a news media that took Trump “literally but not seriously”; WikiLeaks and 

Russian interference in the campaign process; historic lows in public trust 

of both politicians and the news media; etc.—might suggest a low prob-

ability of something similar happening again. Indeed, had Clinton received 

just a few thousand more strategically located votes, Trump would have lost 

the general election, and the national conversation would likely be very 

different.

But this would be a mistake. Rather than an exception, “Trumpism” is a 

culmination of trends that have been occurring for several decades. What 

we are witnessing is nothing short of a fundamental shift in the relation-

ships between journalism, politics, and democracy.

In our 2011 book, After Broadcast News: Media Regimes, Democracy, and 

the New Information Environment, Bruce Williams and I argued that political, 

economic, cultural, and technological changes in the United States were 

fundamentally altering the media environment, with significant implica-

tions for the practice of politics. Such periods of disruption, in which old 

rules, norms, institutions, and expectations regarding the relationships 

between the media, political elites, and citizens no longer apply, but new 

ones have yet to develop, have occurred before—for example, between the 

partisan and penny presses in the early nineteenth century, between the 

penny press and the age of realism in the mid-nineteenth century, between 

realism and the progressive era in the decades straddling the start of the 

twentieth century, and between the progressive era and the era of broadcast 

news in the early to mid-twentieth century.

In each of these prior transitions, a new set of rules, norms, institu-

tions, and expectations eventually became normalized, resulting in what 

we called a new “media regime.” In the latter half of the twentieth century, 

this included accepting the naturalness of a relatively centralized media 

system that distinguished “news” from “entertainment,” “mass-mediated” 

from “interpersonal” communication, information “producers” from infor-

mation “consumers,” and—most central to this essay—“facts” from “opin-

ions” and “beliefs.” It also reified professional journalists as the gatekeepers 

of the public agenda, elites as the central agents of politics, and—except 

for the periodic act of voting—citizens as passive consumers of news and 

politics.

If this media regime and the set of relationships it has supported is  

breaking down, what might a new, twenty-first-century regime look like? 
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At the time that we researched our book, this was unclear, though its basic 

contours were becoming evident: a collapsing of the prior regime’s pre-

sumed and enforced distinctions between news and entertainment, mass-

mediated and interpersonal communication, information producers and 

consumers, and facts, opinions, and beliefs. In turn this was creating a 

political landscape that is both “multiaxial” (i.e., in which the gatekeep-

ing role of professional journalists and their control of the public agenda 

is ceded to multiple, shifting, and often previously invisible, fringe, and/

or less powerful actors) and “hyperreal” (i.e., in which the mediated rep-

resentation of reality becomes more important to individual and collec-

tive political deliberation, opinions, beliefs, and behaviors than the facts 

underlying them).

The impact of these changes on the relationships between the media, 

political elites, and citizens has been happening gradually but inexorably 

for decades. Consider the conduct of national campaigns and elections. Evi-

dence of small but significant ruptures in traditional mid-to-late twentieth-

century campaign techniques emerged as early as the 1980s, when the 

Reagan campaign used satellite technology and prepackaged “video news 

releases” to bypass the national press and target local (and presumably less 

aggressive) journalists and media outlets. Other signs of change included 

Ross Perot’s appearances on the cable talk show Larry King Live to jump start 

his third-party candidacy, and Bill Clinton’s appearances on The Arsenio 

Hall Show (think sunglasses and saxophone) and MTV (think boxers or 

briefs), all in 1992; John McCain’s unprecedented use of Internet fundrais-

ing in 2000; Howard Dean’s insurgency campaign fueled by his (and Joe 

Trippi’s) creative use of the Internet to motivate and mobilize young sup-

porters in 2004; and the implosion of Senator George Allen’s reelection bid 

(and presidential aspirations) in 2006, the result of a cell phone video that 

went viral (think “macaca moment”).

By 2008 and 2012, the use of digital, social, and nontraditional media 

and technology to announce one’s candidacy, fundraise, reach and engage 

supporters, and get out the vote had become firmly entrenched as an inte-

gral part of campaigning, more effectively by Democrats than Republicans 

(Kreiss 2012). But despite some prominent examples (e.g., Saturday Night 

Live’s parodies of Sarah Palin; The Daily Show’s award-winning election 

coverage; The Colbert Report’s satirical civic lessons on campaign finance; 

the viral releases of problematic comments by Mitt Romney and Barack 
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Obama; even Obama’s ability to overtake frontrunner Hilary Clinton in 

2008), the impact of this reconstituted information environment remained 

largely channeled within the traditional media and political parties, often 

in informal partnership with tech-savvy people “borrowed” from digital 

media companies (Kreiss 2016).

The 2016 presidential race was a more radical departure from the recent 

past. The success of Donald Trump’s insurgent campaign would be unthink-

able in the campaign structure of the mid-to-late twentieth century. To be 

sure, the new information environment did not cause his success—there 

were real social, economic, political, and cultural issues underlying his 

unexpected victory. But most of these issues have existed in some form 

since the nation’s founding, and none were unique to this election. What 

was unique was the ability of a 70-year-old real estate developer turned 

reality television celebrity to exploit the contemporary information envi-

ronment in ways that were unprecedented, and done outside—and against 

the concerted efforts of—the traditional institutions of national media  

and politics.

Consider the Trump campaign (and presidency thus far) in light of the 

first three core qualities characterizing this emerging information environ-

ment. His campaign shattered the already weakening distinction between 

news and entertainment, with primaries resembling nothing so much as 

a reality television show, debates that drew “huge” audiences in large part 

for the spectacle, and a national news media that provided Trump with 

unprecedented coverage in large part because of his celebrity status and 

entertainment value. His use of Twitter to bypass and/or influence tradi-

tional gatekeepers and speak directly to, motivate, and mobilize his fol-

lowers epitomizes the blurring of interpersonal and mass communication. 

And the amplification and diffusion of his message through online social 

networks made his followers both consumers and producers of political 

information and discourse.

But it is the fourth core quality that, in combination with the prior 

three, is most problematic in our current moment. While disputes over 

the lines between facts, opinions, and beliefs have always existed, Trump 

took has taken this to a new level, demonstrating that a public figure can 

make statements that are verifiably false, be called out on these misstate-

ments, and pay (to date at least) no political price for them. This is possible 
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because of the multiaxiality and hyperreality of the current information 

environment—characteristics that Trump successfully exploited but that 

were also already in place before he began his run for the White House. Our 

multiaxial environment creates conditions in which we are always just one 

click of a mouse or remote control away from information that contradicts 

what we just heard, read, or saw. This makes it easier for ideologically com-

mitted citizens to hold fast to their prior beliefs regardless of the facts; for 

less politically engaged citizens to be uncertain, dazed, and confused; and 

for political elites to exploit this situation. In turn, our hyperreal environ-

ment creates the conditions in which the competing narratives emerging 

from this combination of beliefs, opinions, and alternative facts—rather 

than the material conditions underlying them—become the basis of 

political discourse and action. The result is a mediated politics resembling  

nothing so much as Kabuki theater.

In making this argument it is important to emphasize that there is  

nothing in the emerging media regime of the early twenty-first century 

that necessitates its political dominance by any one type of movement or 

person, or that necessitates a hyperreality that is uncoupled from facts. 

The same conditions that led to the emergence of Donald Trump’s brand 

of conservative populism facilitated the presidential campaigns of Barack 

Obama and Bernie Sanders; the Occupy Wall Street and Black Lives Matter 

movements; the growing and more impactful role of citizen journalists as 

well as more “random acts of journalism”; the use of computational sci-

ence methods, large data sets, and visualization technologies to create new 

forms of investigative journalism; improvements in government services 

through the use of more interactive and responsive websites; and experi-

ments in crowdsourcing that allow citizens to discuss and sometimes even 

develop public policy. The current media environment has rightfully been 

implicated in the spreading of “fake news” and “alternative facts,” but also 

in efforts to counter them; in growing concerns about the loss of privacy, 

but also in the ability to provide citizens with more targeted, useful, and 

useable information precisely because of this loss; in the creation of echo 

chambers in which like-minded people talk only to themselves, but also 

in the ability of people to engage each other across temporal, geographic, 

political, and cultural boundaries. Indeed, within minutes of newly elected 

President Trump’s signing an executive order effectively banning Muslims 
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from seven nations from entering the United States, individuals and groups 

opposed to this policy took advantage of the same conditions that elected 

Trump to organize large and spontaneous demonstrations at airports and 

in cities around the globe.

It is also important not to romanticize the past; to conclude that if only 

we could return to the days of three national nightly news broadcasts and 

a daily newspaper we would be better off. There was much in the highly 

centralized, corporate-dominated, and citizen-as-passive-consumer media 

regime (and resulting politics) of the latter half of the twentieth century 

that was very problematic. Indeed, one of the major effects of the current 

environment has been to reveal shortcomings in the prior media regime, 

such as the essentially contestable nature of what often passed for facts; the 

important and often positive role that has always been played in public 

discourse by emotion, popular culture, narrative, beliefs, and even myths; 

and the way in which facts, even when broadly agreed upon, can be used 

selectively to support or counter particular viewpoints. Consider Kellyanne 

Conway’s (admittedly misleading) definition of “alternative facts” as “addi-

tional facts and alternative information.” In a March 2017 New York maga-

zine interview she elaborated, adding “Two plus two is four. Three plus one 

is four. Partly cloudy, partly sunny. Glass half full, glass half empty. Those 

are alternative facts.” While her actual use of the term was in defense of 

something much closer to “two plus two is six,” she is right that facts can 

be used and interpreted selectively, and that it is important to have an 

information environment that brings diverse, but relevant and support-

able, facts to the table.

Perhaps most profoundly, the current environment forces us to seriously 

consider what “a fact” is and what relationship it has to “the truth.” As 

Scott Keeter and I wrote over two decades ago in our book, What Americans 

Know about Politics and Why It Matters:

Establishing something as a fact is an admittedly problematic enterprise. One cannot 

state as a fact why certain people are poor and others are not. One cannot state as a 

fact how many people are poor in America. One cannot even state as a fact what it 

means to be poor. One can say, however, with reasonable assurance how the federal 

government defines poverty, what percentage of the American public currently lives 

below the federally defined poverty line, and whether that percentage has increased 

or decreased over the past four years. The reduction of weighty issues like poverty 

to clinical facts about official statistics leads many to argue that the enterprise is 

trivializing.
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But this does not mean that facts do not matter. As we went on to say:

If the debate were to end there, we would agree. But our point is that facts prevent 

rather than lead to the trivializing of public discourse. Such facts as the percent-

age of the American public living below the poverty line, how the line is deter-

mined, and how the percentage has changed over time provide a foundation for 

deliberation about larger issues. They prevent debates from becoming disconnected 

from the material conditions they attempt to address. They allow individuals and 

groups with widely varied experiences and philosophies to have some common basis 

of comparison—some common language with which to clarify differences, iden-

tify points of agreement, and establish criteria for evaluation. They tether public 

discourse to objective conditions while allowing for debates over what objectivity 

means.

The multiaxiality and hyperreality of the media regime in which we  

now live provides unprecedented opportunities for such grounded delibera-

tion, even as they provide equally unprecedented opportunities to ignore 

or fabricate facts. To facilitate productive conversations across sociocultural 

and political divides, or to retreat into ideological bubbles. To find safe 

spaces to resist authoritarianism of various social, cultural, and political 

stripes, or to create the conditions that lead to it. To develop mediated nar-

ratives and myths that while not “factual” in the narrow sense are “truth-

ful,” or to develop narratives and myths that are neither. Which path we 

ultimately choose is the question of our time, and nothing short of democ-

racy is at stake.





4  Trump and the Great Disruption in Public 

Communication

The victory of Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election reflects  

a troubling combination of rising trends in political communication in 

the United States, namely, the mainstreaming of conspiracy theories and 

incivility in public discourse, and the commercial priorities of the news 

media. Although these developments have a long tradition in US public 

communication, they have gained new relevance amid recent changes in 

news production and consumption. Unprecedented changes driven by 

digital technologies, economics, and social habits have flattened the previ-

ous hierarchies within the news ecology. This shift has thrown off legacy 

news organizations from their former powerful position atop the public 

flow of news and information, pushed conspiracy theories into the fore of 

US politics, and unleashed uncivil forms of expression in traditional and  

digital media.

These developments are worrisome because they stand in opposition 

to central principles of democratic communication—reason, facticity, and 

civility. The collapse of news gatekeeping swings the doors open for fact-

free discourse. Conspiracy theories legitimize arguments supported by 

personal and collective convictions more than by clear and demonstrable 

facts. Uncivil expression is antithetical to the kind of civil, reasoned, and 

tolerant discourse necessary for debating different viewpoints and devel-

oping shared agreements in a society with enormous diversity. Runaway 

commercialism prioritizes sellable content regardless of its public virtues or 

contributions to democratic discourse.

To be clear, our argument is not that Trump’s successful run was a logical, 

expected outcome of recent trends in political communication. The Trump 

victory cannot be explained by a single reason. Several factors played 

important roles, including shifts in public opinion, campaign strategies 
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and dynamics, voter suppression, and Trump’s stronger performance than 

previous Republican presidential candidates in key swing states. Rather, we 

argue that Trump’s victory has an “elective affinity” with the great disrup-

tion in contemporary public communication that facilitated the spread of 

fact-free arguments and uncivil discourse.

The Complexities of News Gatekeeping

The gradual collapse of traditional news gatekeeping has been one of the 

most remarkable, seismic developments in contemporary US political com-

munication. The digital revolution has shaken up the quasi-monopolistic 

position the press held in large-scale production and dissemination of 

news, information, and opinion for the past two centuries. Today, legacy 

journalism gatekeeping coexists with multiple levels of news decision-

making by different publics and social media companies (Vos and  

Heinderyckx 2015).

The Internet has fundamentally transformed news flows. Citizens are 

engaged in multiple gatekeeping roles as news consumers, messengers, 

modifiers, and producers. They curate, comment, produce, and (re)dis-

tribute news and information. No longer do they depend on mainstream 

channels for news, but instead, they have easy access to an unprecedented 

wealth of information on the Internet. The notion of “news audiences” pas-

sively digesting content solely determined by journalistic choices does not 

capture the multiple ways in which news stories are shaped and framed by 

the chaotic digital landscape.

Also, social media platforms have become important gatekeepers as their 

business calculations affect news choices. Although many have speculated 

on the specific interests prioritized by corporations, most notably in the 

cases of Facebook and Twitter, it is clear that news feeds are slanted toward 

constant personalization of news content based on the preferences and 

options of users and contacts. What type of content dominates in such 

multilayered, dynamic news landscapes with plenty of gatekeeping mecha-

nisms remains a subject of debate.

The erosion of the old hierarchical gatekeeping order grounded on the 

news power of elites and legacy newsrooms has mixed consequences for 

democratic communication. Just as it has empowered citizens’ voices, it has 

also facilitated the expression and accessibility to information and opinion 
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unconcerned with facts and truth-telling. Just as it has leveled discursive 

opportunities, it has also flattened distinctions in terms of credibility, trust, 

and quality. Just as the disaggregation of gatekeeping allows for diverse 

forms of information, it also deepens the difficulties for bringing different 

publics together.

One troubling consequence of multilayered gatekeeping is the fragmen-

tation of news publics into “echo chambers” of relatively homogeneous 

partisan opinion. Although the extent of such communication chambers 

remains a subject of discussion, it is reasonable to suggest that the confor-

mation of news bubbles fosters both limited exposure to counter-attitudinal 

information and the reinforcement of partisan beliefs (Stroud 2011). Here 

the consolidation of conservative “echo chambers” integrated by cable 

news, talk radio, digital news sites, and bloggers is crucial for explaining 

Trump’s rise and victory. Not only did this consolidation till the ideologi-

cal ground for several themes in narratives promoted by the Trump cam-

paign, including right-wing hostility toward the mainstream news media 

(Arceneaux, Johnson, and Murphy 2012), it also offered political novice 

Trump, the real estate magnate and reality television star, a direct link to 

the Republican base.

The Mainstreaming of Conspiracy Theory

Changes in news gatekeeping have brought fact-free and conspiracy-driven 

discourse into the mainstream. For years, partisan echo chambers have 

been breeding grounds for conspiracy theories, but the 2016 election saw 

lies and falsehoods receive unprecedented attention from both mainstream 

and niche circles of the political information environment. The conspira-

cies wielded by Trump himself not only were borne out of this environ-

ment, but also were able to spread rapidly through its interconnected  

structure.

To be sure, conspiracy talk is not a digital-era phenomenon (see Zel-

izer, this volume). In 1964, historian Richard Hofstadter (1964) observed 

the “paranoid spokesman” who energized political movements by wield-

ing conspiracies that framed social conflict in apocalyptic terms and cast 

the enemy as amoral super-villains intent on perverting the course of his-

tory. The power of conspiracies to play on deeply held beliefs, fears, and 

prejudices abides across time. But the contemporary political and media 
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environment has given new impetus and scale to conspiracies. Today, the 

paranoid spokesman finds his home in right-wing channels—the likes of 

Alex Jones, Rush Limbaugh, and Mark Levin, all of whom have made lucra-

tive careers out of promoting conspiracies to a polarized, hostile elector-

ate primed to distrust elites and media. During the 2016 election, their 

conspiracy talk managed to journey from right-wing fringes to prime time 

news (Benkler et al. 2017).

This was aided, in part, by Trump himself, who regularly fused conspira-

cies he encountered in the conservative media into his own rhetoric. Con-

spiracy rhetoric has been a central feature of Trump’s political career since 

it began. The virality of his 2011 claims that President Barack Obama was 

not a natural-born US citizen continue to reflect in opinion polls among 

the Republican base (Pasek et al. 2015). Moreover, these claims set the 

tone for his 2016 presidential run, in which he managed to drive the news 

cycle with a series of loosely interlocking conspiracies built on themes that 

those in power have rigged the political, economic, and media systems 

against the common man and against Donald Trump. His go-to conspira-

cies ranged from claims that the US government freely allowed killers and 

rapists from Mexico entry across the border to claims that widespread voter 

fraud explained his loss of the popular vote. Often, his conspiracies were 

vague. “There’s something going on,” he said on four different occasions 

about the Obama administration’s relationship with ISIS. The lack of details 

sowed seeds of doubt and allowed voters to project their own narratives 

onto his statements (Uscinski 2016). Furthermore, his targets—first Obama, 

then his Republican opponents, then Hillary Clinton—struggled to shake 

off the conspiracies wielded against them. Not only were the conspiracies 

“sticky” in far-right circles and beyond, but also attempts to counter them 

resulted in further exposure and impetus for the conspiracy itself (Nyhan 

and Reifler 2010).

Conspiracy theories fuel distrust and anger. Through their regular use, 

Trump helped create a political world in which “truth” can be muddied 

and “alternative facts” are valid. Trump’s legitimization of misinformation 

has brought conspiracy talk out of the fringes into mainstream discourse, 

aided by news media incentivized to privilege talk that is norm-breaking 

and attack-driven.
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The Mainstreaming of Political Incivility

Changes in news gatekeeping have also privileged incivility in public dis-

course. Just like conspiracy theories, it is misguided to think that incivility 

is a completely new development in US public communication. Yet, the 

flattening of news flows has pushed different types of discourse, including 

uncivil expression, into the public sphere.

Scholars have not yet reached consensus on the definition of incivility, 

but it can be broadly understood as a vicious form of attack that resorts to 

name-calling and character attacks (Brooks and Geer 2007). Findings from 

research on the impact of uncivil messages are varied and inconclusive but 

suggest that incivility can have a mobilizing effect on the electorate (Brooks 

and Geer 2007), solidify existing attitudes (Borah 2014) and capture audi-

ences’ interest while causing them to further distrust politics (Mutz and 

Reeves 2005). While incivility is engaging, it may decrease trust in the polit-

ical system, increase polarization, and increase close-mindedness.

Outrage, a particularly extreme type of incivility, privileged Trump’s 

rhetoric over other candidates’ in the media. An outrage is a unique form of 

incivility that is used to provoke an emotional response from the audience 

(Sobieraj and Berry 2011). Outrage discourse is more frequently used by 

conservatives and in conservative blogs, talk radio, and cable news shows 

than in their liberal counterparts. Outrage transfers particularly well into 

cable news shows which are dominated by outrage media—a relatively 

new political opinion media genre that is growing increasingly popular 

and is defined by its incivility toward the opposition (Berry and Sobieraj  

2014).

While the Internet has created spaces for distant communities to con-

nect, it has also created spaces where people anonymously harass one 

another and political discussions devolve into name-calling. The archi-

tecture of social media platforms like Twitter allows incivility to flour-

ish. Twitter privileges discourse that is short and uncomplicated, allows 

users to publish impulsively, and instantaneously spreads messages (Ott  

2017).

These qualities made Twitter the perfect platform for Trump’s signa-

ture blunt and combative communication style. Trump’s uncivil discourse 

spread rapidly online and through the media during the 2016 presiden-

tial election. Using his personal Twitter account, Trump made aggressive 
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attacks against his political opponents and the news media during the 

2016 presidential election and primarily communicated with outrage. 

Trump communicated outrage about everything from “dangerous” Mexi-

cans immigrating to the United States to jobs being “outsourced” to China 

to the way he was “unfairly” treated by the mainstream media and his 

opponent, Hillary Clinton. For example, when Hillary Clinton brought up 

Trump’s mistreatment of Alicia Machado, a former Miss Universe, Trump 

(2016) tweeted: “Did Crooked Hillary help disgusting (check out sex tape 

and past) Alicia M[achado] become a U.S. citizen so she could use her in the 

debate?” In moments, Trump’s tweet spread through Twitter, other social 

media channels, and news websites, triggering reaction and discussion. 

The mainstream media quickly latched on to Trump’s tweet and debunked 

his accusations against Machado, but ended up discussing Trump’s Twitter 

style instead of focusing on other issues relevant to the election—a not-

unusual dynamic that showed the media magnetism of his tweets. Even 

when the public discussion did not reflect positively on Trump, he was 

able to use Twitter to keep the media’s focus on him during the election. 

Trump’s uncivil discourse echoes similar forms of expression in a vast range 

of digital platforms.

The Mainstream Media and Trump

It would be misguided to attribute Trump’s victory only to the affinity 

between his message and conspiracy theories and incivility. The main-

stream media also played a critical role by elevating candidate Trump 

above the crowded pack of candidates during the Republican primary. A 

New York Times article estimated that Trump received almost two billion 

dollars of free airtime during the primary (Confessore and Yourish 2016). 

By the end of the national election campaign, media tracking companies 

calculated that Trump had benefitted from almost five billion dollars of 

free media time. Trump’s presence boosted television ratings, especially for 

cable news companies that reported increased ratings and profits. CBS CEO 

Leslie Moonves’s candid assertion “It may not be good for America, but 

it’s damn good for CBS” encapsulated the belief that Trump’s antidemo-

cratic discourse and the commercial goals of media companies are perfectly 

compatible. In response to criticisms about excessive media attention on 

Trump, CNN Worldwide president and former reality show producer Jeff 
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Zucker asserted that “we have all benefited” and cited the astronomical 

revenues of cable news in 2016.

Such statements became paradigmatic of the odd fellowship between a 

candidate who tapped on old conservative sentiments against “the media” 

and the profit objectives of mainstream news. The irony couldn’t be more 

evident: the same news organizations long condemned by conservatives 

as “the liberal media” drew high ratings and high revenues from covering 

Trump’s constant barrage of declarations, no matter how absurd or vicious. 

Trump’s demagogic, sensationalist, norm-breaking style of campaigning 

proved to be tremendously appealing for the news media. His outrageous, 

exaggerated, distorted, baleful declarations in campaign rallies and on 

Twitter were perfect bait for media organizations primarily concerned with 

entertainment and profits.

By doing so, mainstream news not only offered highly visible mass plat-

forms to a political novice with name recognition; they also legitimized the 

kind of intolerant, fact-free discourse traditionally contained within certain 

quarters of the right-wing mediasphere. Certainly, segments of the main-

stream commentariat were aghast at the tenor of Trump’s discourse—his 

mistaken assertions, mean-spirited attacks against various groups, and fact-

less claims. Observers legitimately worried about the implications of his dis-

tinctive combustible discourse in the tinderbox of US politics. Some news 

media promptly fact-checked Trump’s wild assertions. Yet candidate Trump 

proved to be irresistible for media organizations obsessed with traffic and 

profits. Runaway commercialism trumped other considerations. Media cor-

porations got ratings and digital traffic while giving Trump a daily platform 

to spew factless and uncivil statements.

Trump and a New Communication Environment

As tempting as it might be, it would be too simplistic to call Trump the “great 

disrupter” of US news and politics. No doubt, candidate Trump represented 

a different brand of mediated politics. His ascendancy, however, reflects 

the combination of longstanding media commercialism with trends that 

reflect “the great disruption” in public communication in recent years (see 

Pickard, this volume). Trump’s victory benefited from the continuous sig-

nificance of legacy commercial news, new forms of news gatekeeping, and 

the upsurge of longstanding forms of public discourse that are emblematic 
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of “post-truth” politics and partisan hostility. It signals the consolidation 

of “hyperpartisan publics” uninterested in (and perhaps relatively immune 

to) fact-based discourse. It endorses uncivil communication best personi-

fied by Trump himself with his penchant for name-calling opponents  

and stigmatizing minorities. It reflects the crisis of news authority, as 

expressed by abysmally low trust in the media particularly among Repub-

lican voters.

Equally troubling, the coming to power of Trump reflects the crisis of 

central conditions of the liberal-democratic model of public communica-

tion: the existence of the communication commons to negotiate through 

civil and reasoned dialogue multiple forms of difference in pluralist, mul-

ticultural democracies. Like his most fervent supporters, Trump represents 

the ascendancy of antidemocratic trends in public communication, namely 

the embrace of factually incorrect beliefs, incivility, and intolerance.

Communication researchers should not simply criticize these trends. 

Trump’s election and his presidency force us to rethink the feasibility of 

facts, reason, and civility as conditions for democratic discourse in the new 

ecology of public communication. Understanding how these conditions 

are possible when large segments of the public and the media, including 

President Trump, flatly reject them is a challenge that awaits further analy-

sis. Upholding certain principles as necessary, constitutive of democratic 

communication, such as fact-grounded conversation, the public use of rea-

son, and the practice of civil discourse, demands engaging with the study of 

opportunities and actions. It should not be limited to just normative aspi-

rations, as desirable as they might be, if they are not seriously considered 

in contexts of practice, especially when real-world dynamics are painfully 

distant from the horizons of democratic discourse.



5  Empirical Failures: Data Journalism, Cultural Identity, and 

the Trump Campaign

The argument of this chapter is straightforward. During the 2016 American 

presidential election, the elite journalism practiced at top-tier media outlets 

was better than it has ever been—the most nuanced, accurate, and fact-

oriented journalism of the modern media age. This journalism, however, 

mattered less to the conduct of American politics than ever before, for rea-

sons only partly attributable to structural transformations in the ecosystem 

of news production or audience “filter bubbles.” The reasons are also partly 

cultural: the 2016 election witnessed the clash of a journalistic tribe increas-

ingly driven by commitments to facticity and a nuanced form of objectiv-

ity, and a populace increasingly prone to seeing data-driven objectivity as 

an elitist form of cultural discourse. It is not even that many readers failed 

to be persuaded by journalistic truth but that they found the aesthetics of 

that reporting to be alienating and disempowering. This chapter focuses 

on various forms of quantitative journalism (“data,” “computational,” 

or “interactive” journalism) as a lens through which to understand these 

media dynamics, particularly insofar as they relate to American political 

culture more broadly.

The chapter begins by briefly recapitulating the general factors that 

may have been at work in determining the manner by which data and 

quantitative journalism played out in the 2016 election: filter bubbles, the 

decline of the so-called “mainstream media,” and general notions of our 

“post-truth” culture. The chapter then traces the historical emergence of 

data-driven forms of objectivity and discusses the manner by which data 

journalism came to be an “elite” form of journalistic discourse. It concludes 

by discussing the “audience” or “reception” side of the equation, speculat-

ing about how information and information display might be interpreted 

as an aesthetic style and “taste signifier,” a style with deeper implications 

for the American public and political practice.

C. W. Anderson
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One final note: it should be clear that all of these explanations for the 

2016 election outcome are highly mediacentric, and we should not lose 

sight that political press coverage does not exist in a vacuum. Alongside 

media narratives about candidates, actual candidates also exist, candidates 

with campaign staffs, organizational infrastructures, political skills, and 

professional competencies. Society may or not be undergoing what Hepp 

and Coultry (2017) have called “deep mediatization,” but personalities and 

world events continue to exert an effect on political outcomes, even those 

buried deep within our media funhouse hall of mirrors.

Explanations for Journalistic Failures

It is important to keep in mind from the outset that observers have meant 

many different things when they’ve talked about journalistic “failures” dur-

ing the 2016 campaign. Some are talking specifically about polling failures, 

or the fact that predictive polling outlets like the FiveThirtyEight and The 

Upshot gave Donald Trump low chances of winning. Others are referring 

to the fact that reporters somehow failed to understand the mindsets and 

attitudes of a large swath of white working-class voters who defected from 

Barack Obama to Donald Trump, giving him the narrow margin of votes 

that propelled him to an Electoral College victory. In this piece I refer less to 

any of these specifics than to the fact that many journalists (a) feel like they 

somehow “missed the story” of the election (a grave journalistic sin accord-

ing to the canons and codes of the profession) and (b) produced fact-driven 

reporting that somehow failed to have a the anticipated impact on its audi-

ence. Many journalists might disagree with my assessment of the situation; 

nevertheless, I think the core of my argument lies in my claim that there 

was a disconnect between journalism and the American electorate, that this 

disconnect had real public consequences, and that it is partially based on 

“empirical tribalism.”

What other explanations have been offered for this disconnect between 

journalists and their public? There have been, primarily, three: Facebook 

and other social media platforms have created digital “filter bubbles”; there 

has been a decline in the economic health and vitality of the more tradi-

tional, centrist, and geographically dispersed news media; and we live in a 

“post-truth” or “post-fact” culture.
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The question of filter bubbles has received a great deal of public atten-

tion in the past six years or so, spurred on by Eli Pariser’s book of the same 

name. According to this argument, because of the algorithmic and financial 

incentives of media platforms and search engines, audience members are 

increasingly exposed only to points of view they already agree with (Pariser 

2012). This selective exposure then leads to a hardening of extreme politi-

cal attitudes and a clustering of people with the same beliefs who also rein-

force each other’s opinions.

A second point of view, most recently detailed by Politico media critic 

Jack Shafer (Shafer and Doherty 2017) but also discussed widely by scholars 

analyzing transformations in the American news industry, points to the 

“hollowing out” of the American news industry. For these critics, the eco-

nomic and professional decline of newspapers has led to both a diminution 

of critical political coverage in places like Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and 

Michigan, but also to a corresponding “clustering” of news companies in 

cities like San Francisco, New York, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC.

The third argument is more general and cultural: we live in a post-truth 

or post-fact era, epitomized by the Oxford English Dictionary choosing 

“post-truth” as its word of the year for 2016. “Post-truth,” they wrote in a 

blog post, “is an adjective defined as ‘relating to or denoting circumstances 

in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion 

than appeals to emotion and personal belief’” (Oxford English Dictionary 

2016). According to many observers of politics in 2016, traditional and 

enlightenment-indebted journalists made a mistake in thinking that their 

appeals to reasoned, empirical evidence would mean much to an electorate 

steeped in emotionalism and irrational belief.

All of these explanations have their merits, and, as will be seen, my own 

diagnosis draws on elements of all of them. To understand the genealogy of 

journalism’s empirical failures, however, I argue that it is worth taking a trip 

back in time to understand how some of journalism’s most quantitative, 

data-driven forms of news came to be. In the history of this data-driven 

journalism, I argue, lie many of the roots of our current difficulties.

The Long History of Data Journalism

Journalists have always used numbers, statistics, and other forms of quan-

titative information in news reports. Indeed, for much of the early history 
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of printing, journalism was largely about numbers, serving as it did of a 

conveyor of business, shipping, and trade records along with political gos-

sip and rumors from the royal court. It is only with the emergence of what 

we know today as “modern reporting” that journalism became less mate-

rial and more oral, less about numbers than words, less about documents 

than interviews, and transformed, in Hazel Dicken Garcia’s terms, from a 

“record” to a “report.” This is why, for me, any American history of data 

journalism must begin not with the first use of infographics or statistics, 

but rather in the early twentieth century when a more general transforma-

tion of social knowledge began to take place. This transformation was pro-

pelled forward by the dual impulse of progressive political goals (collecting 

empirical knowledge as a mechanism for generating political reform) and 

the more general professionalization of knowledge disciplines (sociology, 

political science, economics, and journalism all assumed their current pro-

fessional forms in the early decades of the twentieth century). In my book 

Apostles of Certainty: Data Journalism and the Politics of Doubt (Anderson 

2018), I make the argument that we can best understand the sociomate-

rial roots of journalistic epistemology by looking at it historically and also 

comparatively, by examining how it intersected with sociology, political 

science, and other knowledge disciplines.

For the purposes of this chapter, it is important to keep in mind the 

following general line of development. The earliest sociology in the 1910s 

was often indistinguishable from muckraking journalism, particularly in 

its focus on mobilizing quantitative information for the purposes of social 

reform. Nevertheless, the vast majority of journalism in the progressive era 

rejected the insertion of quantitative data as a source of evidence for news 

stories, owing to its presentist focus and its primary reliance on oral forms 

of evidence. As sociology professionalized, it rejected its reformist, journal-

istic, visualizing tendencies and focused on the statistical establishment of 

quantitative certainty. Ironically, at just the same time, journalism began to 

act much as sociology had a few decades earlier, embracing context, inter-

pretation of structural events, and data visualization. In other words, both 

sociology and journalism professionalized in the 1930s, but in ways that 

pulled them apart and changed what it meant to be properly “scientific.” 

When the data journalism pioneer Philip Meyer initiated his crusade to 

make journalism more scientific he would do so on the terrain established 

by sociology in the 1930s. Journalism would try to become more like social 
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science, rather than sociology trying to be like journalism, as was the case 

in the 1910s.

This entire process also called into question the status of “the public” 

and its relationship to social science and to the deployment of quantitative 

information. The early reformist sociologists believed data could literally 

“activate” the public, that viewing or consuming data could spur people 

and groups to political action. Modern sociology abandoned much of this 

pretense, concerned far more with its own internal field dynamics and, at 

most, with the relationship between its experts and the policy elite. Profes-

sional journalism, for its part, largely understood the role of reporting to 

be the provision of information to citizens for the purposes of self govern-

ment, and the crux of the debate between Meyer and other journalists in 

the 1960s concerned the degree to which journalism should provide a new 

form of information (“social science in a hurry”) to the public in order to 

better facilitate democratic goals. Meyer’s critics contended that his “preci-

sion journalism” would be inaccessible to many readers and impossible for 

many journalists to produce; Meyer countered that computers would facili-

tate reportorial capacity, and moreover, that policy makers and interested 

citizens would use this new approach for democratic ends.

Data Journalism Institutionalizes

Data journalism, then, was always pitched as a more elitist practice meant 

for more discerning readers, and this epistemological tendency was rein-

forced by the way it institutionalized in the 1980s and 1990s. One path 

forward for data journalism would have been for it to find its institutional 

home within newsrooms themselves, with every cub reporter gaining a 

certain level of statistical literacy in the same way that journalists learned 

to write a nut graf or conduct an interview. This was not, however, what 

took place. Instead, data journalists began gathering under the banner 

of “computer-assisted reporting,” a cross-newsroom group of journalists 

familiar with computers and statistical techniques, who largely practiced 

forms of the “social science in a hurry” recommended by Meyer. These 

computer-assisted reporters formed the group NICAR (the National Insti-

tute for Computer Assisted Reporting) that later affiliated with a second 

group, IRE (Investigative Reporters and Editors). This, in turn, tied data 

journalism even more closely with forms of investigative reporting—itself 
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one of the most respected and elite forms of newswork. This cluster of 

underpinnings—the link between data journalism and investigative report-

ing, the fact that CAR stories often won journalistic prizes, the unfortu-

nate reality that a large number of reporters were numerically illiterate, and 

the fact that data journalism was always pitched to a more policy-focused 

audience—reinforced the elitist tendencies of data reporting.

Industry-wide changes in journalism have only exacerbated these divi-

sions between ordinary, superficial, tabloid, emotionalist, or partisan report-

ing and more high-level data journalism work. As Rasmus Kleis Nielsen puts 

it, alongside the growth of superficial, impressionistic, and transient news 

items distributed through smart watches and social media, the twenty-first 

century has also seen

[t]he parallel and simultaneous growth in forms of digital news that are far closer to 

the “knowledge-about” end of [William] James’s spectrum, forms of long-form, ex-

planatory, data-enriched journalism that offers mediated, publicly available, forms 

of news very much concerned with questions of causality and teleology, with the 

relations between events, and that offers this in a far more accessible and timely 

fashion than other forms of “knowledge about” current affairs. (Nielsen 2017)

Clearly, the type of journalism advocated by Meyer and his followers 

has played a large part in this journalistic efflorescence. Digital sites that 

dominated the public conversation about the 2016 American presidential 

election—Nate Silver’s FiveThirtyEight, the New York Times’s Upshot, Pro-

Publica, the Marshall Project, and other forms of high-level data-driven 

political reporting—can be seen as the heirs to Philip Meyer as well. But 

how have these professionalized forms of objective communication been 

received by audiences? My answer is: not well, and the reasons for this 

problematic uptake go beyond simply providing information itself. Sim-

ply providing highly factualized discourse would not in and of itself be 

a problem unless there were not deeper fractures and fissures within the 

American polity, and if citizens were not as prone to thinking about politics 

in terms of identity as they were in terms of factual knowledge (see Kreiss, 

this volume). Filter bubbles and business model failures play a role in this, 

but the primary culprit, I argue, is the aesthetic style of “intelligence” and 

the populist reaction to it (Perlstein 2017).

In other words: in the partisan and polarized American political  

environment, professional journalistic claims to facticity have become 

simply another tribal marker—the tribal marker of “smartness”—and the 
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quantitative, visually oriented forms of data news serve to alienate certain 

audience members as much as they convince anyone to think about poli-

tics or political claims more skeptically. The problem of the public discussed 

a few pages earlier has re-emerged under conditions of digitization. Data 

journalism and other forms of quantitative newswork mark the further 

extensions of journalistic skill and professionalism we have yet seen in the 

news business. Unfortunately, what is good for the journalism industry is 

not always good for democracy. Quantitative news, partly because of its 

own institutional history and partly because of political polarization in the 

United States, is an aesthetic style that alienates some and confuses others; 

it is not “value-neutral,” whatever the journalists who practice it might 

hope for.

What Now?

Journalism theorists and critics, looking at the current state of American pol-

itics and the press, have generally offered two suggestions for how the press 

might produce a journalism that fairly represents more of the public and has 

a greater impact on political outcomes. The first is what I call the “discur-

sive” solution: journalists ought to do a better job including the voices, per-

spectives, and thoughts of so-called “ordinary Americans” in their coverage. 

Understanding the perspectives of so-called “middle America,” the theory 

goes, will lead to a fairer, more accurate journalism. A second solution might 

be called the “emotionalist” solution—rather than doubling down on facts, 

mainstream journalists should take a page from the Fox News playbook and, 

as President Donald Trump might put it, aim for the gut.

I’m skeptical that either of these solutions will be successful. The dis-

cursive solution seems to place too great an emphasis on dialogue as a 

process, with objective information as its input that then leads to posi-

tive democratic outputs. I also find it hard to imagine journalism ever de-

professionalizing to such a degree that it is willing to be as emotional and 

colorful as might be required to match the right-wing media machine and 

its obvious disdain for facts. Whatever it does in the future, however, it 

seems clear that journalism’s confidence in its own professional certitude 

has been shaken, and that new paths forward are be required if the media 

is to fulfill its tremendously important democratic functions in the years 

ahead.





6  My Very Own Alternative Facts about Journalism

Let’s accept at the outset what Hannah Arendt wrote half a century ago 

about truth and politics: they are not on good terms. Donald Trump is not 

the first president to lie. He is not the first populist to turn out to be a pluto-

crat. He is not the first to surround himself with advisers and spokespeople 

without respect for reality (remember the George W. Bush aide who spoke 

of journalists sneeringly as “the reality-based community”). He is of course 

in an unbroken line of presidents who attack the press—including both 

George Washington and Thomas Jefferson.

What is original with Donald Trump is his mastery of Twitter, a social 

media platform that 21 percent of Americans use (24 percent of Ameri-

cans who are online at all) but it is practically universal among Ameri-

can journalists.1 If Joe McCarthy retains fame for having taken advantage 

of the 1950s reportorial norm of printing with a straight face any outra-

geous charges a US Senator might present to them, Donald Trump is at 

least as successful in manipulating the Twitterosis that US journalists  

suffer from.

What may also be original to Donald Trump, among presidents, is a 

mania or an egomania for numbers. In his first days in office, Mr. Trump—

national leadership on issues of importance his to take up, a chance to 

charm the world his for the asking—veered off course with an effort to 

insist that more people attended his inauguration than Barack Obama’s 

first inauguration in 2009, the largest in American history. Whether one 

looked at aerial photographs or the record of Washington subway ridership 

as of 11 a.m. on January 20 of both 2009 and 2017, the evidence showed 

Mr. Trump’s position to be pure fantasy. Six months later, President Trump 

insisted that Congress had passed more bills (42) in his time in office than 

in the first six months of any previous president. This turned out to be an 
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easier figure to track down and, again, Trump’s claim was simply wrong. 

He was far behind the pace of Franklin Roosevelt, Harry Truman, and 

Jimmy Carter, a touch behind Bill Clinton (50), and just ahead of Barack  

Obama (39).2

Of course, in a democracy, numbers matter—and they should, although 

the founders created the political system that they did because they dis-

trusted numbers and they perfectly despised the multitudes.

Americans call our government a democracy. This is not what the found-

ers called the system they brought into the world in 1789. They spoke of 

what they were building as “republican” government, by which they meant 

a representative democracy with protections built into the Constitution to 

prevent one-person or one-party or even majority rule. We refer to these 

mechanisms as “checks and balances.” Add to them the system of federal-

ism that locates power in the individual states separately from the power 

located in Washington, DC. Without these means for limiting the accu-

mulation of power, even power endorsed by a (temporary) majority, ours 

would not be a political system worth our allegiance.

This is not something that media scholars, as opposed to most political 

scientists, have sufficiently recognized. Right-wing populism is ascendant 

in Britain and the United States, entrenched in Hungary, and in 2017 made 

serious bids for power in Austria, France, and the Netherlands. Right-wing 

populism assaults liberal democracy while communication scholars too 

often reduce liberal democracy to an ideal of participatory democracy and a 

practical reality of rule by 50 percent of voters plus one. But 50 percent plus 

one can be misled. They can be an angry majority, angry enough to strip 

the other half of the population of civil, political, and social rights. Scholars 

endorsed too warmly and too quickly the idea of Internet democracy—not 

only are people now coming to see how mythological this idea is but there 

is a dawning that it should have been rejected from the outset. Democracy 

worth defending is liberal democracy, not simply a majoritarian scheme 

for voting. Liberal democracy is based on majority rule (more or less), but 

majority rule within law, with specific and enforceable protections for civil 

and political liberties, particularly for minorities whose small numbers 

make them unable to form a majority and therefore make them especially 

vulnerable to what Tocqueville identified long ago as the “tyranny of the 

majority.” That was not just a catchy phrase.
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What is the role of journalism in a democracy? That is, what role should 

it play in a liberal democracy? Journalists literally “make” news. They do 

not find it. They do not publish transcripts of reality. Even if they make 

their best efforts, they would not provide a copy of reality, but reality in a 

frame, reality enhanced, reality reconfigured by being heightened on a page 

or a screen, reality retouched by the magic of publication itself.

Whether it is Macedonian teenagers wanting to make some money or 

far-right conspiracy-minded partisans trying to roil the waters, “fake news” 

has become part of today’s political vocabulary. Just how influential fake 

news was in the US presidential election in 2016 is very hard to know, but 

the idea of fake news has certainly become a powerful part of our public 

discourse. President Donald Trump likes to grab headlines (as did his pre-

decessors), but Trump regularly does so by name-calling the mainstream 

news media “fake news” as well as by making reckless assertions for which 

he has no evidence. He has repeatedly asserted that any investigation of 

connections between the Russian government and his presidential cam-

paign will find nothing. At this writing, enough is known that President 

Trump and his defenders have shifted from saying “there was no collu-

sion” between the campaign and the Russian government to asserting far 

more modestly that “collusion is not a crime.” That counts as partially 

true, judging from a round-up of expert legal opinion that Politico pub-

lished July 12, 2017, in “What Is Collusion? Is It Even a Crime?” It may 

be that President Trump’s original “there’s nothing to find” claim meant 

only “I myself did not meet with Russians”—but it is now known that his 

son, Donald Jr., did so in what arguably was a crime (in agreeing to meet 

with Russians close to the Putin government in order to receive informa-

tion from them discreditable to Hillary Clinton), and it is likewise now 

known that his son-in-law, Jared Kushner, had multiple meetings with 

Russians that he seemed to have forgotten when filling out forms to gain  

security clearance.

A US president commands enormous attention around the world when-

ever he opens his mouth. If he places troops on a battlefield, even many 

Americans who saw no point in war rally round the flag. If he has a cancer-

ous polyp removed from his colon (Ronald Reagan), thousands of people 

in the next few days make colonoscopy appointments. If a president can 

inadvertently push people to undergo colonoscopies, what else can he do 

by example or by words? When a president declares the mainstream news 
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media to be the “enemy of the American people,” what might otherwise 

reasonable citizens be inclined to think?

A journalist’s job is to make news, as a carpenter’s job is to build houses. 

Both crafts have rules. The first rule for journalists committed to their work 

is to put reality first. Responsible journalists learn to not produce fake news 

or hyped news or corrupt news. They do not subordinate honest reporting 

to ideological consistency or political advocacy. They do not curry favor 

with advertisers, or with the publisher’s business interests, or even with the 

tastes of the audience. Nor should they bow to the consensus among their 

own colleagues if it clashes with what they see in the world around them—

this, the bias of the inner circle, is the most difficult to avoid.

For a century now, the dominant trend in the history of American jour-

nalism has been the professionalization of a staff of reporters who gather 

the news. Journalism preceded reporting, but from the 1820s on, reporting 

became the center of American journalism. Europe was not the same; there 

one opined that “reporting is killing journalism”—that is, straightforward 

accounts of events of the day were taking the spotlight away from the dis-

cursive essays of political advocacy, theory, and philosophy that dominated 

much of the European press. Only in the twentieth century would the Euro-

pean press begin to borrow US news techniques like interviewing and US 

news standards that placed reporting first.

But doesn’t the US model of journalism deny the truth that presumed 

“facts” are just opinions in masquerade? That everything is relative, it just 

depends on the standpoint you start from? Most college sophomores in 

their first philosophy class will walk in with the argument that “it’s all 

relative” and that “that’s just your opinion!”—no research, argument, or 

discussion can alter our preconceptions.

That’s why we call them sophomoric. But none of those students truly 

believes everything is relative. If their computer malfunctions, they do not 

pray that it be fixed by divine intervention, nor do they normally kick the 

computer. Instead, they call tech support—they turn to experts. If one of 

the students, in the middle of class, feels a powerful and distressing pain in 

his chest, he can ask the philosophy professor for her guidance or he can 

ask the student at the next desk for her advice or he could ask someone else 

to call for emergency medical assistance. Will he choose A, B, or C? He will 

choose C. He will seek medical assistance. When reality insistently knocks 

at the door, the premature commitment to “everything is relative” is left 
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behind. Relativist or modernist or postmodernist, left or right—all will seek 

out experts.

When people want to know on an everyday basis what is going on in the 

world, most turn to professional news gatherers who have earned reputa-

tions for reliability. But how is a person to know which of the news provid-

ers and purveyors around us can be trusted? Expertise in reporting is not 

certified by many years of study and training as in medicine, or by easily 

measured results, as with the computer tech expert who either fixes or fails 

to fix the computer. But there are, nevertheless, some earmarks of eviden-

tiary quality in journalism:

1.	 Willingness to retract, correct, and implicitly or explicitly apologize 

for misstatements. The Time reporter who misreported in the first day 

of the Trump administration that President Trump or his aides had 

removed the bust of Martin Luther King, Jr., from the Oval Office 

retracted and corrected his report within hours. That is what respon-

sible reporters and news organizations do.

2.	 Adherence to professional ethics—including the following:

—Be accurate. Spell the name right. Get the address right. There’s no 

“it’s all relative” here. Joan Smith lives at 10 Maple Avenue or 20 

Maple Avenue, not at both addresses, and 15 Maple Avenue as an 

approximation is not good enough. Write a story that tells what hap-

pened, not what you think about what you think happened, or what 

you wish happened, or what might have happened.

—Dig for contrary evidence. “Report against your own assumptions,” 

my Columbia Journalism School colleagues tell their students.

—Follow the story wherever the evidence leads. If you are a reporter, 

not a propagandist, you will follow the story you catch a glimpse of 

even if it may injure the career of the candidate or party or cause that 

you personally favor or that your news organization has endorsed. 

The New York Times repeatedly endorsed Eliot Spitzer’s bids for office 

in New York, including in his race for governor in 2006. But it also 

broke the sex scandal story that led Governor Spitzer to resign. A real 

reporter prizes a truthful story over partisan advantage or political 

preference, come what may.

3.	 Reliable journalists adopt some identifiable literary features, too, like 

the following:
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—Be calm and declarative. No hyperventilating.

—Present multiple positions or viewpoints within a story if the topic 

is a controversial one and if (unlike “false balance”) the various sides 

adhere to different values but are not separated by an acceptance of 

consensual scientific evidence and a rejection of it.

—Identify your sources whenever possible. And acknowledge the gaps, 

inconsistencies, or insufficiencies in the data you are basing your 

story on.

—Use commonly accepted data, databases, and reliable authorities. If 

you want to write about whether more people rode the Washington, 

DC, metro system on the day of Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration 

or on the day of Donald Trump’s 2017 inauguration, to provide a 

reasonable proxy for the size of the inauguration crowd, ask the Met-

ropolitan Transit Authority that collects this data. If you prefer to 

take President Trump’s word for it, you are not a journalist; you are 

a propagandist or a sap. Personal vanity is not a commonly accepted 

database.

Professional news reporting is not easy. Its place in the world is still 

young—it really cannot be said to have existed in a full-bodied way for 

much more than a century. That’s not a long stretch. But at its best, it has 

proved itself a bulwark of accountable democratic government and a thorn 

in the side of autocrats around the world. The economic fragility of the 

news media these days is troubling, and it sometimes leads venerable news 

organizations to prefer clicks to conscience, but reporters can and often do 

maintain a fierce allegiance to its highest ideals, and this is a force to reckon 

with. When President Trump called the mainstream media the “enemy of 

the people,” many journalists responded with redoubled effort to hold him 

accountable for both his words and his actions.

Professional journalism is often a quick study. It is a “first rough draft” of 

history, not the last word. But it is the enemy of pride and pomposity and 

ignorance. When the president of the United States is a walking, talking, 

tweeting example of pride, pomposity, and ignorance, we need professional 

journalism more than ever.

And, of course, that’s not all we need. We need a professional civil ser-

vice loyal to its own standards of integrity, not loyal to whichever party 

or person happens to occupy the White House. We need an independent 
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judiciary that, likewise, is dedicated first to enforcing the law, not to pleas-

ing the occupant of the White House. We need the whole energy of civil 

society—partisan and nonpartisan organizations across the political spec-

trum that seek to hold government accountable. We need the decentralized 

strengths of a federal system with states free (within the Constitution) to 

make decisions for themselves that Washington has only limited authority 

to challenge. The news media alone are a slim reed against a determined 

autocrat. But the news media, alongside other essential elements of liberal 

democracy, have a key role without which democracy itself is endangered.

Notes

1.  Pew Research Center, “Social Media Update 2016,” November 11, 2016, based on 

a survey conducted March 7–April 4, 2016.

2.  Michael Shear and Karen Yourish, “Trump Says He Has Signed More Bills Than 

Any President, Ever. He Hasn’t,” New York Times, July 17, 2017.





7  Who’s Playing Who? Media Manipulation in an Era of 

Trump

After the election of Donald Trump in November 2016, the denizens of 

4chan and 8chan, two anonymous online forums, were celebrating what 

they thought was their victory. “We fucking did it lads. It’s happening. 

Florida is ours,” one user on 8chan wrote (in all-red caps). On 4chan, the 

party was also in full-force. “We actually elected a meme as president,” one 

4channer was reported to have said.1 These celebrations resembled more 

of what you’d expect inside a campaign’s headquarters than of voters 

happy that their candidate had won. On 8chan, users praised “kek”—their 

meme deity—and quickly took toward planning their future campaigns. 

By the end of November 9th, they were already discussing their next goals. 

One user posted an image of the earth as seen from space with a swastika 

embedded on its face alongside next steps to “push further right” and try 

to “normalize NatSoc and Fascism.” Electing Donald Trump as president 

of the United States, in their collective hivemind, was just the first step 

in what could be a global movement. So, how did these online communi-

ties become so convinced they had played a pivotal role in the election of 

Donald Trump?

As news media and political communication, in general, have moved 

online, a new set of variables is influencing how ideas are produced and 

amplified through communities that have figured out how to make their 

ideas trend and become more mainstream. Far-right groups have been able 

to gain visibility through producing content for social media and coor-

dinating likes, clicks, and shares over algorithmic networks, exposing a 

new generation of individuals to ideas through not only “hacking” into 

recommendation engines, like YouTube, but by also affecting what news 

media companies and journalists think of as “newsworthy.” As a result, the 

newfound capacity of far-right groups to shift political consensus through 
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online organizing has been given even greater visibility by news media 

companies who are vulnerable to such efforts because of longstanding com-

mitments to cover what they perceive to be significant shifts in politics.

Dreaming of Participatory Culture

When the Internet became a mass consumer-oriented media in the mid-

1990s, tremendous hype surrounded its potential for realizing a new form 

of political participation. Many early Internet proponents saw the rise of 

blogging and social media as the ultimate articulation of Habermas’s “pub-

lic sphere” and saw themselves in Warner and Fraser’s “counterpublics.”2 

Early advocates, such as Howard Rheingold, saw online communities, chat 

rooms, blogs and blog comments, and wiki talk pages as enabling a pow-

erful form of bottom-up democratic participation that could challenge 

elitist forms of journalism. So strong were the dreams of “user-generated 

content” that in 2006, Time Magazine declared “You” the “Person of the 

Year.”3 For all of the excitement, few of those in the progressive and lib-

ertarian circles that dominated early Internet adoption imagined that 

the political power of the Internet might be most significantly realized 

to drive conservative and neo-reactionary ideologies under the guise of  

populism.

As social media helped usher most people into participatory culture,4 a 

small number of companies began serving as dominant information and 

community platforms. While the heyday of blogging and RSS galvanized 

those who envisioned a decentralized ecosystem, Facebook, Google, and 

Twitter pushed the public in a different direction. By the mid-2010s, a 

huge swath of the public was consuming news through tech intermedi-

aries. Social media had become the public sphere for a large number of  

people.

News media companies, seeing declines in page views, went to the digi-

tal platforms to find their audiences, and increasingly paid attention to 

audience preferences through analyzing data about what their audience 

liked and what was trending on social media.5 Politicians, both in the U.S. 

and abroad, went to platforms like Twitter and Facebook to communicate 

directly with their constituents and to mobilize public opinion for their 

policies or goals.6 Activists like those involved with the Black Lives Matter 

movement turned to social media to coordinate protests and engage the 
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public.7 Marketers sought to brand their content in line with the practices 

afforded by social media, such as through clever hashtags or other viral 

strategies.8 And hate groups and non-state actors with violent motivations, 

such as ISIL, Russian propagandists, and white nationalist groups, used 

these platforms to identify and recruit potential members.9 Data-driven 

networks became a powerful tool for those seeking to inform, persuade, 

and mobilize for good, bad, and ugly.

As the centrality of social media increased, scholars, journalists,  

and advocates began questioning the motivations and incentives of 

algorithmic-based platforms. Facebook was publicly scrutinized when it 

became clear that their system was designed to propagate posts related 

to the ice-bucket challenge rather than the Ferguson protests.10 Indeed, 

because social media systems are designed to amplify content based on 

clicks and likes, the content that spreads is more likely to be frivolous and 

entertaining than to contain hard-hitting news. Furthermore, because 

most information platforms depend on advertising revenue that demands 

page views, these companies are not incentivized to ask users to struggle 

with complex topics or conflict that might push them away from their 

sites. Finally, the view that platforms were a more organic way of surfacing 

public-level concerns led to some initial confusion about whether manipu-

lation of data-driven networks could even occur in an environment shaped 

by data analytics.

Regardless of the intentions of early advocates and designers, there was 

nothing in particular about the design of the Internet that would upend 

authoritarianism, conquer tyranny, and democratize the world. As it turned 

out, the Internet quickly became a tool for mass surveillance of populations, 

and authoritarian governments learned how to build walls online, often by 

coordinating with companies to control the flows of information.11 Older 

structures of domination, norms, and values also took root in over social 

media and in forums. The Internet is not just a space where progressive sub-

altern populations can organize and find their voice against the powerful—

it is also a place where labor can be de-organized, and women, minorities, 

and LGBTQ can be harassed, doxxed, or otherwise be made unwelcome or 

invisible.12 To many idealists’ surprise, the democratizing features of the 

Internet that enabled mass participation were actually politically agnostic, 

and could be used in service of any ideological aims.
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Misinformation and Manipulation

After the outcome of the 2016 US presidential election, many surprised 

political pundits, progressives, and liberals scrambled to identify culprits. In 

addition to challenging the value of the Electoral College and questioning 

the legitimacy of a heavily gerrymandered electoral map, some also turned 

to the role of “fake news” and the spread of misinformation in shaping 

the election. News outlets quickly suggested the blame lay with powerful 

information intermediaries. Facebook, Google, and Twitter, they argued, 

had been used as tools for the spread of misinformation, disinformation, 

and propaganda. The phrase “fake news” emerged from the left to refer to 

the emergence of hyperpartisan websites and news imitators that had pro-

duced headlines like “Pope Francis shocks world, endorses Donald Trump 

for president.”

To some degree, manipulation of online information intermediaries has 

always occurred. As data came to be a powerful variable in how content was 

filtered to users, those seeking to shape public opinion sought to influence 

this data. Within each stage of the Internet, commercial and political actors 

who have seen the political, ideological, and financial potential of gain-

ing visibility within these networks began modifying their content to gain 

algorithmic traction. Digital media strategies, such as the creation of pages 

on Facebook and hashtags on Twitter, the editing of Wikipedia pages, and 

the use of SEO and metatags on websites, were already-tested mechanisms 

used by marketers and publicity agents to ensure their messages would be 

prioritized across data-driven networks.13 Mechanisms built into platforms 

designed to organize content for search or social media could also be used 

to organize communities or people across common ideas or brands, includ-

ing political ideas and hate-oriented brands.

Like “attention merchants”14 shilling patent medicine in the past, a 

whole host of different actors had learned how to tap into a cultural ethos 

that had begun prioritizing metrics and data analytics over the content 

of messages. What had been done to wreak havoc online “for the lulz” 

became a powerful way to question the legitimacy of institutions like 

government and could be easily manipulated through appealing to large 

numbers online—whether representing “real” people or not. Regardless 

of whether or not they unite voters, networked strategies of manipulation  



Who’s Playing Who?  53

are at least effective at spreading enough discord, chaos, and confusion to 

make seeing through the noise more difficult.

At no point has this become more visible than in the run-up to and 

aftermath of the 2016 election. Online communities that coordinated 

across forums and messaging applications like 4chan, 8chan, Voat, Red-

dit, and Discord used these activities to coordinate the spread of memes 

and messaging in support of their candidate, Donald Trump, first during 

the Republican primaries and then against Hillary Clinton during the gen-

eral election.15 Botnets, including those linked to Russian propagandists, 

also worked to amplify messages over secondary platforms like Facebook 

and Twitter. Media producers geared toward the production of hyperbolic 

and click-worthy content—even if it was misleading or false—started work-

ing within platforms to profit financially through the use of a variety of 

ad networks. Those with more ideological aims—often labeled collectively 

as the “alt-right”—began seeking to open the “Overton window” as they 

used platforms to get mainstream media to increase the range of acceptable 

topics of discussion. These diverse actors had varied motivations, but they 

organized around a set of tactics and strategies geared toward hacking into 

the logic of platforms (trending and personalizing content) and eventually 

into the frames of the news media industry that were also looking to these 

platforms to surface content from the masses.

A Vulnerable News Media

The Internet had not only ushered in new political potentials but new 

financial realities for the news media industry. New forms of production 

of news-like content from users around the world occurred in tandem with 

the failure of the newspaper industry to digitize and monetize their content 

for the Internet. By 2009, the newspaper industry had reached a financial 

crisis. Unable to compete with both television and online classified adver-

tisement markets, newspapers and other media companies began selling off 

parts of their businesses; financial firms took over others.16 News companies 

had made significant cuts, particularly to foreign bureaus and their cover-

age of federal and state governments.17 The emergence of “citizen journal-

ism”—local reports of political events posted to social media—was seen not 

as a political project to fill gaps and broaden participation in the newsmak-

ing process, but as a financial necessity for many newsrooms.
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With foreign, state, and local bureaus already gutted across the news 

media industry, many had turned to opinion-based shows and columns 

that took a common set of reports from wires like AP and Reuters and gave 

them their own spin.18 As social media and search platforms emerged, news 

media companies, facing declines in print subscriptions and visitors to 

websites, looked to these platforms to not only find their audiences, but 

also to figure out what interested them.19 These dynamics, coupled with 

the constantly changing rules of platforms,20 made news media vulner-

able to manipulation in new ways. Financial strain, dependence on tech 

companies, and pressure to move faster meant that many news companies 

returned to early twentieth-century norms of propagating hype, fear, and 

hyperpartisanship.

Dismantling the Standing of News Media

As journalists and scholars wrung their hands over the type of patently false 

information that spread online as “fake news,” Donald Trump and his team 

quickly repurposed the term to question the legitimacy of more mainstream 

news outlets like CNN and the New York Times.21 This critique amplified a 

longstanding tension between conservative politicians and major national 

news agencies, typically deemed “liberal media” by those with conservative 

viewpoints. By labeling them as “fake,” the Trump administration sought 

to give a final blow to the legitimacy of news media. Only a week after inau-

guration, Senior Policy Advisor Steve Bannon and President Trump both 

declared “mainstream media” to be their “opposition party.”22

The critiques made by Trump’s team were not new to his followers, or 

to many on the left as well. Although declaring traditional news outlets 

to be the enemy was a very directly adversarial stance taken by the Trump 

administration, they had already worked to bypass these outlets, using 

social media to not only reach out directly to followers, but perhaps even 

to listen to their demands. Leveraging techniques of brand development, as 

well as the emotional effects of shock and outrage on the spread of content 

online, individuals seeking fame and attention—like Milo Yiannopoulos—

capitalized on the weakness of both mainstream and social media to garner 

attention. Arguably, Trump’s success as a candidate can be attributed to 

his ability to mobilize individuals and communities online on his behalf—

or by the communities’ and individuals’ abilities to mobilize Trump on 
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their behalf.23 Like many of those who proudly took credit for memeing 

Trump into the White House by strategically manipulating the media 

ecosystem, the Trump administration confidently saw no need for tradi-

tional outlets because they had developed a strategy that capitalized on the 

new structures of media—Twitter, Facebook, and a collection of bloggers 

and journalists who couldn’t resist covering controversy and outrageous  

statements.

Frustrated by the inaccurate and sensational claims made by Trump and 

his administration, many journalists doubled down on the need to fact 

check statements coming from the White House. Yet, in a polarized media 

landscape, an obsessive commitment to accuracy and rationality does lit-

tle to assuage those who do not trust traditional news organizations; fact-

checking is not read by those who distrust the fact-checkers. Recognizing 

the power of sites like Facebook, many progressives want to see the Internet 

companies who serve as intermediaries do more to address the flow of prob-

lematic content, but it is unclear that their efforts will do much to address 

the underlying polarization that Trump, Bannon, and right-wing conserva-

tives know how to leverage.

News media is facing an existential crisis. Not only is its financial model 

precarious, but also its legitimacy is in question. Politicians, marketers, 

and meme-makers are all capitalizing on the news media’s incentives to 

manipulate its agenda. Meanwhile, longstanding commitments to objec-

tivity and an obsessive belief that they can determine what is newsworthy 

blind many news enterprises from being able to see the game in which they 

have become a pawn. In the parlance of online communities obsessed with 

taking the “red pill,” it is time for news media to wake up.
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8  Lessons from the Paparazzi: Rethinking Photojournalistic 

Coverage of Trump

President Donald J. Trump has restricted journalistic access to the White 

House in ways no other modern president has, seldom holding public 

press conferences and limiting the number of on-camera press briefings 

by White House spokespeople, in addition to publicly castigating the news 

media as the enemy. The Trump administration clearly prefers to operate 

away from the interrogating gaze of the news media. As Washington Post 

reporters Philip Rucker and Ed O’Keefe wrote on June 19, 2017, “Trump 

even refuses to acknowledge to the public that he plays golf during his 

frequent weekend visits to his private golf courses.”1 The nonprofit govern-

ment transparency organization, the Sunlight Foundation, summarized the 

Trump administration’s first six months: “This is a secretive administration, 

allergic to transparency, ethically compromised, and hostile to the essential 

role that journalism plays in a democracy.”

Photojournalists have seen their access curtailed as well, both during 

the campaign and since Trump took office. They have been excluded from 

documenting meetings with foreign dignitaries and other representatives; 

they are restricted from photographing at Trump’s many clubs; and they are 

limited from where they can photograph at the President’s public appear-

ances. In one extreme case, photojournalist Christopher Morris was body-

slammed for trying to leave the press pen while photographing a campaign 

event.

Such restrictions require photojournalists to rethink the way they cover 

this president. They are outsiders now, and they should embrace this status. 

One approach can be gleaned from the paparazzi, those uninvited celeb-

rity photographers who monitor the daily activities of the famous. This 

chapter builds on a previous journal article of mine, “On the Function of 

the United States Paparazzi: Mosquito Swarm or Watchdogs of Celebrity 
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Image Control and Power?,”2 where I argued for the need to reimagine the 

paparazzi less as invaders of privacy and more as photographers who chal-

lenge the manicured images of the powerful. This would position photo-

journalists as visual fact-checkers, providing evidence of how and where 

the President spends his time and with whom he meets. Fact-checking, the 

journalistic practice of testing the veracity of statements made by politi-

cians, has taken on new significance during the Trump administration. No 

previous president has uttered as many falsehoods, according to leading 

fact-checking sites like PolitiFact and the Washington Post’s Fact Checker. 

This testing can be extended to photographic coverage of the White House. 

Before examining several exemplars demonstrating a paparazzi approach 

to political photography, I will briefly discuss the nature of political news  

photographs.

Deconstructing Political News Photography

Photography plays an important role in shaping our understanding of 

politicians. This is especially true for the President of the United States, 

a person who exists for most people only through media representations. 

Photographs of presidents inform our sense of who they are and what they 

stand for. These pictures also tell us about more intangible qualities, such 

as leadership and authenticity, success and failure. It has become essential 

that presidents control how and when they are seen, leading to an increase 

in the size and importance of the staff devoted to managing a president’s 

communication strategy.

News photographers have the task of documenting the president’s daily 

schedule, including speeches, meetings with dignitaries, press conferences, 

and other official duties. They also try to provide audiences with more per-

sonal, behind-the-scenes views of the president at work. Ultimately, as Asso-

ciated Press photojournalist Evan Vucci said in a July/August 2012 News 

Photographer article: “The job of a photojournalist is to cut through all of 

this, and to find something that’s ‘real.’ A real moment that isn’t scripted, 

or a real moment that gives viewers an idea of who the candidate really 

is.” In essence, it is the job of political photojournalists to push beyond an 

image a politician presents in order to reveal the more authentic person, 

regardless of whether it is positive or negative.
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Photographs of politicians can be deconstructed along two continua: 

power—whether the content and look of the photograph are determined 

more by the politician or by the photographer; and location—whether the 

event being documented occurs in a public setting or in a private, behind-

the-scenes one. The power dimension emphasizes that a photograph results 

from an interaction between photographer and subject, ultimately shaped 

by who is able to exert more control. On one end of this continuum is a 

subject who is unaware of being photographed. In this situation, the pho-

tographer has almost complete power over how the subject is portrayed. 

On the other end is a situation where the subject takes a selfie or hires a 

photographer. In this case, the subject controls the photographic moment 

and the resulting images. Most photographs reflect competing or negoti-

ated amounts of power.

To gain control, politicians attempt to shape the nature of coverage by 

creating events—photo ops—that when photographed by journalists will 

amplify the desired message. The independence of journalists imbues the 

recorded events with a veneer of authenticity and objectivity. The politi-

cian’s communication staff predetermines locations, lighting, backdrops, 

and the angles from which events will be photographed. Depending on 

the importance of the politician, news outlets feel both journalistic and 

competitive pressures to cover photo ops, as media scholar Kiku Adatto 

has argued in her book Picture Perfect: Life in the Age of the Photo Op (2008). 

In the case of a president, almost everything he or she does is by defini-

tion newsworthy and must be documented. Of course, staging the perfect 

event does not mean a president will appear positively. Awkward moments 

and gaffes can occur despite the best planning. Reagan was a master of 

appearing dignified and presidential at such events. Trump, on the other 

hand, seems uncomfortable posing for photographs, often having an 

odd expression, such as his broad smile when posing with the Pope, or 

being photographed pretending to drive a truck. In addition to shaping 

the nature of public appearances, presidents also exert their authority by 

establishing rules, both formal and informal, about how photojournalists 

conduct themselves. Photographers face the threat of denial of access for  

violating rules.

The second dimension for understanding political photographs is  

the location in which the photograph is made, public or private, or  

in the language of sociologist Erving Goffman, in his classic 1956 work,  
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The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, the front- or backstage. The frontstage 

or public region is where we present our polished selves for an intended 

audience, knowing we will be seen and judged. The backstage or private 

area is where characteristics that might contradict the desired image are 

kept hidden. Politicians often try to blur the line between public and pri-

vate, frontstage and back, by providing access to a highly polished version 

of behind-the-scenes activities to reveal a seemingly unposed, “real” person 

at work. These two dimensions—power and location—suggest that photo-

journalists should not just document politicians as they desire to be seen 

in public, but also attempt to push backstage, reasserting greater control of 

the photographic interaction.

Asserting Control; Pushing Backstage

Most news photographs of presidents are made at planned, highly con-

trolled events held in public. Yet, in politics, it is backstage where the work 

of government happens, the proverbial smoke-filled rooms, out of sight 

of the press and the public. It is backstage where presidents potentially 

reveal aspects of themselves at odds with their more public personae. The 

paparazzi offer one approach for how photojournalists can push backstage 

in order to provide citizens with an alternative to controlled situations. 

The paparazzi are photographers who focus on making candid photographs 

and videos of celebrities, emphasizing everyday activities or activities the 

celebrities would prefer to keep secret. They seek the opposite of the glamor 

imagery of red carpets and other star-studded events. The resulting photo-

graphs challenge the polished images presented by celebrities. Underlying 

all paparazzi images is surveillance, monitoring those in power, looking for 

mismatches between frontstage and back, public and private.

Such an approach was actually anticipated well before the first paparazzi 

in the 1950s by one photojournalist, who brought audiences into the hid-

den world of politics. German photographer Erich Salomon documented 

Europe’s political elite throughout the 1930s, as they negotiated trea-

ties, discussed policies, and attended galas. He would gain access to these 

events through guile, subterfuge, and charm, armed with a small, unob-

trusive camera. The photographs provided the public with a sense of how 

Europe’s future was being shaped and how politicians behaved out of sight 

of the public. Politicians and diplomats were shown engaged, exhausted,  
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or bored. If he could not gain access, Salomon would photograph through 

windows. As photography historian Mary Warner Marien (2006) states in 

her book, Photography: A Cultural History, “Salomon’s work … implied the 

importance of the public’s right to see behind the scenes of important polit-

ical events.”

A Political Paparazzi Approach to Trump

A behind-the-scenes view of politics provides citizens with a more com-

plicated and nuanced sense of how government works and of the people 

involved. The lessons of the paparazzi and Salomon in challenging the 

public images crafted by the powerful speak to the need for contempo-

rary political photojournalists to circumvent restrictions placed on them 

by the Trump administration and to continuously monitor the activities 

of the White House. Despite the restrictions photographers currently face, 

a few examples of political paparazzi have emerged, produced by profes-

sional photojournalists, and at times, by citizen journalists and actual  

paparazzi.

Photojournalists

Although Trump criticized then-President Obama for golfing too much 

or at what Trump felt was inappropriate times, the Trump administration 

has restricted journalists from photographing President Trump on the golf 

courses of his clubs. When he golfed with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 

Abe and two professional golfers in February 2017, journalists were limited 

to a room whose doors had garbage bags taped over the windows. Asso-

ciated Press reporter Jill Colvin and Bloomberg News reporter Jill Jacobs 

both tweeted photographs of this situation. In April 2017, CNN producer 

Kevin Liptak posted two photographs of the President golfing despite the 

White House again blocking the press pool from documenting Trump  

golfing.

Even when denied access, photojournalists can monitor activities in the 

White House from a distance, providing valuable information to citizens. 

Photographs that ran in the New York Times and the Washington Post in 

early May 2017 show Trump walking outside the White House with Keith 

Schiller, his director of operations, carrying folders and loose pieces of 

paper. One stickie-note, visible in both photographs, reveals the Secretary 
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of Defense’s personal cell phone number. Such a photo challenges claims of 

professionalism made by the White House and questions their handling of 

sensitive information.

In May 2017, photojournalists were excluded from documenting a  

meeting Trump had with Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov, even 

though official Russian photographers were allowed to photograph the 

meeting. A Getty photograph that ran in Politico did show the foreign min-

ister getting out of his car, providing evidence of his presence at the White 

House.

In another case of surveilling the President, Getty photojournalist Chip 

Somodevilla captured a discussion between Trump and Shinzo Abe outside 

the White House. In the photo, taken from a distance, Trump leans over 

the shorter Abe. As Somodevilla said, in an article from CNN.com, “I was 

too far away from the leaders to hear what was being discussed, but Trump 

was expressive and Abe—the political leader of a country of 127 million 

people that Trump was frequently critical of during the 2016 presidential 

election—stands close with fists clenched.”3 This photo presents viewers 

with a sense of how Trump interacts with other leaders.

Citizen Journalists

A paparazzi approach isn’t just the purview of professionals. Much can be 

gleaned from amateur photographs taken behind the scenes. In February 

2017, when President Trump dined with Abe at Mar-a-Lago, no photojour-

nalists were able to photograph inside the club. Still, at least one club mem-

ber took photographs of the President meeting with his national security 

team in the dining room in view of everyone, discussing North Korea’s 

recent missile launch. These photos were picked up by a number of out-

lets, including the New York Times, Business Insider, the Washington Post, 

and CNN.com. The same individual also posted selfies with an official who 

supposedly carries the President’s nuclear codes.

Another individual posted a picture in late March 2017 that was picked 

up by Time magazine of the President at another Trump golf course posing 

in golfing attire, including a golf glove, at a time when the press pool had 

been told he was working. In another late March 2017 moment, a social 

media producer at CNBC noticed an Instagram image of the President 

appearing to be watching the Golf Channel with two other people, again 

when the press pool had been told that he was in meetings. In early May 
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2017, an amateur photographer posted an image to Twitter of the President 

golfing in New Jersey, again out of sight of the White House press corps. As 

People magazine reporter Tierney McAfee argued, in a May 9, 2017, article: 

“The tweet gave White House reporters exiled in Branchburg, New Jersey—

six miles away from Trump’s golf club—their only glimpse of the day into 

what the president was up to.” 4 All of these photographs help keep tabs on 

the President when he is “officially” out of sight.

Paparazzi

Not to be outdone at their own game, an AOL News piece from late  

April 2017 suggests that paparazzi are getting into the game in Washing-

ton, DC, finding it lucrative to photograph members of the Trump admin-

istration, especially First Daughter Ivanka Trump and her husband Jared 

Kushner. As Buzzfeed reporter Claudia Rosenbaum wrote in March 2017 

describing DC with the presence of the Trumps: “Unlike the photographers 

in the White House press corps, for whom fear of retaliation or being black-

listed still runs rampant, paparazzi are under no such restraints.”5 At least 

one paparazzi agency, FameFlynet Pictures, has photographs of Trump and 

Abe golfing.

In January 2017, the Daily Mail published a series of photographs of 

members of the Trump administration arriving for Shabbat dinner at the 

Kushners’ DC home. In one photograph, Wilbur Ross, Secretary of Com-

merce, is welcomed by Jared Kushner. In February 2017, the Daily Mail ran 

a series of photographs showing Wendi Deng, ex-wife of Rupert Murdoch, 

paying a call at the Kushner house. While none of these photographs are 

aesthetic masterpieces, they serve a monitorial function in documenting 

the comings and goings of the Kushners—two very influential people in 

the Trump administration.

Conclusion

The Washington Post’s media columnist Margaret Sullivan, in her April 28, 

2017, column, suggested the media need to “scrutinize, not normalize” the 

Trump administration. A paparazzi approach to political photojournalism 

supports this notion by positioning photographers as visual fact-checkers, 

monitoring the Trump administration for mismatches between what is 

claimed or presented publicly and what occurs backstage. This expands our  
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understanding of fact-checking sites, which generally focus their attention 

on verbal claims presented by politicians, not visual ones. The paparazzi 

suggest a model for how to incorporate visual fact-checking in photojour-

nalism. Just as it is essential for reporters not to accept the utterances of 

a president at face value by looking deeper for obfuscations and contra-

dictions, it is imperative that photojournalists look behind the publicly 

presented images of the President for visual contradictions. This is not to 

suggest that photojournalists not document the President as he chooses 

to be seen, just as reporters need to report what the President says pub-

licly. Doing so provides a baseline for when photojournalists push  

backstage.

Fact-checking sites represent a version of the watchdog function of jour-

nalism, holding politicians accountable for what they say. Political com-

munication scholars Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Paul Waldman argued in 

their 2004 book, The Press Effect: Politicians, Journalists, and the Stories That 

Shape the Political World, that journalists need to see themselves as “custodi-

ans of fact.” A political paparazzi approach does just that by allowing pho-

tojournalists to take back some control from the President about how and 

when he is photographed. The resulting photographs provide citizens with 

a more nuanced understanding of the Trump White House: who is visiting 

the President, how the President spends his time, and how the backstage 

image of the President lines up with the frontstage version. For example, 

if Trump claims to be heavily engaged in policy meetings, photographs 

can show otherwise. Of course, unexpected moments can happen even at 

the most scripted events—an odd expression or gesture, or a gaffe—but 

paparazzi moments are ideally when the President is less conscious of being 

photographed, and thus more authentic.

Moreover, the lack of artistry in paparazzi-style images may increase the 

journalistic authority for viewers, as facts are emphasized over aesthetics, 

in a way similar to citizen journalism of breaking news events shot with 

camera phones, as I argue in my 2013 chapter, “The Indecisive Moment: 

Snapshot Aesthetics as Journalistic Truth.”6 With the prevalence of Insta-

gram, Twitter, Facebook, and Snapchat, citizens are used to seeing poorly 

composed photographs that circulate immediately when news occurs. To 

that end, photographs that look too crafted may be viewed as less truthful 

than something that is more raw.
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Ultimately, this approach functions to serve notice to politicians that 

they will continue to be watched. As communication scholar James Lull 

wrote in a September 2, 1997 Los Angeles Times op-ed piece: “When a prin-

cess or a president wants media attention, he or she gets it. But if we allow 

media celebrities—political figures, sports heroes, movie stars, billionaire 

businessmen, pop musicians, and yes, members of the royal family—to 

limit the context in which they are viewed and pondered, then we would 

miss out on lots of important history.”
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9  The Importance of Being a Headline

Imagine, if you will, a news story without a headline. Picture yourself read-

ing that story. The topic of the story becomes unclear. Its focus is vague. 

Context is absent. You are reading a news report of some form, but you 

are not reading a news story. Headlines introduce, frame, and contextual-

ize. They award significance, communicate gravitas, and reinforce status. 

Headlines inform and misinform. They are a crucial part of how news turns 

into a story. In the long durée, they play a part in how stories are retold and 

recorded, thus eventually turning into memories and histories.

The present growth of populism prompts us to reconsider news coverage 

of the world and the events that surround us. With populism in the United 

States came trends like the rise of fake news and notions like alternative 

facts. But it is also important to remember that before populism, many 

countries experienced waves of civil unrest, ranging from short-form pro-

tests, to movements, to long-form revolutions in the making. And prior to 

these waves of unrest came a deep financial crisis, precipitated by a couple 

of dot-com bubble bursts (the most severe in 2001). The financial crisis 

spread through a variety of sectors to land in the real estate sector and the 

investment firms that supported it. So, while this book uses the ascension 

of President Trump in the US as a starting point, the questions it addresses 

are not unique to the Trump presidency. For a long time, these tenden-

cies and tensions have accumulated and have led citizens to feel cynical 

(e.g., Capella and Jamieson 1996), disillusioned with politics and journal-

ism, and deeply insecure. This volume presents a variety of perspectives 

on what journalism can do about that. I focus exclusively on headlines, 

with emphasis first on the grammar of headlines (“How Headlines Read”), 

then on the feelings headlines evoke (“How Headlines Feel”), and finally 

on the economics of headlines (“How Headlines Pay”). I thus look at the 
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economy of language, the economy of emotions, and the economy of 

profit that headlines are structured on. For each of these sections I consider 

conventional knowledge first, then explain how newer technology plat-

forms inform the equation, and conclude with a look at how these aspects 

render the contemporary context. This is an essay about the meaning of  

news headlines.

How Headlines Read

The presentation of headlines may have changed over time, but the form 

remains the same. The language is meant to be short, summative, and sharp. 

The words bring the crucial elements of the story to the forefront, and the 

grammar and syntax drum up intensity, if needed. The verbal economy 

of headlines is tight and it must work quickly and efficiently. It is meant 

to capture the attention of the reader without, ideally, compromising the 

essence of the story. Because headlines not only lure, they also direct the 

attention of the reader, and in doing so, they frame a story. They offer a 

lens through which to understand it. They kick-start the cognitive process. 

They frame the issue at hand by selecting “some aspects of a perceived 

reality [to] make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a 

way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, 

moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” (Entman 1993, 52). 

Framing is guided by news values that prioritize recency, urgency, and prox-

imity; the economy and political affairs; and privileged nations and domi-

nant ideologies, while also appealing to viewers by being commonsensical, 

entertaining, and dramatic (see Hartley 2002, 166, for the comprehensive 

typology of news values). News values are about turning events into stories, 

and headlines present the first step in doing so.

Newer technologies do not radically reorganize how headlines are framed 

and which news values guide the framing process. But they do amplify vis-

ibility and pluralize access. Therefore, a directional lens offered through a 

frame becomes more visible by reaching greater audiences more quickly. In 

following suit with the ascent of the 24/7 news cycle that cable TV ushered 

in, new media platforms reinforce and reproduce an obsession with instan-

taneity in news reporting. Headlines must always be current. Headlines can 

now be revised without waiting for next day’s edition, so they are. Because 

they can be revised, they are constantly revised, lest the attention of readers 
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drifts off. And so we live in a news ecology of the ever-changing, always-

updateable news beat; headlines are always already new.1

As a result, headlines become clickbait for a broad variety of news orga-

nizations and are used to attract eyeballs. Hashtags become headlines, and 

tweets are reported as both the headline and the story. Headlines are algo-

rithmically generated and propagated by bots, leading to news—actual or 

fake. Importantly, newer platforms afford anyone the opportunity to craft 

a headline, and subsequently a news story. While this pluralizes the news 

ecology, it does not necessarily democratize the process. Actors, engaging 

in independent or coordinated acts of journalism, have a say in what story 

is told, and how it is introduced to the public arena. We might understand 

this process as a form of networked framing and gatekeeping, where a vari-

ety of actors—both human and nonhuman—work, together or on their 

own, to crowdsource news content to prominence via the use of conver-

sational, social, and digitally enabled practices that symbiotically connect 

elite and masses in framing what is relevant (Meraz and Papacharissi 2013). 

This means that headlines about civil rights issues gain greater attention 

(#blacklivesmatter) at the same time that fake stories are elevated to promi-

nence (#pizzagate). Technology is not neutral; it augments exposure. But it 

also does not discern between truth and fiction. Citizens, journalists, and 

politicians can.

How Headlines Feel

Headlines are part of the magical allure of news reading. In the early days of 

newspapers, newsboys yelped them out to attract passersby. When newspa-

pers were not affordable or accessible to all, headlines would form the basis 

for conversation as people gathered and read them in cafés. From the food 

trucks of New York City that displayed above fold among coffees and hot 

dogs to the kiosks of Europe and South America enclosed by newspapers 

attached to wire with clothespins, people would gather around, peruse the 

day’s headlines, and engage in casual social conversation with one another. 

There is a cognitive element to how we process the news, and framing 

addresses how the cognitive process is engaged. But there is a soft drama 

to the process of reading the news, which is always engulfed in our every-

day routine, whether that involves reading the newspaper in print form or 

browsing through a news site on one’s phone on the train to work. There 
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is emotion involved in how we approach and become entranced by the 

process of following the news; this is both a social and information-seeking 

process. And it is a process called into being via headlines. The affect of 

headlines, that is, the mood, the atmosphere, the feelings headlines evoke 

both draws us in and further moves us emotionally.

How do newer platforms reorganize the news experience? They fold 

into and further extend the effect of the 24-hour news cycle, and thus  

further cultivate and reproduce a fixation with instantaneity in news 

reporting. There are multiple ways in which digital and networked plat-

forms of news storytelling amplify the prevalence of headlines, and I have 

referred to some in the previous section. Here I want to focus on how 

technology lends texture to our affective reaction to the news. One key 

term in doing so is premediation. Premediation describes the form events 

take on, before they turn into stories (Grusin 2010). Premediation is thus 

connected to processes of events in the making, to anticipating what 

the news is going to be like, to how the headline is going to read. Grusin 

(2010) makes the point that premediation has dominated news storytell-

ing post-9/11, a time when many of us, including news organizations, 

were struggling to make sense of what happened. He points to the news 

scroller, which became a staple of news storytelling during that time, as 

an example of this anticipation of the new, conveyed through the anxiety 

of constantly updating headlines. The form of the news scroller has dic-

tated the stylistic and visual presentation of news online. It is a form that 

induces anticipation, and with that, anxiety—a state of always expecting  

the new.

Elsewhere, I have described this form of news storytelling as affective 

news. It is not a form of news storytelling that invites cool reflection, 

thoughtful fact checking, and in general, slow news. Affective news is 

native to ambient, always-on architectures that utilize a variety of social 

media, including Twitter, Facebook, and Reddit in particular. It blends 

news, fact, drama, and opinion into one, to the point where discerning 

one from the other is impossible, and doing so misses the point. Affec-

tive reactions are not news, nor are they headlines. They stem out of 

social experiences of reading the news and are a way for readers to feel 

their way into the story (Robinson 2009). Problems arise when affect, or 

an affective reaction, become the story. And so instead of news, we get 

mere headlines, repeated to the rhythm of the news scroller, our social 
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media feeds, constant news updates, and always-breaking news. When 

headlines are repeated affectively, with no follow-up story or context, then 

we hear a lot about Secretary Clinton’s emails without ever finding out 

exactly what happened. We constantly receive news alerts about President 

Trump not making his tax returns available, but we are spared the specifics 

of how this is possible. We become alarmed about #brexit, but we never 

manage to learn about the complexities that led to that particular devel-

opment. In other words, we get intensity, 24/7, but no substance. News  

becomes flat.

How Headlines Pay

The economics of attention has never been absent from the business of 

news storytelling. Headlines are central to the economics of attention, as 

they are the lead mechanism of drawing in readers. Assuming this is a new 

problem, or even a problem, is devoid of any understanding of the business 

of newsmaking and the ways in which decisions are made in the news-

room. Headlines must work in a way that is financially viable for the news 

storytelling business. News is a business, and the people who are tasked 

with reporting the news function within the market economy of newsmak-

ing. The contemporary business of newsmaking exists within the scope of 

late capitalism and operates within its confines in order to be financially 

sustainable. Reconciling economics with the politics of truth-telling is no 

easy task, and has always complicated life for journalists and news organi-

zations. These difficulties are not insurmountable, but they require main-

taining a delicate balance in the newsroom—a task that frequently falls into 

the hands of editors who must be clever and resourceful.

Social media do not simplify this equation at all. On the contrary, 

because newspapers are in the business of selling information and newer 

media make sharing information exceptionally easy, social media augment 

longstanding tensions of treating information as an economic good. Infor-

mation is an abstraction. Unlike other commodities that are bought and 

sold, information does not possess a tangible material basis.2 So do a lot of 

services, but what makes information unique as a commodity is its abstract 

nature. Information cannot be sold, produced, or distributed in distinct 

units.3 Unlike other goods, it cannot be completely used up or consumed. 

Even when sold, it still remains with the producer. Most importantly, its 
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relevance varies for each consumer, in ways that affirm the liminal nature 

of information valuation. For all these reasons, information remains an 

elusive commodity; “it wants to be free.” It remains a subjectively defined 

entity with a particular kind of “lightness” that makes it difficult to trade. 

Crowded markets further augment the consequences of the unique char-

acter information possesses as a commodity. In this context, headlines are 

used to both frame the news and lure readers in. While not new, this phe-

nomenon is amplified through technologies that connect clicking on head-

lines to raising potential revenue margins for news organizations.

For networked, globally-active or locally-specific news organizations, 

information is a key variable to prosperity and growth. But failure to real-

ize that information is ultimately an abstraction, and not a commodity, 

frequently leads to efforts to compartmentalize information and sell it in 

bits or bytes, package it in the form of lists and clickbait content, and auc-

tion off its most attention-grabbing elements, even though those are often 

not the most valuable ones. There is no easy way out of this conundrum. 

Change would take patience and cooperation. It would require (a) leading 

news institutions coming to an accord on the market principles that will 

define the news economy and (b) news institutions becoming partially or 

wholly financially independent.

What to Do about Headlines

Newer media technologies afford innovative ways for news storytelling that 

may go a long way toward reconnecting politicians and the media with a 

disaffected public. Unfortunately, they are typically co-opted into conven-

tional economics of production, thus producing clickbait headlines, bot-

friendly ledes, and drama-inducing angles. These tendencies and tensions 

further augment tensions in the chasm that Hannah Arendt had identi-

fied between truth and politics. In an article originally published in the 

New Yorker in 1967, Arendt had famously stated what many knew but few 

openly advertised: “Truth and politics are on rather bad terms with each 

other. … Lies have always been regarded as necessary and justifiable tools 

not only of the politician’s or the demagogue’s but also of the statesman’s 

trade.” The distance between politics and the truth played its own part in 

the recent 2016 US presidential election, but certainly not in ways that are 

new, or specific to a single political context.
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In a sense, journalism has always been in crisis; a crisis brought on by the 

difficulty of reconciling the necessities of truth-telling with the priorities 

of politics. Journalists are the ones confronted with this almost impossible 

task daily, and newer media both amplify its magnitude and offer a way out: 

literacy. Above all, networked platforms offer opportunities for connection 

and expression. They afford openings to reach out to others to fight, troll, 

converse and also listen, learn, and educate (oneself, and others).

So in the end, what to do about headlines? Learn how to read them.

Notes

1.  I borrow this phrase from Lisa Gitelman (2006) and apply it to the context of 

news headlines.

2.  I do not wish to ascertain here that information does not possess its own materi-

ality, or, in the contemporary era, digitality (see Dourish 2017; Papacharissi 2014). 

But it does not possess the same tangible material form that other conventional 

goods do.

3.  To this point, efforts to compartmentalize and trade information into news sto-

ries involve monetizing schemes that offer questionable monetary gain and have yet 

to produce a self-sustaining model for news organizations.





10  Public Displays of Disaffection: The Emotional Politics 

of Donald Trump

At a time when our news headlines are dominated by the US President’s 

latest Twitter rants, impulsive political decisions, and blustering denuncia-

tions of foes and former allies alike, this chapter tries to make sense of the 

emotional politics of Donald Trump. It suggests that Trump has ushered in 

an emotional regime of anger, driven by “public displays of disaffection.” 

Trump’s presidency has rendered anger a salient framework for under-

standing public life, with significant consequences for politics and how  

we view it.

In taking an interest in the emotional politics of Trump, this chapter is 

part of a larger project, which assumes that emotions are central to politi-

cal life—and the media’s reporting of it—and that we ignore them at our 

peril. Such a project goes against the grain of longstanding traditions of 

thought about politics, embodied in the liberal democratic approach. Polit-

ical actors are supposed to be informed by purely rational and dispassionate 

considerations. However, scholars interested in politics now acknowledge 

that emotion plays a key role in shaping political motivation and partici-

pation. Citizens involve themselves in political causes because they care 

about an issue or, in many cases, because they are affected by it. Attach-

ment to an issue might be fueled by a range of emotions, positive and nega-

tive, including hate, anger, and fear, and love, compassion, and happiness. 

Likewise, for politicians and their parties, emotional appeals are central to 

the building of solidarities.1 These solidarities can be inclusive—based, for 

example, on compassion for refugees and ethnic minorities—or exclusive—

based on intolerance directed at groups such as women, homosexuals,  

and migrants.

Recent right-wing populist movements around the world share the cul-

tivation of such exclusive solidarities through appeals to emotions such 

Karin Wahl-Jorgensen
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as fear and anger. Trump is a particularly interesting example of a popu-

list politician who relies on negative emotional appeals for the creation 

of exclusionary solidarities. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild studied disen-

franchised conservative voters in the U.S. to explain the rise of the Tea 

Party Movement and, subsequently, Trump. For Hochschild, “Trump is an 

‘emotions candidate.’ […] Trump focuses on eliciting and praising emo-

tional responses from his fans. […] His speeches—evoking dominance, 

bravado, clarity, national pride, and personal uplift—inspire an emotional 

transformation.”2

If Trump was an “emotions candidate,” it is clear that the emotions he 

embodies and articulates are highly unusual in the history of American  

politics. Here, I want to suggest that the emotional politics of Donald 

Trump is premised on what we might call “public displays of disaffection.” 

The appeal of Trump relies on giving voice to a narrow cluster of emotions, 

centered on anger.

Anger is particularly interesting to consider as a political emotion. It 

forms the basis for the articulation of shared grievances in the public sphere. 

Social movements scholars have studied the role of anger in the mobiliza-

tion of marginalized groups, for whom it has been seen as an empowering 

emotion.3 At the same time, liberal-democratic theory has been suspicious 

of anger because of its close association with violence and aggression.4 

Anger, political thinkers hold, is anathema to constructive political dis-

course. So why, then, do we hear so much about the anger of Trump, as 

well as of his supporters and opponents?

The importance of anger to Trump’s appeal and rhetoric certainly stands 

in stark contrast to traditions of American presidential rhetoric, which has 

tended to be reliant on positive emotions. Both Obama and Clinton drew 

heavily on the emotion of hope as a central trope. By contrast, Trump’s 

injunction to “Make America Great Again”—a slogan that embodies hope 

for the future and the possibility of change—has consistently been accom-

panied by angry rants about the present, resonating with disaffected voters. 

As David Remnick wrote in a New Yorker editorial on Trump’s first 100 days 

in office:

The Trump presidency represents a rebellion against liberalism itself—an angry as-

sault on the advances of groups of people who have experienced profound, if fitful, 

empowerment over the past half century. […] [H]is language, his tone, his personal 

behavior, and his policies all suggest, and foster, a politics of resentment.5
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A study I conducted of Trump’s inauguration coverage identified anger 

as a central theme.6 This goes against the strong consensus orientation 

that typically characterizes these events. Inaugurations seek to cement the 

dominant narrative around the president. They are mediated public rituals, 

organized around the spectacle of affirming the new president. Inaugura-

tions channel mainly positive emotions, while the expression of negative 

emotions is structurally limited.

It is, therefore, all the more striking that coverage of Donald Trump’s 

inauguration was marked by the prominence of anger. What is particu-

larly interesting is the frequency of descriptions of Trump himself as being 

angry—such descriptions appeared in 23 percent of all inauguration stories 

that mentioned anger.7 Anger is not usually a feature of mediated repre-

sentations of presidents—particularly not their inaugurations. In a com-

parative sample examining the role of anger in coverage of Obama’s first 

inauguration, there were no references to Obama being angry.8

Historically, the successful management of emotions has been vital to 

successful presidential candidacies, while poor control has derailed cam-

paigns. The Democratic primary candidacy of Howard Dean in 2004 col-

lapsed after the infamous “Dean Scream.” At the end of his spontaneous 

speech reacting to his third-place result in the Iowa Caucus, Dean made 

a high-pitched scream, which he later attributed to a sore throat. This 

moment was captured by several media organizations and then circu-

lated widely. Following on from the media frenzy, Dean was denounced 

as unpresidential and uncontrolled. His display of odd nonverbal language 

served as a marker of uncontrollable emotionality, and effectively put an 

end to his race.

By contrast, Trump’s outbursts and gaffes have been too numerous to 

account. During the election campaign, they attracted attention when they 

fit into a broader narrative around his candidacy, as in his mocking of the 

disabled reporter Serge Kovaleski; when he appeared to call for the assassi-

nation of Hillary Clinton; and when his “grab them by the pussy” interview 

came to light. The blatant disregard for “emotion rules”—or rules govern-

ing displays of emotion in particular situations9—might have terminated 

any other candidate at any other time. Instead, Trump sailed onward, con-

stantly emoting in socially inappropriate ways.

Of course, Trump’s blustering performance cannot be simply understood 

as constructed through the discourses of mainstream media, but rather as 
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emerging within a hybrid media system.10 Trump, like other populist poli-

ticians, has been highly successful at mobilizing support through Twitter,  

and his tweets have, in turn, attracted extensive media coverage. The 

increasing prominence of social media shapes not just the content of 

mainstream media, but also their affective style. According to a number of 

observers, the affordances of Twitter facilitate a discursive climate which is 

more extreme, divisive, and polarized.11 Trump appears to be a beneficiary 

of this affective shift by crafting his charged messages on Twitter in a way 

that spills over into mainstream media.12

Here, I want to focus particularly on Trump’s anger as politically signifi-

cant. My study showed that a high number of references to anger—a total 

of 20 percent—in the inauguration coverage did not identify a target, and 

that the subject of this anger was, in the majority of these cases, Trump 

himself. Trump was not only frequently represented as being angry, but 

angry about nothing in particular. This was also true of some of the cover-

age of his supporters. As the literature on anger suggests, anger normally 

requires a target for it to matter politically.13 Going against this pattern, the 

angry Trump was newsworthy in his own right:

The 16-minute inaugural address that President Trump delivered was Trumpism  

distilled to its raw essence: angry, blunt-spoken, and deeply aggrieved.14

Donald John Trump intends to govern as the same fiercely angry man who  

inspired the discontented but aroused the worries and fears of so many other  

Americans.15 

Describing anger as having a particular target both explains the anger 

and contributes to legitimizing it. By contrast, the generalized anger of 

Trump and his supporters suggests that they are angry without a cause. The 

image that emerges from the media coverage is that anger is essential to 

their identity and their worldview. Analysts suggested that Trump appealed 

to voters in large part because he saw the appeal of a new and angrier 

form of political discourse. As Doug Criss noted in a CNN inauguration  

update:

Donald J. Trump identified, long before anyone else did, the anger and desire for 

change that millions of Americans craved. He addressed that in frank, blunt terms 

that deeply resonated with millions who were fed up with Washington’s political 

class and felt left behind in the globalizing economy.16
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Trump became an emotional performer, acting as the advocate of the 

people and the impersonator of their anger. His anger mattered because it 

became a political force in and of itself.

The First 100 Days of Angry President Trump

If we look at the coverage following on from Trump’s inauguration and 

up to the end of his first 100 days in office,17 we see frequent references to 

the angry Trump. This is particularly prominent in the period immediately 

following his inauguration, as well as in reflections on his first 100 days in 

office. Just like the inauguration, the landmark of the first 100 days in office 

provided an opportunity to make broader statements about the character 

of the new president. In a widely syndicated column published on May 

1, 2017, Jennifer Rubin argued that “President Donald Trump remains an 

angry, irrational figure, someone who still must stir up hatred against the 

press, against immigrants, against Democrats to enliven his base.”18 The 

president is here constructed as fundamentally and essentially angry—

though the anger is directed at particular actors, including the press, immi-

grants, and Democrats.

The media coverage after the inauguration also frequently pointed to 

specific targets of Trump’s anger, including the media, elites, and attempts 

to block his travel ban:

President Donald Trump is angry at all the news coverage about the people who 

stand to be hurt because of the Republican plan to repeal and replace the Affordable 

Care Act.19 

The legal and legislative pushback has left the White House frustrated and  

angry. Trump slammed the court orders on his travel ban as “unprecedented judicial 

overreach.”20

The U.S. has a robust, free, and fair media. No wonder that makes Donald Trump 

angry.21

Over the course of Trump’s first 100 days in office, his anger was not 

only established as an essential feature of his character, but also as a guiding 

force in policy decisions:

Donald Trump’s election was propelled by the wave of anti-globalization anger  

that is sweeping the United States and other Western advanced economies. Trump 

has echoed that anger in his rhetoric. And now he is responding to that anger with 

policy.22 
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Furthermore, Trump’s anger was represented as having a contagion 

effect, as it spread across the population—sometimes for what was described 

as legitimate reasons, at other times for no reason at all:

Before last year’s presidential election, Donald Trump was solidly the candidate of 

anger. […] Now Trump and his motley crew have taken over the White House and 

those who were angry before are no longer quite so. […] Thus the mantle of anger 

has passed to the left. The Women’s March and the protests against the immigra-

tion ban fiercely demonstrated the resistance Trump can expect to his blundering 

policies.23

Other observers highlighted how Trump has driven a shift toward  

generalized public anger, among both his supporters and his opponents. 

Political scientist Michael Berkman, writing in the Daily Cardinal on  

February 13, 2017, suggested: “His tweets show his supporters what he is 

thinking, directly and unvarnished. Less well appreciated, but apparent in 

our research based on new polling, is how Trump’s anger and its targets are 

quickly adopted and internalized by large numbers of his followers.”24

Conclusion

So, what are the implications of this? The historian William Reddy sug-

gested that we need to see practices of governance as driven in part by the 

way we speak about emotions in public. He introduced the term “emo-

tional regime” to refer to the “set of normative emotions and the official 

rituals, practices, and ‘emotives’ [emotional speech acts] that express and 

inculcate them; a necessary underpinning of any stable political regime.”25 

The media are central to the construction of an emotional regime by report-

ing on these normative emotions, rituals, practices, and “emotives” as 

articulated by the president. The emphasis on Trump’s public displays of 

disaffection—and his appeal to an aggrieved public through it—has had sig-

nificant consequences in shaping public debate. It suggests that anger is a 

viable interpretive framework for understanding political discourse and its 

performance, along with the motivations of political actors. Trump’s anger 

can be seen as representing a shifting emotional regime, one which heralds 

a broader change in public discourse and the terms of public life, spurred 

on in part through the affordances of the hybrid media system: anger has 

been legitimated as a political emotion, and one which has concrete conse-

quences for democratic practice. What we now need to understand is what 

forms of action this anger enables.
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At the same time, the emotional regime of Trump has been met with 

contagious anger, and this anger itself forms the basis for resistance. The 

question remains whether such anger is necessary and sufficient for politi-

cal action, or whether we must invent a new emotional politics to chal-

lenge the Trump regime. Such an emotional politics is unlikely to emerge 

solely through structurally constrained mainstream media, but rather may 

surface through the dynamic “affective news streams” of social media.26
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11  Facts (Almost) Never Win Over Myths

Deep in our hearts we all hope that our beliefs are based on facts, rational-

ity, and a nuanced balancing of conflicting expectations of reality. Among 

the very few things media scholars have been able to “prove” is the ubiq-

uity of selective perception, namely the phenomenon that our desire to 

support our claims is so strong that we literally see only the evidence that 

confirms our established views. Facts in public discourse are still frequently 

evoked as stable foundations we refer to in times of need. And when the 

world seems less stable than we would hope for, we tend to think that facts 

could be our saviors.

President Trump’s surprise win in the 2016 American elections has trig-

gered a passionate debate over “fake news” as a contributing factor in his 

electoral success. In the mindset of those making a causal link between fake 

news and the Trump win, surprise outcomes are linked to nonrationality 

and a state of misinformation, when rational minds suddenly get lost and 

leave the safe pathway of facts for the unknown, the mythical, the untrue. 

In this way of looking at the world, myths are fictions or fairytales or enter-

tainments, something designed for the weak, the underinformed, the “stu-

pid.” Myths transcend facts and charm the public with foggy imaginings. 

The solution, thus, appears to be a better form of communication, a more 

efficient way of information distribution. New technological solutions, 

journalistic methods, and media systems are discussed to fix the mistake, to 

find the right way to “inform the public.” Reformers imagine that if only 

people were confronted with actual “facts,” they would stop believing the 

“myth.” But why would they?

If we accept our desire to experience something larger than life, to stand 

for something that is beyond the weekly paycheck, then myth is the only 
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thing that is worth living for. Myths provide belief systems that structure 

our experience in a world too complicated for anyone to comprehend. Jack 

Lule defined myth “as a sacred, societal story that draws from archetypal 

figures and forms to offer exemplary models for human life.”1 Myths thus 

create imagined realities and highlight the power of the sacred in our social 

lives and national politics.

The American public—like all publics—has always been hungry for 

myths. Think about the ongoing love affair for the Kennedys, the Reagan 

myth of singlehandedly beating the Soviets (never mind that it was the 

careful and diplomatic elder Bush who was in power during the fall of the 

Berlin Wall), or the inspiring campaign of Barack Obama about “change 

we can believe in.” When presidential candidate Trump entered the race 

for president, many American voters were more than ready to believe in 

something. They were still recovering from a crippling financial crisis, had 

just experienced a series of international terrorist attacks, and had come to 

recognize and worry about the processes of globalization even in their own 

neighborhoods. Candidate Trump offered a very powerful myth embod-

ied in three key slogans “Make America Great Again!,” “We Will Drain the 

Swamp!,” and “We Will Build a Wall!” This myth promised a successful 

and homogenous America within reach, in which life would be easier, 

dignity for the worker achievable, and globalization at least somewhat  

controllable.

“Make America Great Again,” condensed into MAGA in tweets and 

on bumper stickers, imagined an America that has never existed, but was 

nonetheless about to be “re-created.” The slogan was simple and power-

ful, starting with a vague action word and ending in both the promise of 

greatness and the imagination that we are only rebuilding what was once 

already there. The slogan also embodied the massive anxiety Americans have 

always experienced from outside powers threatening the country’s global 

prominence—this time mostly from China. The fear of China stands for a 

fear of global competition in general, in which faraway, hard-to-decipher 

foreign “aliens” will score better on standardized tests, take over jobs, and 

occupy one crucial industry sector after the other. In addition to being an 

anti-global message, “Make America Great Again” had a clear racial and 

class message as well: greatness was linked with whiteness and wealth. 

“Make America Great Again” pictured an America from the early episodes 

of Mad Men, when beautiful white women in pink steel kitchens awaited 
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their handsome husbands in a dreamlike American home, while the kids 

were admiring the newly bought television set.

As part of making America great again, candidate Trump also promised 

to provide workers with dignity again. As Katherine J. Cramer so astutely 

detected in her book The Politics of Resentment, rural consciousness was 

boiling with resentment against elites well before the election of Trump. 

Trump’s promise of “draining the swamp” offered a new beginning, when 

hardworking everyday Americans could take back Washington and other 

power centers from those, as one interviewee of Cramer says, “who shower 

before work, not afterwards.”2 For Americans worrying about their jobs, 

the educational prospects of their kids, and a dizzyingly complicated 

global economy, Trump presented a chance of things becoming control-

lable again. While ironic that a multibillionaire from a golden Manhattan 

apartment emerged as an icon for rural resentment, somehow even Trump’s 

extreme wealth stood for the possibility of prosperity for everyone, regard-

less of their current social standing.

“Make America Great Again” and “We Will Drain the Swamp” were 

smartly combined with another promise: “We Will Build a Wall.” Note how 

all three campaign slogans were inherently iconic scenes, as if we were read-

ing the Bible or other foundational myths of mankind. Candidate Trump 

did not talk of a “fence,” a “border control regime,” or something similarly 

technical. It was not until after the elections that he admitted that some 

parts of the wall would actually be a fence. Throughout the campaign, he 

talked about a mythical wall, an imagined barrier from a fairy tale. Political 

leaders after the fall of the Berlin Wall have tended to call their border bar-

riers “fences,” while those opposing the barriers have named them “walls.”3 

Why? The specter of the Berlin Wall had to be avoided. While many coun-

tries have desired and more than forty, in fact, have built separation walls 

since 1989, they did not want the symbolic power of the Berlin Wall to 

work against them. Candidate Trump had a different vision. More than 

anything else, he wanted the mental imagination of a “wall,” an imperme-

able barrier. Building the wall in minds was more important than building 

it from bricks. Other than a vague promise that Mexico would pick up the 

costs, Trump’s proposal did not include any actual policy details, construc-

tion plans, or an itemized budget. The wall had to be imagined, whether it 

could actually be built was secondary at that point. The wall was above all 

a symbol of division, an imagined way to keep “them” out.
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While constructing this mythical universe, Donald Trump was not with-

out historical precedent. Many describe his win as an unprecedented tri-

umph of “lies” over “facts.” But has history ever been about the triumph 

of rationality over desires and dreams? Consider one of the most success-

ful American global visions, the Marshall Plan. While the Marshall Plan in 

hindsight is often described as a mere economic plan to rebuild certain parts 

of Europe after World War II, it was, in fact, a project of hope. The Marshall 

Plan meant to capture the hearts and souls of Europeans and prevent the 

spread of communism. The United States ran an extensive communication 

campaign in Western Europe focused on the prospect of change and a belief 

in the future. At the end, the famous success of the Marshall Plan was as 

much about captured hearts as about well-spent dollars.

Or take another icon of “Western success”: the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

While the fall of the Berlin Wall was part of an ongoing, confusing, and con-

tradictory political transition in the Eastern bloc, it is still remembered as a 

historic moment of mythical proportions: a magical, split-second “event,” 

not an occurrence of an ongoing “process.” If any previous process is high-

lighted, then it is bombastic iconic scenes, like Reagan’s announcement in 

front of the much-guarded Brandenburg Gate: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down 

this wall!” The slow, clunky, and occasionally accidental political processes 

faded in memory and a myth of the power of ordinary people emerged as 

the event’s dominant interpretation.

This tendency to look for hope, belief, and emotion in politics is still 

with us today. Just before Trump’s win, another unexpected event shook 

the globe: Brexit. In the passionate Brexit campaign, the “Remain” (in the 

European Union) camp provided a toxic combination of fear, anxiety, and 

countless incomprehensible facts. In contrast, the “Leave” campaign envi-

sioned a mythical “Independence Day,” when a New United Kingdom (or 

Britain) would emerge from its ashes to be sovereign, influential, and pros-

perous. Many voters chose this promise over the contradictory current real-

ity of their country.

In all these historical precedents, we see the desire for something larger 

than life, something people can aspire to. In all these examples, we see the 

presence of “affective publics,” as Zizi Papacharissi put it, a desire to “feel” 

politics, events, and social processes.4 While in common wisdom emotions 

may be separated from reason, in our everyday online and offline interac-

tions these sides of human existence are deeply intertwined. Social media 
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provide an ideal set of platforms for the spreading myths, where hierarchies 

are often flattened; expertise is increasingly suspect and emotions quickly 

run high and low. Many of our contemporary myths are born in offline set-

tings or in legacy media, only some are born digital. Still, on social media 

myths get reconfigured, recycled, visualized, and spread to further commu-

nities. Social media’s permanent outrage culture also provides myths with 

much-needed passion.

In light of these examples of mythical, nonrational power, what could 

have brought a different election result in 2016? On thing is clear: Trump’s 

carefully built up mythical message could not have been beaten by a set of 

carefully aligned facts or a series of detailed spreadsheets. Only a powerful 

counter-myth would have been able to win the day. Hillary Clinton’s myth 

of “Stronger Together” was an effort in this direction, but it only suggested 

that the world would remain complicated and globalization would con-

tinue, but at least we would be in it together. This counter-myth was profes-

sional, rational, and fact-based, but it was weak in its battle for hearts and 

souls. It was as large as life, but not larger than life as any good myth has 

to be. In an ideal world, a professional woman with decades of experience 

and relentless dedication to public service would have easily won against 

a man who has never held any public position before and presented quite 

a few major character issues. In a rational world focused on calm delibera-

tion, his win simply does “not make sense.” But once we accept the power 

of the mythical over the factual, it all seems to come, at least somewhat,  

together.

If you combine the hope of a “great America” with the promise of a 

protected America and a renewed Washington, the vision of Trump seems 

rather irresistible. Still, once this vision won on November 8, 2016, the 

media and other opinion makers were frantically searching for reasons. It 

would have been possible to blame the outcome on the naïve belief in 

data science and polling that dominated discourses instead of sophisti-

cated qualitative and mixed-method studies like Cramer’s. Analysts could 

have focused on the lack of vision on the Democrats’ side. Even realiz-

ing the tragic influence of the longlasting Sanders movement on Clinton’s 

prospects would have been a brave attempt at understanding. Instead, an 

unlikely candidate for blame quickly emerged: fake news.

We still do not know how many voters changed their preferences based 

on any false news item. Fake news may have only reinforced existing beliefs 
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in voters who already had strong voting preferences. Still, fake news as a 

concept has dominated discussions of the Trump win and presidency ever 

since. It led to an obsession with fact-checking and a constant frustration 

that even the best fact-checking is not enough to convince the voter who 

“believes.” In the meantime, perhaps unsurprisingly, President Trump has 

hijacked the fake news debate quite brilliantly by realizing that “fake news” 

is also a belief system you can use for your own purposes. If facts are in the 

center of discussions, it is enough for him to destabilize the source or the 

article, and the argument for many voters is simply “gone.”

Overall the fake news debate assigned a bigger role to media in public life 

than it deserves, while ignoring larger processes that are influencing poli-

tics in the United States, for instance income inequality, anti-immigrant 

sentiment, racism, and a deep feeling of economic, social, and cultural 

uncertainty. The fake news debate reduced voters to failed rational beings, 

while ignoring the “fact” that we all desire something more from life than 

reason. Facts, professional experience, and reason suffered a tragic loss in 

the elections of 2016. But they lost against something meaningful: a mythi-

cal promise of hope, prosperity, and dignity.
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12  The Media Are about Identity, Not Information

“How can you tell straight news from opinion?” I ask. “By the tone of voice,” she 

explains. “Take Christiane Amanpour. She’ll be kneeling by a sick African child, or a 

bedraggled Indian, looking into the camera, and her voice is saying, ‘Something’s 

wrong. We have to fix it.’ Or worse, we caused the problem. She’s using that child to 

say, ‘Do something America.’ But that child’s problems aren’t our fault.”

This exchange took place between Berkeley sociologist Arlie Hochschild 

and a Tea Party supporter in Louisiana in the course of her fieldwork for  

the book Strangers in Their Own Land (2016, 128). Hochschild uses the 

exchange to reveal how the conservatives she traveled among view the 

professional press as profoundly biased, with the notable exception of Fox 

News. The celebrated CNN international correspondent was implicitly tell-

ing this Tea Party supporter how to feel about global suffering, which the 

woman responded negatively to: “That’s PC. That’s what liberals want lis-

teners like me to feel. I don’t feel like it. And what’s more, I don’t want to be 

told I’m a bad person if I don’t feel sorry for that child.” The social valida-

tion and release from liberal “feeling rules” is precisely why, to many of the 

individuals that Hochschild studies, “Fox is family.”

And it is why so many of these people were elated when President Trump 

came along and validated their identities as white Christian Americans, and 

affirmed their historical place at the center of American social, economic, 

and cultural life. Trump told stories about how these white Americans 

received the short end of the stick, a consequence of bad trade deals, porous 

borders, affirmative action, and welfare policies that rewarded undeserving 

African Americans and cosmopolitan Washington and cultural elites who 

sneered at flyover country. As Hochschild points out, Trump, along with 

Fox News, gave these strangers in their own land the hope that they would 
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be restored to their rightful place at the center of the nation, and provided 

a very real emotional release from the fetters of political correctness that 

dictated they respect people of color, lesbians and gays, and those of other 

faiths.

Many of these things are surprising in light of the standard stories jour-

nalists tell themselves about the role of their trade in American democracy. 

Journalists, and much of public discourse more broadly, posit that citizens 

are rational deliberators, weighing the information the media provides to 

make informed decisions at the polls according to the general interest, not 

the narrow concerns of parochial social groups. While most practicing or 

studying journalism would admit that this is an ideal rarely achieved, jour-

nalists, the foundations working to save journalism, and many scholars do 

see a public starved of quality information as a central issue in contempo-

rary democracy. Even more, while their theories of democratic citizens are 

rarely made explicit, journalists and others concerned with the profession 

generally assume that citizens are autonomous and independent, somehow 

separate and apart from the internecine battles of partisanship in Washing-

ton, DC, and conflicts over social identity more broadly.

And yet, this Tea Party supporter seemingly cared little about receiv-

ing information. She saw Amanpour, a decorated journalist who has won 

eleven Emmy awards for television news, as liberal. She also seemingly 

rejected the very premise that a journalist should see an overseas humani-

tarian crisis as important for an American to care about or even as particu-

larly newsworthy. Indeed, in the view of Tea Party members, Fox News was 

less about “information” than “family.” The metaphor is telling. A family 

provides a sense of identity, place, and belonging; emotional, social, and 

cultural support and security; and gives rise to political and social affilia-

tions and beliefs.

The idea that Fox is “family” casts the role of media in social life in a new 

light, different from standard, informational accounts of journalism and 

media in America. While this Tea Party supporter described Fox in terms 

that emphasized a quite literal “living with” the network and compared 

its hosts to family members, the broader point is that the network shared 

an identity with her. As Hochschild argues, Tea Party supporters believe 

that the network’s personalities share the same “deep story” of political and 

social life, and therefore they learn from them “what to feel afraid, angry, 

and anxious about.”
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While this account of media might look odd to a journalist or even a 

journalism scholar, it accords with much scholarship within political sci-

ence. For over sixty years, political scientists and political communica-

tion scholars have consistently found that citizens know and often care 

little about politics. Citizens have little in the way of developed ideological 

frameworks for understanding politics or consistent policy preferences. As 

political scientists Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels argue in their 2016 

book, Democracy for Realists, summarizing this literature, citizens do not 

rationally weigh policy information in the course of an election. They vote 

based on their social identities, or how they perceive themselves and others, 

their partisan identities, and their sense of the groups they believe the two 

political parties represent. As Donald Green, Bradley Palmquist, and Eric 

Schickler document in Partisan Hearts and Minds (2004), people perceive 

the Democratic Party as the party of the poor, working class, and people of 

color, and the Republican Party as the party of business, upper classes, and 

whites. Citizens come to perceive themselves in relation to these groups as 

they grow into their own social identities and partisan affiliations, espe-

cially through their family lives, and it largely shapes their lifelong political 

identities and ultimately vote choices.

Politics, then, is primarily an identity-based phenomenon. One way of 

thinking about it is akin to sports fandom, albeit with much higher stakes—

citizens want their partisan and social group teams to be “winners” and 

the other teams to be “losers.” The political ideologies or policies at stake 

are largely unimportant for most Americans compared with the success of 

the teams they affiliate with—look no further than the way that the vast 

majority of Republicans in the electorate were unfazed by Trump’s social 

spending proposals on the campaign trail. When citizens tune in at all, 

the role of media is to provide a running account of a political, and often 

moral, contest, whether it is candidates vying on the campaign trail or the 

president battling adversaries in Congress. Citizens interpret and evaluate 

these contests and the media that provides stories about them through the 

lens of their own identities, and they especially understand politics in par-

tisan terms, which at our contemporary moment accords with other social 

cleavages such as race and ethnicity. Legacy journalism conveys narratives 

about politics that shore up political team identification, such as being a 

Republican or a Democrat, helping people care about the wins and losses of 

their team. This is far more consequential in political life than substantive 
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information about things such as policy, which few people care about save 

from learning what their own team believes.

Meanwhile, people tend to believe the elites of their team over journal-

ists, who play for no team and are therefore suspect. This is why scholars 

such as Jonathan Ladd (2011) have found that elite criticism of the press 

leads people to distrust journalism. Again, the sports analogy is apt—are 

you more likely to trust the star player on your team or the referee after a 

controversial call? And, in politics, facts are hard to determine, predicated 

on the work of many different institutions, and premised on interpretation, 

as scholars such as Lucas Graves (2016) have pointed out.

Despite these dynamics, journalists, a network of foundation funders, 

and academics alike generally see the profession of journalism in the nar-

row and ideal terms of providing quality information to rational, general-

interest citizens fulfilling their solemn duty of making informed decisions 

at the polls. The ideal public is such a deep-rooted myth in the United States 

that efforts of civil repair following failures of democracy, such as electing 

someone dangerous to the highest office in the land, focus on someone 

or some thing such as media manipulation that leads democratic citizens 

astray through no fault of their own. The ability of the public to self-govern 

is never questioned.

Look no further than the dominant story coming out of the 2016 US 

presidential election campaign: the concern over “fake news.” Elite jour-

nalists, trade publications such as Neiman Lab and the Columbia Journalism 

Review, foundations such as Knight, and media scholars collectively raised 

their concerns about fake news to the level of a moral panic after Trump’s 

election. The idea of fake news being consequential for the election out-

come not only lacks much in the way of empirical evidence and overlooks 

the identity-basis of politics; it recalls first-generation media theory, which 

saw powerful media messages as hypodermic needles that turned people 

fascist. In the aftermath of the 2016 election, many seemed to believe that 

voters were collectively duped into pulling the lever for the Republican by 

farcical stories of the Pope endorsing Donald Trump—instead of acknowl-

edging that white cultural and social anxiety and racism lay at the root 

of the president’s appeal as the representative of a white political party 

(a claim for which there are mountains of evidence). In many ways, this 

makes perfect sense as the collective response of the industry and its aca-

demic interpreters to the election. It is the easier explanation, and one that 
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preserves the myth of the ideal democratic citizen, what Achen and Bartels 

(2016) call the “folk theory” of democracy. Even more, our field sees the 

world through the lens of media and information problems, not political 

problems. And, journalists’ tenuous hold on jurisdiction means that they 

and their networks of supporters have a lot to gain in re-establishing the 

basis for their own legitimacy and authority to produce credible accounts of 

the social and political world. Academics, meanwhile, gain access to moun-

tains of grant money to tackle the problem of fake news.

It is both telling and sad that “fake news” was discussed after the elec-

tion far more than identity and racism, sexism, or even partisanship, which 

were far more important factors in Donald Trump’s elevation to the presi-

dency. As scholars such as Hochschild and Justin Gest, as well as survey 

evidence, tell us, it was the deep cultural anxiety that many whites feel over 

pluralistic, multicultural American society and their own standing in it that 

fueled Trump’s rise. Many whites fear changing demographics and the loss 

of their perceived, and deeply nostalgic, “American way of life” and their 

rightful place at the center of it. As historians continue to tell us, these are 

recurrent themes in our country since its founding and are, at root, whites 

as the dominant social group defining and debating the borders of civic 

incorporation: what should being an American mean, who should be able to 

be a citizen, who should be deserving of governmental assistance and equal 

protection under the law.

There is a simpler answer for Trump’s surprising victory than fake news, 

although it forces us to confront the fact that for most people politics is 

about identity, not rational decision-making. Although it seemed incon-

ceivable to many coastal elites and academics, including myself, many 

people applauded Trump’s violations of the rules of respectful political dis-

course and his explicit racial appeals. For many whites, Trump’s message of 

security, law, and order resonated, especially the calls to close the border 

to Mexican immigrants, combat “Islamic extremism,” and crack down on 

Black Lives Matter protesters. Many of Trump’s supporters saw the potential 

for American cultural and economic renewal through white nationalism, 

and prayed for a return to the day when white Christian Americans could 

speak as they wished without the scourge of being accused of being racist, 

sexist, homophobic, or anti-Islamic. They simply wanted to “Make America 

Great Again” or, in the parlance of Trump’s race-baiting nationalist prede-

cessor on the presidential campaign trail Pat Buchanan, “take their country 
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back”—and restore their place at the political, social, economic, and cul-

tural center of the United States.

And it is no surprise that media outlets such as Fox News and the white 

nationalist Breitbart were highly influential during this election, precisely 

because they understand their role in terms of identity, not information. 

What is clear from Hochschild’s account, but also contemporary media 

dynamics more broadly, is that Fox News is the de facto identity media 

outlet not only for the Republican Party, but also whites more generally 

who perceive themselves as the victims of Christian persecution and reverse 

racism. It is the identity of being at the center of their nation’s history. For-

mer senior Trump advisor, and current and former executive chairman of 

Breitbart, Stephen Bannon called the media the “opposition party” of the 

administration, but it is clear that this animus did not extend to Fox News, 

which enjoyed favored access to candidate and now President Trump. Fox’s 

appeal lies in the network’s willingness to explicitly entwine reporting and 

opinion in the service of Republican, and white, identity. For example, 

Hochschild finds that Tea Partiers perceive that they are asked to have sym-

pathy for “oppressed blacks, dominated women, weary immigrants, clos-

eted gays, desperate refugees.…” And yet, for Tea Partiers, who perceive that 

they have suffered declines in social and economic status in recent years as 

a group, “it’s people like you who have made this country great.” This is part 

of the deep story of Tea Party members, and as Hochschild points out, this 

“deep story is also the Fox News deep story.”

This is not to say that information is not important. It is, especially infor-

mation that journalists provide about matters that are not already politi-

cized. It is to say that identity comes prior to information. Identity shapes 

epistemology. People filter their understandings of information through 

their political and social identities. Trump was likely the most factually-

scrutinized candidate in American history (undoubtedly because he lied so 

much) and still, he hardly suffered at the ballot box: 90 percent of Repub-

licans voted for Trump and 89 percent of Democrats voted for Clinton. 

We explain this through the lens of identity. In a world where partisan 

identity comes prior to information, fact-checks against one’s team fall on 

deaf ears. In a world where Republicans, in particular, see legacy journalism 

as biased against them and have spent eighty years building a conservative 

media infrastructure, Fox News becomes a safe redoubt to voice outrage. 

This identity-based account of media helps explain everything from the 
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stunning failure of journalistic scrutiny to impact the election and the cred-

ibility of Trump’s lies to many of his supporters. Many citizens understand 

politics and accept information through the lens of partisan identity, and 

on the right, this has largely become unmoored from legacy journalism.

The failure to come to grips with a socially embedded public and an 

identity group–based democracy has placed significant limits on our ability 

to imagine a way forward for journalism and media in the Trump era. As 

Fox News and Breitbart have discovered, there is power in the claim of rep-

resenting and working for particular publics, quite apart from any abstract 

claims to present the truth.





13  Anticipating News: What Trump Teaches Us about How 

the Networked Press Can and Should Imagine

Trump seems to hold the press in a state of continual anticipation.

Would the election night drops in the futures markets be followed by 

financial collapse? Would the Electoral College certify his win? What would 

he tweet Sunday mornings in response to the Saturday Night Live skits?  

The Atlantic created “Tweet Tracker” to imagine future Trump tweets and 

put them in context. And the “Trump2Cash” bot was created to auto-

matically buy shares of the companies that his tweets praise, sell those of  

organizations he disparages—and donate profits to Planned Parenthood.

His unpredictable persona is anti-establishment to supporters and  

dangerously erratic to critics but, regardless of your perspective, it feeds a 

general, undirected sense of constant expectation. What might he do next? 

To make or read Trump-related news is to logistically and emotionally pre-

pare for someone who cannot be ignored or predicted using standard polit-

ical frameworks. This is not standard agenda-setting in which elites and 

journalists steer public opinion; rather, it is more akin to a hostage-taking 

power that keeps journalists and audiences captive, anticipating what news 

might be.

Journalists, audiences, elites, and technologies all seem poised for 

Trump’s next move, constituting a kind of infrastructure of anticipation 

with both power and peril.

In this short essay, I want to trace the ambivalence of this anticipation. 

On one hand, journalists and audiences may acclimate to Trump’s sus-

tained unpredictability, normalize his impulses as newsworthy, let him set 

news time, and largely sleepwalk from outrage to outrage. Or, his erratic 

behavior could dislodge the press’s traditional rhythms of reaction, spur-

ring journalists to imagine new types of accountability that use Trump’s 

lack of consistency as an opportunity to articulate its own agenda of public  
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service. Instead of its usual routines of following and indexing elites—

letting Trump’s erraticism set the agenda—it could reject continual antici-

pation and create new rhythms of public interest. The anticipatory press 

faces a choice: it can align itself with Trump Time (random tweets trig-

gered by emotional outbursts, illusions of future grandeur, and lies that 

rely on short and selective collective memories) or it can tame the chaos, 

consciously focusing on what kind of rhythms publics need, becoming a 

sober metronome to Trump’s staccatic cacophony.

*****

My doctoral advisor Ted Glasser told me that any good project should 

answer two questions: what is it, and why does it matter? I’m going to try 

to answer both in this short essay.

First, I want to talk about what anticipation is, how it embeds itself 

within journalism’s cultures and practices, how it might have contrib-

uted to Trump’s rise, and the places it appears in today’s networked press.  

Second, I want to suggest what’s at stake in anticipation—why it matters, 

and how it shapes the press’s ability to be motivated by and accountable to 

public interests.

Before delving into either of these areas, I should clarify what I mean by 

“the press.” Inspired by a long line of scholars concerned with the press—

distinct from practices of journalism or the content of news—I define it as 

institutional conditions under which journalists work, news circulates, audi-

ences interpret, and publics form. By “institutional conditions,” I mean the 

cultures, practices, technologies, economies, laws, and norms that create 

news and give it meaning and power. For sure, this is a broad definition 

that begs further questions—Which cultures? Whose norms? What tech-

nology?—but it aims to highlight the often invisible forces that shape the 

press. It sees journalism and news as things that are made, not found—

produced through action, choice, force, and resistance, not nature (another 

Glasser framing). This image of the press is both pragmatic and optimistic. 

It sees the press in people and places that can be searched for, described, 

and traced. Contrary to former New York Times Public Editor Daniel Okrent’s 

claim that a “newspaper comes out by accident almost,”1 an institutional 

view of the press foregrounds its patterns, assumptions, and structures and 

asks: what could the press be if it wasn’t what it is right now and, by exten-

sion, what kind of publics could it help to create?
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With this definition made, the only other preparatory and perhaps obvi-

ous claim I want to make is that the press convenes not only people, but 

moments. That is, its institutional conditions—cultures, practices, technol-

ogies, economies, laws, norms—do not just bring together journalists and 

sources, audiences and elites, publishers and platforms. They bring them 

together at particular times. Again, relying on a long line of scholarship on 

news deadlines and rhythms, we can see how news time is always made, 

never found. There is no natural reason that US newspapers were delivered 

mornings and afternoons, that those evening newscasts typically begin at 

six p.m., that radio news updates come at the top of the hour, or that some 

stories forcefully interrupt regular programming while others must wait. 

These rhythms and punctuations emerged from—indeed helped to create—

audiences’ expectations about when news was “supposed” to happen, 

when journalists were known to be working, when advertisers knew they 

could reach audiences, and when sources knew they could get a reporter’s 

attention. These norms and rules created a press focused on anticipation. 

Again, there are pragmatic and optimistic aspects to seeing the press’s antic-

ipatory patterns: by understanding when news is created, circulated, and 

interpreted, we can imagine how it might be otherwise. To do so, though, 

we must understand the different types of power that control news time. 

We must ask whether this collection of forces creates the kind of news  

time we want, or that publics need.

*****

What does this have to do with Trump? I want to place these two ideas—

that news rhythms are made not found, and that things can always be 

otherwise—in the context of Trump’s power to create news time.

Trump Time has never been Standard Time. He began his run for the 

presidency by descending a long escalator at Trump Tower, a spectacle of 

anticipation that held cameras and audiences captive as they watched him 

slowly but surely arrive at the only place he could end up. The journey held 

no surprise, but the prolonged public gaze was inescapable. In a sense, this 

was a metaphor for his entire campaign. It was a race he was never sup-

posed to win, yet persistent news coverage of the spectacle made a retreat 

from the public stage almost unimaginable and, therefore, unavoidable. 

This media-fed inevitability through constant, cultivated spectacle is akin 

to what Richard Grusin calls “pre-mediation”2: events become so heavily 

mediated—so richly and thoroughly described, so familiar to audiences, so 
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valuable to advertisers—that nothing other than their realization can be 

imagined. Grusin uses the lead-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq as an exam-

ple of outcomes arrived at not through debate or deep engagement with 

alternatives, but through a constant drumbeat of news and commentary 

that made war unavoidable. Pre-mediation makes inevitable conclusions 

that did not have to become true, but become so because media capture the 

collective imaginations of journalists and audiences alike. It is impossible 

to foresee anything other than what spectacle anticipates and expects—

nothing else makes sense because nothing else can be imagined. If you do 

dissent from, or advocate for, something other than the dominant, per-

ceived wisdom, you quickly become an outcast who fails to see what every-

one else expects.

The press might ask itself: how did Trump become such a central spec-

tacle of anticipation, and did such a focus implicitly sustain his candidacy 

and make his loss hard to imagine? As unlikely as it might have been 

to pollsters and elites, did the press pre-mediate Trump’s legitimacy and 

become so addicted to anticipating his next move that his win became 

almost unavoidable? Sure, polls and pundits favored Clinton’s win, but was 

it truly possible to imagine Trump disappearing post-election?

Perhaps the press—in addition to its horserace coverage, poll obsessions, 

and inside-the-beltway reporting—pre-mediated a Trump presidency pre-

cisely because he was so skilled at creating cycles of anticipation that played 

to the press’s eagerness for novelty. With each Apprentice-style cliffhanger—

the public auditions for the vice presidential pick, the nightly cameos at 

the convention, announced-and-then-canceled press conferences, pundit 

predictions that the nomination (and then presidency) would make him 

anew—Trump ensconced himself in news cycles, news organizations’ rou-

tines, and even their hiring practices as Trump specialists became frequent 

commentators on several major broadcasters. Rejecting Trump would have 

meant rejecting the habits, rituals, and assumptions that motivated and 

rationalized their coverage of his spectacles. The press would have had 

to imagine and cover something other than Trump, a reliably entertain-

ing source of anticipation and pre-mediation. He didn’t always have to do 

something in particular, he just had to seem like he might do anything  

at all.

But the press is not just what journalists do; it is also the environments 

in which news circulates, audiences interpret, and publics form. How might 
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they have been fueled by anticipation? Here, there is a technological story, 

one that is difficult to disentangle from audiences and economic impera-

tives. When CBS President Les Moonves said that Trump’s candidacy “may 

not be good for America, but it’s damn good for CBS,”3 he was expressing 

an economic reality that holds captive news organizations and audiences 

alike. Advertisers paid high fees to broadcasters to sponsor Republican 

debates not because the public was eager to learn more about the candi-

dates’ positions, but because they wanted to see what might happen, what 

Trump might do. The more he ridiculed candidates, talked about the size of 

his hands, coined insulting nicknames for his rivals, and gave audiences 

what was essentially a prime-time image of the reality television presidency 

he offered, he cultivated anticipation and desire that aligned perfectly with 

what media markets valued. Audiences became hooked voyeurs; broadcast-

ers knew they had an addictive product and captive audiences they could 

sell to eager advertisers; social media platforms thrived on his trending 

topics and guaranteed traffic, hashtags, and live streams; commentators 

enthusiastically rebranded usually staid debates as improvised entertain-

ment; and journalists showed how the standard assumptions of horserace 

politics could be upended by spectacular circuses with a reliably unpredict-

able ringmaster.

How could Trump’s spotlight on the political stage ever fade when so 

many had invested so much in anticipating his next move? In addition to 

its usual obsession with horserace election coverage, was the press unable 

to avoid stories like the private email server, the tarmac meeting with Attor-

ney General Lynch, and Clinton’s “fainting” at the 9/11 memorial because 

it needed these stories to help it imagine what a Clinton defeat, and thus 

a Trump presidency, would look like? To be sure, many factors drove the 

election outcome, but one of them could have been the press’s inability 

to imagine politics without Trump, and its addiction to anticipating his 

actions.

This anticipation industry only seemed to grow after his election. On 

election night, shortly after the press announced that Trump had won key 

battleground states, futures markets and the US dollar dropped, and vola-

tility indexes surged. Some thought that he might never take office. As 

states recounted ballots, “faithless electors” considered giving Clinton the 

Electoral College, emoluments clause experts questioned Trump’s ability to 

be both businessman and president, and pundits speculated on whether 
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Trump even wanted to be president and imagined him handing the presi-

dency to Mike Pence.

The press prepared to cover President Trump, imagining scenarios that 

might unfold. The Columbia Journalism Review offered guidance to journal-

ists on how to cover a president who is expected to lie; The Atlantic discussed 

how it would cover the kinds of tweets it expected Trump to post; the New 

York Times and the Wall Street Journal told readers they probably wouldn’t 

use the word “lie” to discount Trump’s claims, finding themselves unable 

to imagine a president who habitually lied. And ProPublica staffed up as 

people flooded them with donations, posting job openings for investigative 

reporters and data journalists as it ramped up to scrutinize the indiscretions 

it expected of President Trump.

And people adjacent to news also prepared. Saturday Night Live con-

tracted Alec Baldwin to play the new president; the bots “Trump2Cash” 

and “BOTUS” began automatically buying or selling shares of companies 

Trump has tweeted about, either pocketing the proceeds or donating them 

to Planned Parenthood. And the website www.IsTrumpAtMaraLago.org 

was established to track the new president’s frequent expected vacations, 

estimate the cost of the trips to taxpayers, and represent this expense in 

terms of the number of Meals on Wheels recipients who could have been  

fed instead.

As candidate Trump became President-Elect and then President Trump, 

the press—the institutional conditions under which journalists work, news 

circulates, audiences interpret, and publics take shape—became anticipation 

infrastructure. It became poised to make sense of what he might do, primed 

to respond to moves it thought he would make.

It is simultaneously dangerous and responsible to design an institution 

around prediction, much less predictions about one man. The press is ready 

to react to the debates it expects, but it is less able to see outcomes that it 

cannot imagine and quickly becomes structurally blind to anything except 

what it can anticipate. It cedes part of its public responsibility to imagine 

what people might need from their leaders because it is only willing to hold 

them accountable within the expectations its leaders set. Trump’s account-

ability is limited to whatever the press can imagine him doing. This is a 

reactionary politics of deference that leaves much power with him. To the 

extent that the press bounds itself within the (arguably vast) array of petu-

lant and erratic things the Trump administration might do—he might tweet 

http://www.IsTrumpAtMaraLago.org
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the morning after Saturday Night Live, the White House could continue to 

qualify the significance of the Holocaust, Ivanka Trump might intermix her 

business with the state, Trump might again adopt the “presidential tone” of 

his first State of the Union address that so effectively disarmed the media—

it weakens itself and the publics it claims to serve.

This is meta-agenda setting through anticipation. It is not about whether 

the White House or journalists lead or follow public debates (healthcare, 

immigration, terrorism). Rather it is about a struggle over who gets to imag-

ine the future, who anticipates whom, which institution gets to set rhythms 

and force the other one to react. Practically, the press could ignore Trump’s 

tweets or only periodically consider them as collections; it could lobby 

social media platforms to make their algorithms less sensitive to Trump 

outbursts and the resulting flurries of traffic, or it could ignore White House 

press briefings. It could stop falling for what Bloomberg News described 

as “Trump’s habit of self-imposing—then missing—two-week deadlines for 

major announcements,” repeatedly promising “major news” in two weeks 

on everything from tax reform to healthcare policy, failing to deliver any-

thing, but holding news resources captive in the meantime4. When the 

press consumes itself with anticipating Trump’s moves, it has less ability to 

imagine futures that publics want or need.

This is the other side of anticipation: its power to reshape news time. If 

the press could resist the administration’s rhythms, it could create some-

thing new and publicly meaningful. It could anticipate what it sees as pub-

licly significant events and invest coverage in these. It could help audiences 

pre-mediate alternatives that counter Trump’s interests and build immu-

nity to his outbursts. If Twitter were to put a time delay on Trump’s tweets 

because (as many have suggested) his tweets frequently violate the plat-

form’s prohibitions against bullying and harassment, it could mute some 

of the frenzied anticipation that currently fuels his social media. When 

publishers foreground long-term beats that show Trump’s ever-increasing 

corruption (weekly updates of emoluments clause violations, state-driven 

revenue to Trump businesses, or mounting evidence of his campaign’s col-

lusion with Russia), it could foster in audiences an expectation that Trump’s 

power will be challenged. It could pre-mediate a Trump who is sanctioned, 

helping publics and elites alike imagine nothing other than an accountable 

presidency.
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Such innovations may seem unconventional or unworkable—indeed, 

they require the press to have a vision of the public beyond one that simply 

reacts to elites and holds power accountable—but they suggest a way that 

the press might retake the phenomenon of anticipation and convert it into 

a tool of public service.

*****

Writing six months after Trump’s election, I am reminded of Daniel  

Hallin’s “spheres” model of the media5. In it he argues that while some 

news fits into a sphere of consensus (topics about which there is broad 

agreement) and most news appears in a sphere of legitimate controversy 

(debates we are accustomed to having and likely will continue to have), very 

little news materializes in the sphere of deviance (issues that are considered 

so taboo or uninteresting that they rarely surface). These spheres change 

sizes and shift boundaries as social norms and news practices evolve, but 

the model remains valid. We must constantly be on guard for the forces 

that sustain and normalize these spheres. More simply, we need to know 

which conversations we aren’t having and the assumptions driving their  

absence.

I think part of this normalization relates to anticipation: to the classes of 

events, topics, and futures that press lets itself see as inevitable versus those 

that it simply can’t imagine or forecast. When Trump was elected, many 

feared that his values and priorities would become the default—that misog-

yny, racism, white nationalism, and anti-intellectualism would become so 

embedded in both elite and public discourse that it would be difficult to see 

them, resist them, or imagine a world premised on anything else. This is a 

fear of normalized evil, a fear of the failure of imagination. Fighting these 

fears means, in part, critiquing the press as anticipation infrastructure—

asking who sets today’s news rhythms, which futures and imaginations 

dominate, and whether the press’s powers and beats give people the publics 

they need.

We might learn the lessons of pre-mediation that made the Iraq inva-

sion seem inevitable and the Trump presidency imaginable and ask: Which 

futures does the press anticipate—what can it imagine? Which futures dom-

inate, where are they coming from, and what don’t they allow for? How 

could the press see its anticipations as part of its public service—as a way to 

challenge presidential power, instead of simply reacting to it?
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14  Media Projections and Trump’s Election: A 

Self-Defeating Prophecy?

In the run-up to the 2016 US presidential elections, the media were replete 

with projections about Donald Trump’s chances of becoming the next pres-

ident and the implications of such an outcome for the country’s future and 

its position in the global arena. Pundits and journalists ventured various 

projections through the news media, while mediating and interacting with 

the forecasts of data analysts, scientists, and politicians. A dominant line 

of predictions suggested a low probability of a Trump victory, ranging from 

FiveThirtyEight’s analysis of “Why Donald Trump Isn’t a Real Candidate” 

at the beginning of the Republican primary season to final assessments 

in major news outlets, such as the New York Times’s prediction that “Hill-

ary Clinton has an 85% chance to win” or the Washington Post’s story, “A 

Comprehensive Average of Election Forecasts Points to a Decisive Clinton 

Victory.”1

Following the results of both the Republican primaries and the presiden-

tial elections, the dominant public discourse on projections focused on the 

purported failure of experts and the media to predict Trump’s election. A 

similar discourse followed the surprising results of the Brexit referendum 

in the UK a couple of months earlier (June 2016). Various explanations 

were offered for why experts and the media did not get it right: surveys and 

statistics were used instead of going out to actually speak with people and 

understand their worldview; the samples were not representative; or their 

elitist tendencies or political views blinded them and shaped their interpre-

tations. Others have argued that the whole prediction enterprise is doomed 

to begin with and that journalists should focus instead on their primary 

mission of reporting on that which has already happened.

These explanations and debates have addressed different kinds of prob-

lems in the media’s attempt to project the future and represent different 

Keren Tenenboim-Weinblatt

© Massachusetts Institute of TechnologyAll Rights Reserved



112  Keren Tenenboim-Weinblatt

methodological, theoretical, and normative perspectives. They also signify 

different approaches to the feasibility of political predictions, ranging from 

the claim that political realities are inherently unpredictable to the view 

that there are ways to achieve more accurate political predictions by using 

systematic probabilistic thinking that overcomes the biases of intuitive 

human judgments.2 According to the latter, some news outlets and data 

journalists arguably did a better job than others in predicting the results of 

the US 2016 elections.3

However, all of these explanations and debates have assessed the func-

tioning of the media from the perspective of the correspondence between 

projected and actual reality, namely, the success or failure to accurately 

predict the future. But what about other functions that media projections 

played in these cases, and projections other than polling numbers and 

other statistical predictions? Is it possible that mediated projections also 

intervened in the projected reality rather than just attempting, and often 

failing, to accurately reflect it?

Using the case of Trump’s presidential bid as well as examples from the 

Brexit referendum, this essay explores what it means to consider media 

projections as a form of intervention and suggests an agenda for future 

research in this area.

Media Projections as a Form of Intervention

As we know from psychological theory and from daily experience, when we 

make projections about our own lives, we are usually not engaged in a sci-

entific exercise of getting it right. Rather, we construct future scenarios as a 

way of orienting and conducting ourselves in the world: we prepare for the 

projected future and sometimes act in order to help bring about a desirable 

future or prevent a scary one.

Societies likewise prepare for the future and try to shape it through 

projections. For instance, as argued by Richard Grusin, the intense pre-

mediation of future scenarios following the traumatic 9/11 attacks was an 

attempt to avoid a similar future shock.4 Furthermore, projections about 

the outcomes and implications of significant events, be they the US presi-

dential elections, the Brexit referendum, or the war in Syria, can mobilize 

or demobilize multiple actors. If a predicted outcome is undesirable, it may 

trigger attempts to avert it, dodge its impact, or take preparatory measures 
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(e.g., protest, arm, vote differently than planned). Conversely, a desirable 

projection may arouse people’s hopes of benefitting from the predicted 

event or even motivate them to help bring it about (e.g., by donating or 

volunteering).

Projections are thus a form of intervention and involve both discursive 

constructions and behavioral implications. At the collective level, such 

interventions unfold primarily within and through the media, with the 

media serving as both a central venue where projections are negotiated and 

as central actors in their own right. Some future-oriented media interven-

tions are direct and blunt, as exhibited, for instance, by the extravagant uto-

pias and doomsday scenarios on the front pages of the UK tabloids before 

the Brexit referendum. For example, on the day of the referendum, evoca-

tive front pages carrying headlines such as The Sun’s “Independence Day: 

Britain’s Resurgence” (accompanied by an image of a globe and a glowing 

sun above Britain) and the Daily Mirror’s “Don’t take a leap into the dark 

… vote REMAIN today” (accompanied by an image of a black hole) were 

aimed at mobilizing voters in the opposing directions.

Such interventionist practices are generally not found on the front pages 

of US newspapers, but attempts at direct media interventions through pro-

jections can be identified in opinion columns, the predictions of cable pun-

dits, and satirical interventions. For example, a mock front page created by 

the Boston Globe during the US presidential campaign in April 2016 carried 

the date of April 9, 2017. Using snippets of Trump’s own words, the Boston 

Globe envisioned how the front page of the newspaper would look under 

a Trump presidency. The lead story, “Deportations to Begin,” reported on 

a televised address by President Trump in which he called on Congress to 

fund a “massive deportation force.” The other headlines included: “Markets 

sink as trade war looms,” “US soldiers refuse orders to kill ISIS families,” 

and “New libel law targets ‘absolute scum’ in press.” While this satirical 

front page was aimed at preventing this envisioned future (as the Boston 

Globe tweeted, “the front page we hope we never have to print”), the even-

tual outcome and the events following the elections raise the question of 

whether such types of interventions were simply ineffective and inconse-

quential or whether they contributed to a process that led to their own 

defeat (and, consequently, to the fulfillment of some of these predictions).

However, in most cases, mainstream news outlets tend to rely on more 

conventional professional practices when depicting future scenarios, most 
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notably by selecting projections made by other actors, such as experts and 

politicians, and molding them into news. At the level of selection, the 

media’s known preference for low ambiguity often leads journalists to pre-

fer what Philip Tetlock called, following Isaiah Berlin, the “hedgehog” style 

of reasoning, which derives bold predictions from broad organizing prin-

ciples. The “fox” style, on the other hand, is anchored in diverse perspec-

tives and data and, thereby, often achieves superior predictions. However, 

as Tetlock noted, the media are less likely to select the complex forecasts of 

“foxes” or invite them as experts to television shows.5 In addition, different 

news outlets all too often select and amplify actors’ projections that better 

fit their own editorial line and wishes, such as the tendency of the US lib-

eral media to highlight projections that emphasized the low likelihood and 

dire implications of a Trump election.

Furthermore, through a process of journalistic transformation, journal-

ists intervene in the content of the original projections by adjusting, ampli-

fying, or contesting them.6 Thus, a speech by David Cameron before the 

Brexit referendum, in which he warned that leaving the EU could threaten 

the peace and stability of Europe, was given the following headline in the 

Remain-supporting Mirror: “Brexit Could Trigger World War Three, Warns 

David Cameron.”7 This projection can be seen as a co-creation of Cameron 

and The Mirror. Notably, collective memory references to World War Two 

were also present in both critical and supportive media interpretations of 

Trump’s campaign promise to “make America great again” through a return 

to some hazy, mythical past.

Finally, in addition to tabloid-like future constructions, satirical inter-

ventions, pundits’ projections, and scenarios that are based on the journal-

istic selection and transformation of projections by experts and political 

actors, there is also a growing domain of statistical predictions and data 

journalism. This can be found in both the traditional news media—such 

as the New York Times’s The Upshot—and in specialized websites—such 

as FiveThirtyEight in the US or Number Cruncher Politics in the UK. The 

result is an emerging future-oriented genre, which might be termed “pre-

dictive journalism.”8

The quantitative, empirical orientation of this type of journalistic pre-

dictions does not mean that they are not interpretive nor constructed from 

past experiences. Generally speaking, the more sophisticated the predic-

tive models, the more they rely on various assumptions and interpretations 
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of current developments against historical patterns. Thus, when analysts 

and data journalists made predictions about the results of the Brexit ref-

erendum, they also looked at past data and considered which historical 

precedents were most applicable to the current forecast. In the case of ref-

erenda, which tend to reaffirm the status quo, this generates very conserva-

tive assumptions, even when the polls tell a different story. Similarly, the 

above-mentioned FiveThirtyEight’s story on “Why Donald Trump Isn’t a 

Real Candidate” was based on data, which suggested that “Trump is the first 

candidate in modern presidential primary history to begin the campaign 

with a majority of his own party disliking him.”

All of these types of projections, from the doomsday scenarios to detailed 

statistical predictions, can play an important role in shaping the expecta-

tions, fears, and hopes of millions of potential voters. To the extent that 

people’s plans and behaviors are aligned with their expectations, such pro-

jections can intervene in the reality that they set out to predict via both 

self-fulfilling and self-defeating dynamics. Thus, in the case of both Trump 

and Brexit, some self-defeating processes might have been at play. In other 

words, people might have reacted to mediated projections in ways that con-

tributed to the surprising final outcome.

One plausible scenario concerns the mobilization of Trump supporters 

(and potential supporters) and the demobilization of Clinton supporters 

(and potential supporters) in response to the dominant media coverage 

that emphasized the low likelihood of a Trump victory. These dynamics 

may have been facilitated by two characteristics of the media and political 

culture: first, polarized evaluations of the repercussions of electing Trump 

or Clinton, with media outlets affiliated with each of the sides portraying 

the implications of electing the other candidate as disastrous; and second, 

widespread populist sentiment which views the projecting elites, and the 

media in particular, as part of the detached establishment and, in extreme 

populist formulations, as the enemy. Such sentiments can lead voters to 

resist and revolt against the dismissive attitude of the media toward can-

didates such as Trump who represent such populist sentiments (or, in the 

context of Brexit, the option of leaving the EU). This process can be further 

reinforced when such candidates gain further support on the ground and 

in specific outlets (e.g., Fox News), while much of the media establishment 

continues to predict an almost definite win for the other side. In other 

words, self-defeating dynamics may be likelier in polarized environments 
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with low trust in the media and where the media themselves are positioned 

as the enemy.

The Way Forward in Communication Research

How do we make sense of these various dynamics and different kinds of 

media projections and interventions within communication theory and 

research? In general, our current theoretical and methodological frame-

works for understanding the complex social processes of projecting and 

shaping public futures within and through the media are rather limited. 

We have some scholarly beginnings that have engaged with conceptual and 

empirical investigations of future-oriented media coverage, from the notion 

of premediation to recent comparative studies of the future-oriented roles 

assumed by the media in different cultural and technological contexts.9 In 

addition, literature on media effects, especially the effects of public opinion 

polls and opinion climate, has documented some self-fulfilling dynamics 

in the context of the contested spiral of silence theory and the bandwagon 

effect.10 Self-defeating dynamics, such as the underdog effect, have been 

more elusive, both conceptually and empirically.11

Outside of communication and journalism studies, scholars have 

explored important elements in the process of public projection, from the 

cognitive mechanisms underlying political projections to the shaping of 

markets through the performative effects of economic models and predic-

tions.12 However, these lines of research have accorded little attention to the 

crucial role of the media in these dynamics, while communication research 

has done little to incorporate insights from these bodies of literature.

In order to achieve a comprehensive understanding of media projections 

and their interventions, we need a multi-layered analytical approach, an 

interdisciplinary theoretical perspective, and a much stronger integration 

between the study of media discourse and media effects. In particular, I sug-

gest an examination of the social dynamics of media projections as consist-

ing of four nested layers: how projections are constructed in the media; how 

they are negotiated among various actors, most notably, the media, experts, 

and politicians; how they evolve over time; and what the implications of 

these projections are for people’s expectations and behaviors. I believe that 

theorizing and studying these various layers and their interconnections can 

significantly add to our understanding of complex social phenomena such 
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as the Trump election and the Brexit referendum. While the theoretical and 

methodological challenges on this path are many, addressing them is vital 

if we want to better understand the contribution of the media to shaping 

our future—and to perhaps intervene in such processes in the future.
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15  Creeping Toward Authoritarianism?

The adjective authoritarian has been applied to Donald Trump hundreds 

of thousands of times in the first few months of his presidency. Phrases 

like “Trump’s authoritarian vision,” “Trump is drifting toward authoritari-

anism,” and “Trump is following the authoritarian playbook” are casually 

used by pundits and editors seeking clicks and shares. There are certainly 

a number of actions in the Trump presidency that are cause for concern. 

However, labeling Trump an authoritarian merely because of these actions 

demonstrates a simplistic understanding of authoritarianism and a lack of 

faith in the democratic institutions as well as the American people.

Trump Is Not Consolidating Power Like an Authoritarian Leader

Pundits have cited Trump’s “consolidation of power” as an example of his 

authoritarian tendencies. Yet, his supposed consolidation of power has not 

been well explained and, more importantly, the current American politi-

cal climate does not resemble that of an authoritarian regime at all. When 

an authoritarian leaders consolidate power, they really consolidate power, 

through repression and co-optation (Levitsky and Way 2002). Co-optation 

occurs through patronage systems where the placating of potential rivals 

via distribution of limited perks is essential for maintaining power (Gandhi 

and Przeworski 2007; Schatz 2009; Geddes 2005). The ideal way to distrib-

ute benefits is via legislative seats, where resources can be legally transferred 

and regular demonstration of support for the regime is available (Gandhi 

and Przeworski 2007). Because votes show support for the regime, the exec-

utive gets what it wants from its legislature. So while legislatures are not 

window dressing, as some may believe (Gerschewski 2013), the legislature 

has very little formal influence. The relationship between the American 
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executive and legislative branches is nothing like this relationship under 

authoritarianism. Unlike in authoritarian regimes where members of the 

legislature demonstrate their loyalty to the leader, American presidents tend 

to adapt to the views of Congress in order to advance their own agendas. 

Moreover, American congresspeople are beholden to a variety of interests—

constituents and lobbyists most of all—not the executive. And currently, 

Trump’s relationship with the Republican Party and Congress, in particular, 

is weak at best.

Another frequently noted example of authoritarian-like consolidation of 

power is Trump’s use of executive orders. But executive orders are not uni-

lateral power—they are limited in a number of ways. The federal judiciary 

consistently reviews executive orders and sometimes overturns them. And 

while executive orders are design to bypass Congress, Congress can refuse 

to fund the effort, as it did with Obama’s executive order to close Guanta-

namo. There is also the Office of Legal Counsel within the Department of 

Justice that is tasked with evaluating the legality of executive orders and 

can prevent them from being issued, as was the case during the Iran hostage 

crisis. These limits simply do not exist in authoritarian states. Nonetheless, 

Trump’s assailing of judges that rule against him is concerning, as is his 

call for breaking up the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Ninth Circuit. Yet, 

breaking up a federal court is a difficult process that requires working with 

Congress through a reorganization. This happened in 1980 when a single 

court was overloaded with cases and the creation of an additional court was 

justified. But it would be difficult to defend a reorganization now without a 

clear reason other than creating a more favorable judicial climate. Authori-

tarian leaders do not have such limits.

Trump Is Not Creating an Authoritarian Media System

Perhaps it is Donald Trump’s relationship with the mass media that is most 

often cited as an example of his authoritarian tendencies. In this, he does 

have some strong similarities to authoritarian leaders. Attacking opposi-

tion media appears to be one resemblance, but in fact, Trump’s approach is 

far different from authoritarian leaders. Donald Trump attacks mainstream 

media. When he called the New York Times, NBC News, ABC News, CBS 

News, and CNN “fake news” and labeled them “the enemy of the American 

People!”1 on Twitter on February 17, 2017, and called the press “dishonest” 
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and “out of control” in a press conference on February 16, 2017, many were 

alarmed. But while oppositionists are humiliated and discredited through 

formal campaigns in authoritarian regimes (Schedler 2002), opposition 

media is not discredited, rather it is eliminated so that the regime can exert 

exclusive control of information. Control of the mass media has been a key 

tool in authoritarian leaders’ toolkits for centuries (Siebert, Peterson, and 

Schramm 1963) and is an important part of social control (Schatz 2009; 

Whitten-Woodring and James 2012), even on social media (Hyun and 

Kim 2015; Pearce 2015). An authoritarian leader can use the mass media 

to project images that strengthen his position (Schatz 2009), portray that 

the regime is doing a good job (Brady 2009; Stein 2012), suggest that there 

is greater support for the regime or a particular policy than there actually 

is (Chen and Xu 2017), and limit the diversity of citizens’ opinions (Lu, 

Aldrich, and Shi 2014). So, while Donald Trump has tried to discredit media 

opposing him, and he does engage in a number of the same goals as author-

itarian leaders, the fact that he has not eliminated the media is a core differ-

ence between him and authoritarian leaders.

But like in an authoritarian regime’s controlled media environment, in 

2017, the “truth” is hazy. In an authoritarian regime the “truth” is hazy 

because institutions such as media commentators are too weak to provide 

the scaffolding for it (Ortmann and Heathershaw 2012). This is even more 

powerful because citizens in authoritarian regimes live with a great deal 

of uncertainty already (Schedler 2013) and the hazy truth merely adds to 

this uncertainty. And this is important because authoritarian states draw 

their social control–derived power from uncertainty. By disallowing citi-

zens the “gift” of knowing what to expect day-to-day, authoritarians keep 

people on their toes and discourage anyone from making plans or having 

the luxury to dedicate mental energy to thinking about criticism of the 

regime. Additionally, in such a hazy environment, rumors, scandals, and 

conspiracy theories are given greater weight, due to the inability to make 

sense of what is truly going on (Ortmann and Heathershaw 2012; DiFonzo 

and Bordia 2007; Huang 2017), and this provides opportunities for authori-

tarian leaders to demonize any opposition to their rule (Schatz 2009), espe-

cially through anonymous channels like the Internet (Pearce 2015; Pearce 

and Hajizada 2014).

So while there is not the same type of controlled media environ-

ment, there are elements of a hazy truth in the 2017 American media 



122  Katy E. Pearce

environment. It is not a coincidence that Donald Trump’s victory came at 

a time of great change in the American media landscape. While partisan 

media has grown over the past two decades, the addition of Internet-based 

and social media news led to a 2016 presidential campaign with a host of 

new issues like “fake news,” “filter bubbles,” and increased populist rheto-

ric (Groshek and Koc-Michalska 2017). When considering former candi-

date, now-President, Trump’s relationship with the media, it is impossible 

to ignore these changes to the media environment. While ownership of 

media outlets is not a characteristic of the current US administration, the 

challenges presented are similar to those in a hazy information environ-

ment. The proliferation of “fake news”—where source credibility cannot be 

easily established—in combination with social endorsement of news (“My 

friend posted this story, and they’re smart, so it is probably true.”) has had 

a significant impact on many US social and political issues. The 2016 presi-

dential election notwithstanding, the role that “fake news” has had on pub-

lic health alone is cause for concern. Stories like Pizzagate raise a red flag. 

Donald Trump’s tweets are particularly interesting. He can instantly make 

claims such as accusing former President Obama of a crime. Many argue 

that provocative tweets from Trump serve other purposes such as preemp-

tive framing, reflection, diversion, and trial balloons.2

Self-Censorship Is on the Rise

Another common method of social control by authoritarian regimes is 

making it socially risky to engage in any action perceived to be disloyal to 

the leader or the state (which under authoritarianism are one in the same). 

First, authoritarian regimes create an environment where loyalty to the rul-

ers is the only path for upward mobility. Individuals interested in moving 

up spend much energy greasing the wheels of their networks in an effort to 

get closer to the top. Merit is not the primary consideration of a potential 

employee, rather the consideration of the networks and possible access an 

individual brings is paramount. Grand gestures of dedication to the rulers 

are essential in the performance of loyalty. This takes on greater importance 

because in authoritarian environments, silence is perceived as disloyalty 

and, as such, one must be constantly vigilant in demonstrating allegiance 

to the ruler. Social media provide another space for this demonstration, 

particularly with a larger and broader audience.
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Related to the performance of loyalty is the rational decision to not  

share one’s opinions publicly or even privately. Citizens of authoritarian 

regimes are trained to watch for disloyalty in others, thus engaging in the 

exhausting task of attending to one’s expression becomes second nature. 

The tendency to self-censor is great, especially among those with less power. 

And this is, even more, the case on social media, where the ability to record 

and share disclosures with broad and unintended audiences, and with 

some degree of anonymity, has dramatically altered expression. On social 

media, the stakes are higher, and thus the likelihood for self-censorship  

is greater.

As such, deviating from the norm—political or otherwise—is danger-

ous in authoritarian regimes. In combination with the culture of self-

censorship, keeping one’s head down is a dominant organizing structure in 

authoritarianism, especially because reputation and connections are more 

important than merit. Those brave enough to dissent are severely punished, 

but from an unexpected source—not the state, but from their own loved 

ones. The reputational effects of having a dissenting family member are 

too great for many, and individuals are ostracized. This is even more prob-

lematic where access to resources is dependent upon connections. Once 

those ties are severed, it is permanent. Social media can provide a space 

for those that deviate to find likeminded others, but can also potentially  

“out” those that deviate.

In conclusion, as a scholar of authoritarianism, I am not terribly wor-

ried about the United States turning into Russia, much less North Korea. 

However, I am concerned about general trends in both hazy information 

and self-censorship, which are characteristic of authoritarian regimes and 

have severe consequences on individuals’ ability to think critically and 

civically engage. There is no question that these are powerful methods of 

social control that are at the disposal of the best “political technologists” 

(parapolitical professionals with the task to set and change the agenda 

and “construct” politics by applying whatever “technologies” available to 

them, especially manipulation of the media) (Etkind and Shcherbak 2008; 

Wilson 2005). While I hope that the current US administration’s “politi-

cal technologists” are not so explicit in their aims, I fear that they may, in 

fact, be engaging in such actions intentionally. And it is entirely possible 

that some knowledge transfer has occurred between authoritarian regimes 

and the administration. But without the repercussions that citizens face 
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in authoritarian regimes holding them back, American citizens can fight 

against these actions. It is once that ability is gone that the label of authori-

tarian may accurately fit.

Notes

1.  https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/832708293516632065.

2.  https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/03/06/trumps 

-twitter-feed-is-a-gateway-to-authoritarianism.

https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/832708293516632065
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/03/06/trumps-twitter-feed-is-a-gateway-to-authoritarianism
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/03/06/trumps-twitter-feed-is-a-gateway-to-authoritarianism
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16  The Potential of Networked Solidarity: Communication 

at the End of the Long Twentieth Century

Arguably, the twentieth century ended in 2016. Historical eras do not nec-

essarily end with the rounding of a calendar spot, but with a moment or an 

event that epitomizes a collective cultural or political shift. Historian Eric 

Hobsbawn marked the end of what he called the “long nineteenth century” 

with the outbreak of World War I in 1914, which ended an age of empire 

and set in motion the events of the century that followed. Whether or not 

future historians mark the end of the twentieth century with the 2016 elec-

tions in the United Kingdom and the United States that brought the world 

Brexit and Trump, media scholars should. The elections of 2016 show how 

the twentieth-century ideals that defined the larger project of communica-

tion and media scholarship are now misplaced. From the perspective of 

media scholarship, the twentieth century is finally over and now it is time 

for new theories to catch up to new realities in the field.

The twentieth century’s intellectual founders of journalism, media, and 

communication studies anchored their research on democratic ideals, see-

ing the potential for informed publics as leading to better civic engagement 

and stronger democracies. The dual forces of rapidly expanding higher edu-

cation and increased attention to the role of propaganda and influence led 

to a golden era for US media and communication research. New empiri-

cal tools supported new ways to study audiences, their attitudes, and their 

beliefs. Our field’s idealized subject was information seeking and rational, a 

choice-making citizen, who, when armed with good quality news, eagerly 

and willingly participated in the larger democratic project and had the 

inclination, and the time, to do so. As a field, scholars continued to rewrite 

a narrative that argued the strong case for the centrality of our scholarship: 

media make good citizens and good citizens make democracy.

Gina Neff
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Internet research, my corner of the field, also fell victim to the optimism 

of media scholarship in the long twentieth century. In the first twenty 

years of the World Wide Web, researchers asked if the Internet was mak-

ing people more isolated, were we listening only to like-minded others, 

could the Internet be free for participation, and what roles would news 

editors and other cultural mediators play. Fundamentally, Internet scholars 

repeated an assumption about information and democracy that grounded 

media and communication studies in the twentieth century—namely, more 

information could spark more, and deeper, democratic engagement with  

civic life.

The project of the field of media and communication has always been 

about meaning-making and connection. But while the field focused on 

the institutions that made, or supported, democracy, the fabric of many 

social institutions, not just that of the media, faded. Companies broke the 

tacit agreements for loyalty to their employees. Membership in unions and 

social organizations that cut across the lines of race, class, and gender dwin-

dled. The middle class lost the economic security that it had won during 

the economic expansion after World War II. As Hobsbawm phrased this 

slow social unravelling,

The cultural revolution of the later twentieth century can thus be understood as the 

triumph of the individual over society, or rather, the breaking of the threads which 

in the past had woven human beings into social textures. For such textures had 

consisted not only of the actual relations between human beings and their forms of 

organization but also of the general models of such relations and the expected pat-

terns of people’s behavior toward each other; their roles were prescribed, though not 

always written. (Hobsbawm 1994, 334)

Hobsbawm describes both a cultural and social transition, in which 

the logic of markets wins over social solidarity. The social institutions that 

supported Americans in their daily well-being weakened and fractured in 

this time. So too did our media. The logics of markets, although shaped by 

social forces, came to be seen during this time as independent of the values 

and needs of the communities and individuals that comprise them. In this 

way, markets logic tore at the threads of social life and by extension at soci-

ety’s ability to connect and cohere in public spheres.

Which brings us back to Trump and the media in the twenty-first cen-

tury. A focus on media as the cornerstone of democracy blinded media 

scholars to the powerful ways that connection and solidarity were being 
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reimagined and rewoven in the twentieth century. New media intersect 

but do not wholly supplant these economic trends, and yet the powerful 

cultural image of an Internet, “free as in freedom,” renewed the possibility 

and the hope for communication to be relevant for democracy.

Consider Facebook and other social networking sites that now con-

nect people in unprecedented ways, provide new forms of connection, 

and enable rapid dissemination of information in times of political crisis 

and upheaval. Social media sites fundamentally reshape how we feel, not 

think, our way through news and shape our response to it, creating what 

Zizi Papacharissi (2015) calls “affective publics.” They provide the social 

infrastructure that can be activated in times of political crisis. Our news is 

increasingly mediated by our social networks and consumed in what Pablo 

Boczkowski, Eugenia Mitchelstein, and Mora Matassi (2017) term as brief, 

interrupted, and partial ways, which is the biggest transformation of con-

sumption, reception, and circulation of news since the advent of the World 

Wide Web. These partialities, fragments, and affective moments result in 

the lack of shared and coherent narrative in how we approach news and 

political life. More importantly, this fractured new media landscape cannot 

possibly reweave the threads of “social textures” long stretched thin by free 

markets, and now pulled to breaking.

As news mediation shifts from professional newsrooms to Silicon Val-

ley algorithms, we have seen the problem with media and the problem is 

us. Trust in our social connections has now supplanted trust in the sources 

of news, creating a teeming environment for virulent and forged news to 

propagate. We are living in media and, to use Neil Postman’s (2006) words 

“amusing ourselves to death” with the affective pull of media designed 

to be enticing, exciting, inciting, addicting, and stimulating. The lines 

between news and entertainment are indistinguishable to readers, even if 

that line still matters in some newsrooms. At the same time, the affective 

pull of social media news slowly eats away at the capacity of another social 

institution—journalism—to be a source for the social empathy necessary 

for civic life.

Perhaps a corrective for this moment of declining social connection 

can be seen in the writings of a nineteenth-century sociologist, Emile Dur-

kheim, whose work has not been used widely in media and communica-

tion. Durkheim wrote about the shifts occurring in early industrial societies 

and the impact on what he termed “solidarity.” In The Division of Labor 
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in Society (1893), he posed a puzzle: how did modernity make individu-

als more loosely connected to their existing social arrangements but more 

tightly integrated into economic life? The “mechanical,” as he termed it, 

or automatic solidarity of pre-industrial life was predicated on a lack of 

personal autonomy over who one knew, married, and lived near, and on 

an excess of shared common values, norms, and feelings. In contrast, the 

“organic” solidarity that emerged with industrial society depended on the 

expanded economic roles of the division of labor in society, a connection 

to a larger economy that helped give people meaning through their work, 

while they found themselves at the same time confronted with more choice 

in personal “associations,” like who to marry, where to live, and how to 

comport themselves. Compared to fellow nineteenth-century social think-

ers Karl Marx and Max Weber, Durkheim is, perhaps, less known outside of 

sociology. But his ideas are rooted in something that feels quintessentially 

right for assessing the media landscape of the long twentieth century—that 

the modern, depersonalized social institutions like the economy and the 

news anchored society until they no longer could. Liberal democracy once 

rested on sets of social connections that now no longer hold. Durkheim’s 

notion of organic solidarity was that through our positions in industrial 

society we could learn to see empathy and connection to one another. But 

the irony of late capitalism is that its most fervent supporters attacked the 

empathy and social connection that holds capitalism together. The free 

market, Hobsbawm wrote, “claimed to triumph as its nakedness and inad-

equacy could no longer be concealed” (1994, 343). Capitalism, “took for 

granted the atmosphere in which it operated” and “had succeeded because 

it was not just capitalist” (Hobsbawm 1994, 343). In other words, Durkheim 

was right: without “organic solidary,” industrial society would devolve into 

tribalism, traditionalism, and nationalism.

Where does that leave us now? The culture wars waging in American 

politics between traditional, isolationist values and pluralistic, cosmo-

politan values reproduce the anxieties over social solidarity that raged in 

Durkheim’s time. Trump as a candidate expertly tapped these anxieties 

and amplified them with his messaging. What is missing in our historical 

moment, however, are the sources for the trust and solidarity on which 

Durkheim’s notion of modernity relied. The division of labor in society 

can no longer be counted on by social theorists to save society, when it has 

in fact has doomed many to lives of poverty, disconnection, and mistrust. 
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In such a society, the news is potentially one place to increase empathy 

for others, help provide recognition of multiple publics, and create social 

cohesion and solidarity at a moment when society needs these things  

the most.

Perhaps the long twentieth century proved that Durkheim’s faith in the 

power of labor markets to provide meaning and social cohesion was mis-

placed. Or perhaps the unrelenting cultural and political attacks on the 

American working class were organic solidarity’s undoing. Regardless of 

the reason, media scholars have work that we must do next. The power-

ful and positive connections that people can make online show that to 

some extent society has the capacity to reweave the social connections that 

formed the basis of solidarity in the last century. Three Canadian commu-

nication scholars, Enda Brophy, Nicole Cohen, and Greig De Peuter, have 

put forth the concept of “networked solidarity” as reclaiming communica-

tions infrastructure for the goals of the benefit of labor, for the “recomposi-

tion of a disconnected, flexible, yet altogether digitally adept labor force” 

(2015, 321). I would argue we could extend this concept to think of net-

worked solidarity as the next step after mechanical and organic solidar-

ity and as one way to conceive of the social organization that is to come, 

and the multiple roles that media have for helping people to establish it. 

Networked solidarity could be one way to reweave the connections that 

individuals in societies have to one another, but the existing social and 

technical infrastructure for connection will need to be reconfigured. Will 

online connections guide us to trust likeminded others or help us to create 

empathy for those who are different from us? Will these connections and 

affinities reinforce politically pluralistic and classically liberal connections 

or will we see the reentrenchment of nationalism and the reemergence of 

tribalism? These are open questions as we see the extent of media manipu-

lation and intentional subversion of free and civic discourse online. But 

networked solidarity and the connections that constitute it may be the last 

best hope for repairing the type of solidarity that must be in place to hold 

contemporary societies together.

Might we imagine, together, new possibilities for the evolution of the 

connections and dependencies of modern societies that Durkheim pointed 

out? The personal connections of our social networks, supported by new 

media, have already created new pathways for collective action and social 

cohesion. Might the new rituals of incidental news consumption be used 
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for building new types of social connections and solidarity? Or will we con-

tinue to fuel economies of outrage with our attention and clicks?

Our sense of public is shrinking and we must reinvigorate our online 

conversations if we are to reweave the fabric of social solidarity. The lesson 

for media scholars from the Brexit and Trump elections of 2016 is that we 

must challenge the outmoded liberal assumptions at the twentieth-century 

foundations of our field and work to identify and cultivate networked soli-

dary for the next century.



17  Breaking the Rules of Political Communication: Trump’s 

Successes and Miscalculations

Writing about the presidency and the media in 2017 is a perilous enter-

prise, with Donald Trump violating virtually every rule of presidential mes-

saging, decorum, and press management while the news media, in turn, 

struggle to adapt and keep pace with the near daily barrage of controversial 

and thus newsworthy events, while also clinging to—and revitalizing—

traditional journalistic practices. This essay analyzes the extent to which 

Donald Trump and the news media, especially the broadcast and cable 

news channels, departed from precedent and violated many of the basic 

rules of campaign and presidential coverage. To appreciate the extent of 

Trump’s rule-breaking—especially via his favorite mode of communication, 

Twitter—and the news media’s response to it, we need to review over one 

hundred years of precedents that have accrued around campaign and espe-

cially presidential news coverage. Twitter also revived the question about 

whether new communications technologies make campaign or presidential 

history. And as we’ll see, while Trump’s style of engaging with the media 

was highly successful during the campaign in garnering attention and an 

estimated $5 million in free media, in the eyes of the press and a majority 

of the public, it began to fail miserably once he entered the Oval Office, 

where expectations for how to communicate with the press and the public 

are quite different.1 So, I argue that while upending historical precedents 

for political communication can be quite successful during a campaign, 

where unpredictability is expected, it can backfire once one inhabits the 

presidency, an institution expected to embody and ensure stability.

Trump and his associates have made it clear that they loathe and have no 

respect for the press: “the opposition party” as Steve Bannon called them, 

“very dishonest” and purveyors of “fake news” as Mr. Trump repeatedly 

asserts. This is nothing new; Trump is simply much more explicit, public, 

Susan J. Douglas
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and outspoken about it, which for a president is not without its perils. Ever 

since George Washington’s ambivalent attitudes toward and often passion-

ate hatred of the press, many American presidents have shared this distrust 

of reporters and have had to calculate how to deal with the news media 

and, as communications technologies and outlets evolved and expanded, 

with the broader media overall. During their campaigns and administra-

tions, presidents seek, by turns, to set the agenda about what is and is not 

important for the news media to cover, to co-opt, to censor and control, to 

evade, and even to manipulate and defame. And they have had to confront 

how these powerful institutions can shape, at times irrevocably and fatally, 

presidential destiny. In turn, media institutions, executives, and practi-

tioners have had to recalibrate their practices and routines in response to 

new communications technologies and media environments, and to presi-

dential media management strategies. New communications technologies 

can’t make history on their own, but when their distinctive features, their 

affordances, mesh well with a president’s performance style, new phases 

of and expectations for presidential messaging can take hold—as long as 

they also mesh with and enhance communication traditions embraced by  

the press.

Throughout presidential history, and especially with the proliferation of 

electronic media, candidates and presidents have sought to manage what 

the sociologist Erving Goffman famously called the “presentation of self,” 

presenting a “frontstage” self, the ideal version of themselves they perform 

for voters, and protecting or concealing their “backstage” self, the one out 

of the public eye, who might be less than perfect. With the rise of pub-

lic relations and image management, voters and journalists have become 

especially suspicious of these “frontstage” presentations of politicians, and 

thus have tried to gain access to unguarded backstage moments as the true 

indices of what candidates are really like.2 Trump upended longstanding 

protocols surrounding such presentation of self as well.

The modern era of presidential news management began with Wil-

liam McKinley’s 1896 campaign and his chief strategist Mark Hanna, who 

organized the distribution of nearly 200 million leaflets, tracts, and post-

ers supporting McKinley and denouncing William Jennings Bryant, the 

populist candidate. Anticipating the affordances of broadcasting, Hanna 

backed this up with armies of “spellbinders” who went around the country 

making pro-McKinley and anti-Bryant speeches. This set the precedent for 
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agenda-setting and for developing, repeating, and staying “on message.” It 

was during McKinley’s administration that an aide established the White 

House news “briefing,” which Theodore Roosevelt himself took over during 

his famous “shaving hour” meetings, off-the-record exchanges with report-

ers that gave them direct access to the president and allowed the presi-

dent to try to shape favorable coverage; they also formed the beginnings 

of the White House Press Corps. Roosevelt’s secretary George Cortelyou, 

appreciating the increased agenda-setting power of a by-now robust and 

powerful press, arranged journalists’ access to interviews and events, and 

gave them new working space inside the Executive Mansion, another prec-

edent.3 By 1913, Woodrow Wilson had instituted regularly scheduled press 

conferences—deferential by today’s standards—and his successors felt com-

pelled to follow suit. All of this was designed to curry favor with reporters 

who were seen as conduits to the people, and thus to public opinion.

It was Franklin Roosevelt, confronting the biggest economic crisis to face 

the nation and a newspaper industry overwhelming hostile to the New 

Deal, who pioneered in using a then-new medium, radio, to circumvent 

the press to speak directly to the public. He understood the intimacy radio 

afforded, with its emphasis on listening and the power of the human voice 

to convey familiarity and affinity. In both the 1936 and 1940 elections, two-

thirds of the nation’s newspapers editorially opposed Roosevelt’s reelection, 

so his skilled use of radio through his “fireside chats,” with his intimate 

“my friends” and “I–you” mode of address, was crucial to his political sur-

vival. He brilliantly exploited the affordances of this medium, and just as 

the radio networks were establishing their own news divisions that would 

now compete with the press.

Television introduced a new dynamic to campaigning, through the 

famous Kennedy-Nixon debates and the emphasis now on appearance and 

visual decorum, and to campaign advertising, more expensive than radio 

with the need for visuals. Dwight Eisenhower was the first president to 

have televised “fireside chats,” and introduced the televised news confer-

ence in 1955 as a way to speak directly to the people and to counter the 

more conservative and critical elements of the Republican Party. These were 

not broadcast live, however; his media-savvy press secretary James Hagerty 

edited the films prior to broadcast to put Eisenhower in the best possible 

light. Indeed, it was Hagerty to whom the term “news management” was 

first applied.4 The telegenic John F. Kennedy initiated the live, televised 



136  Susan J. Douglas

press conference, a forum that conveyed his ability to be both authorita-

tive and informal, holding sixty-four of them before his assassination. And 

with the Bay of Pigs, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the Civil Rights Move-

ment, Kennedy had to develop effective television addresses to the Ameri-

can people that, by turns, admitted mistakes, reassured a terrified nation, 

and enunciated national moral standards. By the early 1960s then, the live, 

televised press conference and national address were established features 

of presidential messaging where the tug of war between the media and the 

administration over agenda-setting was fought out.

Despite his two successful presidential campaigns, Nixon hated the press; 

his and Vice President Spiro Agnew’s stance was combative, overtly attack-

ing news organizations and even placing some reporters under surveillance. 

Given this, and the growing oppositional social and political movements, 

Nixon did face an increasingly hostile and suspicious press corps, and at a 

time when television news had established powerful national influence and 

credibility. This administration demonstrated that striking out at the press 

could be ill-advised and provoke the news media to be even more adver-

sarial than usual, which undid Nixon’s presidency.

It was Ronald Reagan, a former movie actor and radio announcer, and 

his advisers, especially Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver and the White 

House Director of Communications David Gergen, who shifted what they 

saw as a balance of power in favor of the media during the Ford and Carter 

administrations and returned that control to the presidency. Deaver and 

Gergen truly refined and elaborated on news management; they under-

stood news routines, the daily needs of reporters and their deadlines, and 

that the “care and feeding” of the press was crucial to such control.5 White 

House aides provided reporters with Reagan’s itinerary every day, gave them 

summaries or full copies of his speeches or comments in advance, and stuck 

to a “message of the day” that everyone adhered to. Thus, they did at least 

half or more of the journalists’ work for them, making their jobs easier. As a 

result of all this, and up until the disaster of Iran-Contra, when these tech-

niques both became more exposed and also fell apart, Reagan enjoyed, by 

all accounts, much better press coverage than he deserved.6

By the early 1990s, presidents were subject to new time pressures, as the 

maturity of CNN News, broadcast 24/7, and the establishment of Fox News 

in 1996 meant that reporters wanted more instant answers and were con-

stantly looking for stories—and pundits—to fill the news hole. Coverage of 
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presidential campaigns was criticized for its emphasis on image over sub-

stance and on the “horserace”—who was ahead—instead of the issues at 

hand. The rising use of email and then the Internet allowed for greater 

exchange of political information among upstart news outlets and every-

day people; the Internet also provided an additional platform for partisan 

commentary, like the Drudge Report, which broke the Monica Lewinsky 

scandal. Conservative politicians and activists began denouncing an alleged 

“liberal bias” in the news, which played a role—along with increased sen-

sationalism in the 1990s—in the eroding trust in the news media. And by 

the turn of the twenty-first century, print journalism was facing an eco-

nomic crisis as revenue from advertising declined and migrated to online 

sites, prompting the closure of some papers and a decline in investigative 

journalism.

When the George W. Bush administration succeeded, through repeated 

and disciplined messaging, and with the help of an overly compliant media, 

to convince a majority of Americans that Saddam Hussein had “weapons 

of mass destruction” and that Iraq should be invaded, only to have the war 

turn into an unmitigated disaster, the credibility of presidential public rela-

tions and the press reached new lows. What presidents learn, often the hard 

way, is that when the discrepancy between the public relations message 

and actual events or the president’s actual persona or policies is too large, 

the public relations staging can backfire. For example, when Bush did his 

“top gun” landing on the U.S.S. Abraham Lincoln in May 2003 to announce 

the end of major combat in Iraq, underneath the now infamous “Mission 

Accomplished” banner, while the mission had not been accomplished at 

all, the press began to become more skeptical of the administration. The 

gap between how Bush handled the 2005 catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina, 

and what television cameras were showing to the American people, further 

undermined his credibility. If there is a gap between presidential perfor-

mance and presidential imagery, typically the media will expose that. And 

over time, administrations have had to walk that line between disciplined 

messaging and not being so overly scripted that the press senses deception 

or weakness.

By the time Barack Obama ran in 2008, the explosion in the Internet’s 

reach, and the affordances of social media like Facebook, YouTube, and tex-

ting, meant that presidents and presidential candidates were once again 

confronting an emerging, transitioning media environment while still also 
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having to master traditional media, especially television. The Obama cam-

paign exploited these new media aggressively and brilliantly, with an email 

list that reached 13 million people directly, creating what David Plouffe 

referred to as “our own television network.” Over 1800 Obama campaign-

related videos on YouTube garnered more than 50 million views. At the 

same time, with the user-generated, do-it-yourself affordances of such sites, 

anyone could ridicule, criticize, or contradict the president.

So, by 2016, these were some of the precedents and routines that Trump 

and the news media adhered to, yet overturned. Indeed, experience with 

publicity (Trump) met experience with news management (the media). 

And by now, Twitter, which Trump used to directly reach his supporters 

and circumvent the press, had become a major element in the new media 

ecosystem. Trump was newsworthy because he was a bombastic reality TV 

star and a wealthy real estate developer with no political experience. As a 

highly dramatic media performer who loved the spotlight and sensed that 

voters were weary of carefully scripted “frontstage” personae, Trump took 

unspeakable comments about race, immigrants, women, and Muslims—as 

well as about his opponents—out of the backstage and onto the frontstage 

of his rallies. Twitter, which matched his rhetorical style of short words, 

declarative statements, and incendiary insults, was the perfect medium for 

him. Twitter brought in new ways of circumventing yet engaging the news 

media; no candidate had used the medium the way Trump did to set the 

agenda and command attention, compelling the media to recalibrate their 

coverage to fit the novelty of the platform and the candidate. Because the 

tone and content of his tweets were often highly controversial (and ratings 

bait), the press provided him an entirely new level of free media by report-

ing nearly all of his tweets.

But tweets also fit into several established news routines—the use, of 

course, of headlines and snappy pull quotes, increasingly shorter sound-

bites given to presidents (and all political candidates), and cable news’ 

reliance on the chyron (see Zizi Papacharissi’s “The Importance of Being a 

Headline” in this volume). Thus Trump’s tweets exploited these preexisting 

practices while also making them more explosive, because what he said to 

and about fellow candidates (and celebrities) so violated political decorum, 

the tweets were highly newsworthy. Cable channels have to fill the 24/7 

news hole and are always looking for “scoops” or exclusives, especially dur-

ing a campaign, so when Trump would simply phone in, his calls were of 



Breaking the Rules of Political Communication  139

course taken and aired. And not only were most of his rallies aired on CNN, 

they were also plugged with hyped-up chyrons reading “Donald Trump 

Expected to Speak Any Minute.” Because his rallies were filled with drama, 

vilification, and even violence, they were often front-page or leading sto-

ries. So in this way, Trump constantly set the agenda in terms of substance, 

journalistic practice, and rhetoric, as well as about what was newsworthy—

him. He led, and the news media followed.

After the election, there was much hand wringing, from journalists and 

their critics, about the extent to which the news media, and especially cable 

news, had enabled Trump’s victory by giving him so much coverage. But 

reporters, accustomed to pivoting from covering someone as a candidate 

versus as president, and wedded to longstanding traditions about how to do 

so, had new expectations, based on precedent and journalistic principles, 

about interactions with the president. And this is where Trump, who got 

elected in part by breaking the rules around “politics as usual,” failed to 

appreciate the pull of tradition, even in the face of new media platforms, or 

to learn from his predecessors.

By repeatedly attacking the press (along with his surrogates) as trafficking 

in “fake news,” and disputing obvious facts (such as the size of his inaugu-

ration crowd), like Nixon he energized the news media into a frenzy of fact-

checking and inadvertently resuscitated investigative reporting. And like 

Nixon, Trump didn’t appreciate the power of angered anonymous sources. 

By failing to honor and by attacking intelligence agencies, he converted 

what might have been recalcitrant sources for the press into widespread and 

serial leaks by people eager to see incompetent or possibly criminal people 

exposed. (Indeed, the more leaks the weaker the presidency, and the weaker 

the presidency the greater the leaks).7 In utter contrast to the Reagan team’s 

“message of the day,” or Bush’s tightly coordinated PR machine, there was 

no disciplined messaging at all, with the President, primarily through Twit-

ter, contradicting members of his own administration. As a result, press 

briefings (which he has threatened to eliminate) have become even more 

chaotic and contentious. In his first five months, Trump held only one 

solo press conference in which, as CNN’s Jake Tapper (among many others) 

noted, Trump “said things that were not true” and seemed “unhinged.”8 

Nor did Trump, in his first five months, address the nation about any of the 

serially unfolding scandals surrounding his administration.
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While Trump’s tweets remained covered, 140 characters—attention-

getting during a campaign—are inadequate to laying out complex policy 

issues, leading news organizations to differ on whether and how to cover 

them.9 More to the point, while there has been, so far, minimal “backstage” 

coverage of Trump’s marriage or personal life, his pre-dawn tweets, titillat-

ing during a campaign, provide unnerving backstage access to his state of 

mind, interpretation of facts, and paranoia.

The press have of course over the years become quite wary of and savvy 

about news management—the staged photo ops, the message of the day, 

and the like. But in the face of minimal, confused, and failed news manage-

ment, where nearly every precedent, however suspect, has been ignored or 

overturned, the news media confront a vacuum that they need to fill. Here, 

tradition and established practices matter, especially, as Twitter has shown, 

when new communications technologies and their uses can be so disrup-

tive to existing, respected, and comforting habitual conventions.

Breaking the rules of media engagement and presentation of self was 

one of the factors that made Trump seem fresh and new to some and thus 

helped him get elected. But once in office, he was dealing with decades-old 

traditions of presidential messaging and coverage that his preferred (and 

often only) mode of communication, Twitter, could not upend. He was also 

dealing with a press stung by their abdication of agenda-setting during the 

campaign, and determined to reclaim it, especially from a president whose 

goal was to undermine their very legitimacy. And, finally, he was deal-

ing with a dispersed bureaucracy with various power centers, not his own 

business or crowds at a rally. All Trump’s rule-breaking thus produced an 

unstable political environment that Washington’s established institutions, 

especially the press corps, both feed on yet seek to rebalance. Thus, even 

with the very latest communications technologies, presidents can only do 

so much to countermand the pull of history and precedent without under-

mining their own authority, legitimacy, and power.
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18  Trump on Twitter: How a Medium Designed for 

Democracy Became an Authoritarian’s Mouthpiece

On its face, Twitter appears to be a quintessentially democratic medium. 

It promotes individualized expression; helps build social networks; and, 

until recently, seemed to epitomize the decentralized, highly individual-

ized public sphere long called for by liberal theorists and digital utopians 

alike. During Donald Trump’s campaign for president, however, it became 

an engine of authoritarianism. Day after day, Trump spit out bits of fiction 

and hyperbole. They piled up like tiny bricks, slowly but surely walling off 

the landscape of reality. In its place, Trump hung billboards depicting his 

own imagined magnificence. The mass media pointed to Trump’s tweets, 

ridiculed their lies, lampooned their tone—and spread them far and wide. 

Slowly but surely, Trump succeeded in doing what every fledgling totalitar-

ian must. He made the world look chaotic and dangerous. And through 

Twitter, he put himself at the center of the storm.

But how did this happen? Only twenty years ago, many scholars and 

journalists agreed: the Internet and the World Wide Web were sure to bring 

about more democracy. Virtual communities would be hubs of collabora-

tive intimacy. Blogs would give the average person a voice. The strangle-

holds of corporate media centralization and state censorship would finally 

be broken and a new, benevolent era of free expression would emerge. Now 

those hopes have now been well and truly dashed—not only by Donald 

Trump’s use of Twitter, but by the failures of the Egyptian spring, the revela-

tions of Edward Snowden, and the Russians’ hacking of America’s elections. 

All of these events have challenged our faith that the technologies of free 

expression necessarily bring democracy in their wake.

During his campaign, however, Trump went a critical step further. He 

successfully fused two elements that Americans have long regarded as 

implacably opposed: the authoritarian’s will to centralize power and the 
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democrat’s faith in decentralized communication. When Trump tweeted, 

he demonstrated that the faith of a generation of twentieth-century liberal 

theorists—as well as their digital descendants—was misplaced: decentraliza-

tion does not necessarily increase democracy in the public sphere or in the 

state. On the contrary, the technologies of decentralized communication 

can be coupled very tightly to the charismatic, personality-centered modes 

of authoritarianism long associated with mass media and mass society. 

More frightening still, Trump’s tweets have demonstrated that the tech-

nologies of individualized expression may not always stand as bulwarks 

against totalitarian power. They can, in fact, be made cornerstones of such 

power. In short, Trump has turned our understanding of the relationship 

between democracy and communication on its head. He has perhaps even 

ushered in a new era, an era of authoritarian individualism.

World War II and the Roots of Social Media

If so, Trump has overturned the intellectual consensus that gave rise to  

our faith in social media in the first place. To see how, we need to return to 

the start of World War II. In the late 1930s, American intellectuals, politi-

cians, and journalists marveled at the rise of fascism in Europe, and particu-

larly in Germany. Many had long thought of Germany as the birthplace 

of Beethoven and Goethe and so as the epicenter of European high cul-

ture. How, they wondered, had this most sophisticated of nations fallen 

under the sway of a short, mustachioed former clerk, Adolf Hitler? Many 

worried too at the rise of fascism in America. Although we have largely 

forgotten the fact today, the racism and anti-Semitism that characterized 

Nazi doctrine were widespread in the United States at the same time. In 

1938, for instance, the Catholic demagogue Father Coughlin broadcast 

his venomous anti-Semitism to a weekly radio audience of 3,500,000. In 

1939, the Amerikadeutscher Volksbund drew 22,000 American fascists 

to a rally at Madison Square Garden in New York. An enormous banner 

reading “Stop Jewish Domination of Christian America” looked down on 

the stage. Later that year, after Hitler had marched into Poland, hundreds 

of American fascists marched down East 86th Street in New York behind 

American flags and Nazi swastikas as large crowds looked on without  

protest.

To observers at the time, the question was, why?
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Today, most historians would probably look for an answer in the eco-

nomic chaos of the era. But at the time, many Americans pointed to the 

power of the mass media. They made two distinct though often overlapping 

cases. The first was primarily structural and made by American journal-

ists and German refugee intellectuals such as Shepard Stone and Theodor 

Adorno. The second was primarily psychological and made by anthropolo-

gists and psychologists such as Margaret Mead and Gordon Allport. Both 

groups noted that the leaders of Germany and America had taken hold of 

large, centralized media systems. The structuralists believed that the one-

to-many design of mass media technologies in and of themselves forced 

audiences to tune their senses toward a single, powerful source. When they 

did, these analysts argued, they became vulnerable to whatever charisma 

the source might possess. Moreover, simply by turning together in a single 

direction, audiences rehearsed the one-to-many structure of fascism. In the 

process, the structuralists suggested that they ceased to reason and became 

members of an unthinking mass.

Figures such as Mead and Allport feared this process too. In 1940, they 

helped form the Committee for National Morale, a group of sixty schol-

ars who aimed to advise President Roosevelt on the best ways to establish 

democratic unity as war loomed. Members of the Committee generally sub-

scribed to the theories of Franz Boas and the culture and personality school 

of anthropology. That is, they believed that every society had a modal per-

sonality type. It was the role of the family to cultivate this type in their 

children and so help them to adjust to their culture. When children left 

the family, Committee members believed that media tended to sustain the 

socialization process begun at home. Most of them agreed with the struc-

turalists that mass media tended to produce an authoritarian personality 

style. They also associated that style with German culture and with fas-

cism more generally. How, they asked, could Americans produce a mode 

of media that would cultivate a democratic form of personality? And what 

would such a personality type look like anyway?

Their answers to these questions laid the cultural groundwork for 

social media. A democratic person, they argued, would be a psychologi-

cally whole individual, able to freely choose what to believe, with whom 

to associate, and where to turn their attention. A democratic personality 

would embrace others and celebrate their differences, while retaining their 

own sense of separateness. Members of the Committee believed that insofar 
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as mass media promoted undifferentiated experience, it also promoted 

an undifferentiated, mass society. They argued that if they were to defeat 

the Axis, media makers would have to develop a multi-source medium 

for propaganda. Only among an array of images and sounds could Amer-

icans cultivate the diversity of views that might sustain both unity and  

individuality.

In 1942, Bauhaus refugee Herbert Bayer and American photographer 

Edward Steichen brought the Committee’s ideas to life in Road to Victory, a 

huge exhibition of pro-American images at New York’s Museum of Modern 

Art. There they hung photographs above, below, and around museum-goers 

with the aim of democratizing their perceptions. As they moved among the 

pictures, viewers were meant to choose the ones they found most individu-

ally meaningful, but to do it together. If the structure of mass media mod-

eled the one-to-many structure of fascist government, the many-to-many 

nature of the encounters promoted by Road to Victory modeled its egalitar-

ian alternative.

Road to Victory was the first in a long line of such exhibitions that 

stretched across the Cold War. By the 1960s, these exhibitions had become 

models for the multimedia performances of the San Francisco countercul-

ture. On the shores of California, audiences again surrounded themselves 

with media in order to liberate their minds. But now the critique of fas-

cism and mass media had become something subtly different: a critique of 

bureaucracy and mass society. Before long, locals like Steve Jobs seized on 

this new critique, and on the idea that decentralized media technologies 

could democratize their users’ perceptions, to promote computers as tools 

of democratic revolution. Today the founders of Bay-area social media firms 

from Facebook to Twitter make the same claims: social media will allow us 

to present our authentic selves to one another, they say, to “connect,” and 

so by implication form an egalitarian, even potentially anti-authoritarian, 

solidarity.

Authoritarian Individualism

Trump’s capture of the presidency has visibly betrayed the anti-authoritarian 

promise of digital media. It has also revealed a critical flaw in the thinking 

that underlies it. Since World War II, many Americans have imagined that 

totalitarian societies are by definition regimented, hyper-bureaucratized, 
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hierarchical, and emotionally numb. The emblems of such societies are 

the gulag and the concentration camp. Particularly after the 1960s, we 

have tended to imagine free societies as just the opposite: unregimented, 

antibureaucratic, egalitarian, and suffused with feeling. The emblems of a 

free society today, at least on the left, are the open-air rock concert and 

the sit-in. We are free, we believe, when we speak our individual truths  

together.

Yet, anyone who sat in the mud at Woodstock knows how far from uto-

pia a rock concert can be. And anyone who has ever had successful surgery 

at a hospital will respect the value of hierarchy, bureaucracy, and disinter-

ested reason. The critique of mass society and mass media that so animated 

Americans during and after World War II has left us blind to the ways in 

which individualism itself can be summoned to serve authoritarian ends. 

The Committee for National Morale, for instance, saw authentic individu-

ality and the interpersonal sphere of action as key sources of resistance 

to fascism. The commune builders of the 1960s did too. Today both the 

performance of individual authenticity and the interpersonal sphere have 

become weapons in Donald Trump’s assault on the institutions of American 

democracy.

Consider the question of Donald Trump’s character. During the election, 

Hillary Clinton criticized his tempestuous, bullying style, assuming that 

it would alienate voters. It didn’t. To many voters, Trump’s carefully cul-

tivated ability to wear his feelings on his sleeve made him appear more 

authentically himself. Trump mastered the idiom of mediated authentic-

ity on reality TV’s The Apprentice. There he depicted himself not only as 

a masterful manager, but as a man flung here and there by his anger, his 

drive, his affections. Today on Twitter he repeats the performance. Trump’s 

Twitter stream alternates between self-congratulatory announcements 

of his achievements and bombastic attacks on those he sees as enemies. 

Senator Charles Schumer is “Cryin’ Chuck Schumer.” Former FBI Director 

James Comey is a “phony.” And of course, the mainstream media are “Fake  

News.”

Many see these outburts as signs of a president who can’t control his 

emotions and thus, of Trump’s unsteadiness. But to many of his support-

ers, the outbursts are signs of his just being himself. On Twitter, Trump’s 

tempestuousness is a sign of his authenticity as a person. Displaying that 

authenticity is one of the ways he claims the right to our attention and, 
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with it, our political support. The historical irony is almost overwhelming: 

Trump has taken the logic of individual authenticity that animated the 

New Left in 1968 and American liberalism for thirty years before that and 

put it to work as a new mode of authoritarian charisma. Thirty years ago, 

anti–Vietnam War protestors presented themselves to those in Washing-

ton as authentic individuals bent on challenging a state gone off the rails. 

Today, their place has been taken by Donald Trump.

To be clear, I’m not trying to equate Trump’s name-calling with mass 

marches on the Capitol. What I’m trying to do is make visible the conse-

quences of an intellectual logic left over from the fight against fascism. The 

performance of authentic individuality does not necessarily free us from 

authoritarianism. Nor does authoritarianism always stalk us in the uniforms 

of German troops. On the contrary, the performance of individuality can 

help make the case that a particular individual represents a set of political 

interests in their bodies. In the 1960s, the notion that the personal is politi-

cal drove any number of social movements. But the notion of an embodied, 

personalized politics is also central to authoritarianism. In settings ranging 

from Franco’s Spain to Putin’s Russia, authoritarian leaders have claimed 

to uniquely manifest the will of the people in their facial expressions, the 

strength of the people in their own muscles, the anger of the people in their 

voices. In fact, they have often offered this ability to personalize the politi-

cal as a justification for seizing power.

Trump has done the same thing on Twitter. In the twentieth century, 

mass media theorists often believed that charismatic authoritarian leaders 

had to first bring the bodies or minds of their audiences together in one 

place before they could work their hypnotic magic. That place might be a 

Nuremberg-style rally, or a one-to-many, geographically dispersed radio lis-

tening experience. Today however, when Trump tweets, he presents himself 

as if he were part of a conversation among friends. Part of that presentation 

is a function of the medium’s structure. Individual tweets arrive on a feed 

that almost certainly contains a wide array of sources. Depending on how 

users configure their Twitter streams, those sources may very well include 

friends, family, and colleagues. Much as mid-century authoritarians could 

use radio to broadcast their voices into the intimacy of the family living 

room, so now Trump can use Twitter to insert himself into the company of 

a user’s chosen conversation partners. Trump also works hard to suggest to 

that his intimate circle—and through Twitter, yours—includes the rich and 
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powerful. “Great meeting with a wonderful woman today, former Secretary 

of State Condoleezza Rice!” he tweets.

Here Trump’s performance of individual authenticity, his raw emotion-

alism, make perfect sense. Trump tweets like a teenaged girl—not just in 

frequency, but in genre and diction. On July 25, 2016, for instance, he 

tweeted “I was @FoxNews and met Juan Williams in passing. He asked if 

he could have pictures taken with me. I said fine. He then trashes on air!” 

The blend of name dropping (“Juan Williams”) and the “He-wanted-to-be-

with-me-but-then-he-dissed-me” framing is straight from the High School 

Mean Girl Power Play Handbook. In the mass media era, few presidential 

candidates would have spoken in such a casual, petulant idiom, at least 

not in public. To do so would have been to diminish their power. Like a 

mid-century authoritarian, Trump builds his claims to power on construct-

ing the sense that he feels the pain of his audience. Trump has married the 

rostrum-pounding emotionalism of the twentieth century dictator to the 

interpersonal intimacy of our new media era. On Twitter, his petulance is 

par for the course. By showing it, he demonstrates that he is a human being 

like his readers and like the friends whose tweets surround his in their feeds. 

He is a person like them.

Except of course, he isn’t. That’s the tyrant’s trick: to pretend to act on 

behalf of the people while leading them down a dark alley and robbing 

them blind. The trick is as old as time. And it was a trick that twentieth-

century scholars, journalists, and media makers hoped to prevent by break-

ing up one-to-many media and replacing them with multi-source media 

surrounds. As he speaks on Twitter, a descendant of those surrounds, Trump 

undermines the assumptions at the heart of their work. Authoritarian cha-

risma is not medium-dependent. Nor are authentic individuality, the inti-

mate social sphere, or flexible, collaborative networks necessarily enemies 

of totalitarianism. Today, it is only key bureaucracies—the courts, the press, 

and even the FBI—who stand in the way of Trump’s becoming a charis-

matic autocrat in the mold of Vladimir Putin. These bulwarks remind us 

that in an era of authoritarian individualism, what democracy needs first 

and foremost is not more personalized modes of mediated expression. It is 

a renewed engagement with the rule of law and with the institutions that 

embody it.
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The argument of this chapter is simple: Donald Trump's use of Twitter, 

transformed into dominance of the mainstream media, plus populism, 

caused his victory.1

The longer version is as follows: From June 16, 2015, when Trump 

announced his candidacy, until he won the Republican nomination on July 

20, 2016, he sent a series of controversial tweets that secured him far more 

attention on television and in newspapers than his rivals, often more than 

all the others put together. Mainstream media, starved for news and com-

peting for audiences, eagerly seized on Trump’s 140-character pronounce-

ments. In this way, Trump set the agenda: he dominated the attention 

space, which blocked out all the other candidates. Populism also played a 

role. Trump presented himself as being anti-establishment, including being 

against his own party. After he won the nomination, his use of Twitter was 

no longer crucial to the explanation: both candidates were guaranteed a 

roughly equal share of media attention. But between his announcement 

and his nomination, populism became crucial. He painted his opponents as 

part of the Washington establishment and in league with Wall Street elites. 

There has been a populist undercurrent in American politics for a long time, 

but on this occasion, propelled via Twitter, which bypassed the gatekeepers 

of traditional media, populism could emerge interstitially to win out over 

the ideological and organizational stranglehold of the two parties.

Populism has been defined as the belief that the true and virtuous people 

are underrepresented. Populists, in Mueller’s (2016) view, claim that they 

are the “100%” and want to exclude “others.” They are also anti-elite—

against the media and the political establishments in the case of right-wing 

populists and against wealthy economic elites in the case of left-wing popu-

lism (represented in 2016 by Bernie Sanders). In addition to the “100% 
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people” and anti-elitism, a third characteristic of populists is that they 

espouse the ideal that the government should more adequately represent 

the people. And populist ideology is not just domestic: external enemies are 

also supposedly threatening the nation, economically and geopolitically; in 

this case, illegal immigrants and Islamic terrorists. Trump’s populist agenda 

promised to overcome these threats and, in doing so, to “make America 

great again.”

Trump became the Republican Party’s nominee even though he was 

an outsider—a political novice and businessman—and the party favored 

insider candidates. His positions were far from the political mainstream, 

including, most controversially, his strident anti-immigrant stance. And 

many of the stories in the media were critical of Trump’s positions. But for 

a newcomer, even negative attention can be a plus, and drawing most of 

the attention while leaving little else for others is even better. Trump’s views 

received completely disproportionate coverage in the media. The relation 

between the number of tweets in which Trump and other candidates are 

mentioned and their coverage in mainstream media over the course of the 

campaign has been tracked (at viz2016.com) and shows a clear correlation: 

Trump is mentioned in tweets far more than any other candidate in both 

parties, often more than all other candidates combined, and the volume 

of tweets closely tracks his outsize coverage in the dominant mainstream 

media (which, in the tracking analysis, include CNN, Fox News, MSNBC, 

ABC, CBS, NBC, and local news). Polling data confirms that Trump pulled 

ahead of other Republican candidates in synchrony with his dominance 

of the media attention space, again despite the fact that his nomination 

as the Republican candidate was opposed by the party up until the party’s 

convention and beyond.

The evidence for how Trump’s tweeting translated into dominance of 

traditional media goes beyond counting how tweet mentions are converted 

into traditional media mentions. We can also look, for example, at content, 

or at how Trump used Twitter as a megaphone for his message: the most 

common phrase in his tweets was “Make America Great Again”—the signif-

icance of which is expounded by Sonnevend (this volume)—and in second 

place, announcements of campaign events and media interviews. But he 

also used Twitter in three stages to attack his enemies: first, taking aim at 

his primary opponents; then, with the race reduced to two, his Democratic 

opponent; and since the election, his new main enemy, the media.2
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Twitter increasingly amplified his message: he had gained 13 million 

Twitter followers by the time of the election, but compared to when he 

announced his campaign, his tweets were by then also being retweeted five 

times as often—holding the number of followers constant. Furthermore, 

he made savvy use of the @ (or “mention”) function in his tweets, primar-

ily pointing his supporters to news programs on sites such as Fox News, 

which would send them to favorable TV coverage, or to defend himself 

against negative news coverage by the “failing New York Times.” Again, 

these tweets may not have mattered much among those on Twitter, but 

they did in terms of how they received extensive mainstream media cover-

age, especially when they stoked controversy.

Our argument can also be proved “ex negativo” (since we both work at 

Oxford, we have to throw in some bad use of Latin!): using Media Cloud 

(https://mediacloud.org) data, it is possible to compare how often Trump’s 

Twitter handle is mentioned compared with those of his nearest primary 

rivals (Ben Carson, Jeb Bush, Marco Rubio, and Ted Cruz) in the main-

stream media between June 1, 2015, and May 31, 2016, when his rivals had 

conceded. These data show that after he entered the race, Trump mentions 

dwarf the mentions of all the others, with the single exception of Cruz 

mentions at the end of January just before his Iowa victory (which is per-

haps no coincidence).

Yet another way to support our argument is to use the GDELT campaign 

television tracker, which makes use of the Internet Archive’s Television 

News Archive.3 Using this tool, it can be shown that Trump receives more 

mentions on CNN than on its rival 24-hour news stations, Fox News and 

MSNBC. Similarly, we can look just at CNN and compare how Trump fares 

against his rivals in the primaries. In the first half of 2015, there is much 

speculation about a number of potential candidates. But within the space of 

two weeks of the announcement of his candidacy in mid-June, Trump pulls 

far ahead of all the other candidates in references, almost never relinquish-

ing his dominant position. Furthermore, during the primary, Fox News had 

more weeks than CNN during which Trump’s rivals had more mentions. 

Trump even had vastly outsized coverage on CNN compared to Hillary 

Clinton once the race started after the party conventions and up until the 

election—even though Clinton was typically ahead in the polls.

Trump did not use sophisticated technology. His opponents, and 

especially the Democratic presidential campaign, were stronger in using 

https://mediacloud.org
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advanced data analytics and social media targeting, which Trump out-

wardly scoffed at. But he did use a simple technology in a new way to get 

his message across unfiltered, bypassing gatekeepers. (This should remind 

us that uses of old technology can be innovative, and that innovation can 

be put to maleficent uses). And it is also worth highlighting the novelty of 

this use of technology: before 2016, apart from data analytics, the main 

effect of the Internet on campaigning had been on fundraising and on tar-

geting campaign ads at social media users. Trump was an innovator.

But this innovation could only work in the highly competitive con-

text of traditional news media seeking audience share. News producers on 

television and in newspapers were forced to give a lot of time to Trump’s 

views since the American media system is characterized by horserace poli-

tics: the focus of elections is on personalities, and coverage of TV debates, 

for example, is driven by who won or lost—much like reality TV shows—

not by weighing policies. And the 2016 election was good for traditional 

media. Tomasky (2016) quotes the television executive Les Moonves who 

said during the primaries that the Trump phenomenon “may not be good 

for America, but it’s damn good for CBS.” Or again, in October 2016 at a 

forum at Harvard University, Jeff Zucker, president of CNN, boasted that 

in 2016 his network had come closer to Fox News in ratings than in the 

previous eight years—a tacit acknowledgment of the commercial pressures 

that news organizations face, as Pickard (this volume) shows. This exten-

sive “free” media coverage also meant that Trump had to spend far less on 

political advertising than his rivals.

Furthermore, journalists covering the campaign, themselves extensive 

users of Twitter, eagerly picked up newsworthy tweets. Perhaps, Hamby 

(2013) argues, they have become too insulated in the Twitterverse. They 

used to spend a lot of time with the candidates—as in The Boys on the Bus 

(Crouse 1973)—and also used to get a sense of the public’s concerns and 

their responses to the candidates. Hamby documents that in recent cam-

paigns, by contrast, journalists rely on Twitter as a major source, not just 

following candidates and campaign teams but also by following each other. 

They are also under pressure by their editors to feature these “breaking 

news” (or tweets!) in their stories, especially attention-grabbing ones that 

increase audience share. Trump was, therefore, able to set the agenda by 

tweeting positions that were guaranteed a wide audience in mainstream 

media—in large part because of, not in spite of, their controversial nature.
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As Douglas (this volume) demonstrates, presidential candidates seeking 

to influence the media agenda are nothing new. But compared with pre-

vious media platforms, tweets are unfiltered—put the other way around, 

there is less editorial control—and can spread around the network rapidly, 

which allows minor incidents to gain widespread attention quickly. Here 

it can be noted that Trump’s tweets also went against the grain of tighter 

management of campaign messages on social media that has characterized 

the campaigns of other candidates (see Kreiss 2016): he tweets himself, 

and the controversial nature of many of his messages means that they are 

a boon to news-starved journalists. Hamby describes the often desperate 

search among journalists to find something worthwhile to report on, and 

Trump provided plenty of tweets that were considered newsworthy enough 

to be reproduced in full in the news.

Trump’s position could not have been achieved without the support of a 

substantial proportion of the electorate. His base of support consisted of a 

part of the population that considers itself left out by the country’s media 

elites and its established party elites (Cramer 2016). There is an economic 

aspect to the demographic of this support, but it is also among the less-

educated, more male, more rural, and more white population, as Hampton 

expands upon (this volume). Trump supporters share a distrust of govern-

ment, a deep-rooted tradition in American politics (Hall and Lindholm 

2001). Their anti-immigrant, anti-refugee, and anti-Muslim stances are 

more to do with excluding undeserving “others” from the citizenship rights 

of the “100%” and with economic nationalism than purely with economic 

disadvantage or uncertainty—consider, by contrast, the very low rates of 

support for Trump among economically disadvantaged voters of color.

Again, Trump’s success cannot be explained by reference to Twitter 

alone. Trump did not directly speak to his audience via Twitter—too few 

Americans are on Twitter for this to have been an effective tactic. But he 

could rely on traditional media to broadcast his new media messages. The 

explanation relies on how Trump’s political message—his unconventional 

remarks on Twitter—received a level of attention which would have been 

impossible had he relied on press conferences or traditional broadcast cov-

erage. In other words, by communicating via Twitter, Trump was able to 

bypass the conventional gatekeepers of journalists and mainstream TV and 

newspapers because they were compelled to report his views in a competi-

tive environment, which relies on audience share. As Karpf (2016) argues:
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In a world with digital media, but less analytics, this election drama would have un-

folded differently … journalists and their editors would have been less attuned to the 

immediate feedback of Trump’s daily ratings effects, and this would have led them 

to spread their coverage more evenly (as they always have in the past). Trump’s me-

dia dominance isn’t just driven by our attention, it’s driven by the media industry’s 

new tools for measuring and responding to that attention.

The role of the media and of Twitter was decisive inasmuch as other 

factors that typically play a role can be ruled out: the argument that the 

party and its elites “decide” on the candidate (Cohen et al. 2016) did not 

apply on this occasion (though arguably, they applied to Hillary Clinton’s 

nomination). Second, Trump had fewer resources; he spent far less than 

other candidates during the primaries and during the general election cam-

paign (and there was less overall spending than in previous campaigns). 

Third, Trump did not have as effective a data analytics–driven or ground 

campaign; in this respect, his campaign was less sophisticated than that of 

his competitors.

Populists have traditionally been adept at using the mass media of their 

day. But the reach of their media was limited, as with direct mail and mag-

azines or latterly email (Kazin 1998, 259–260), unless populists could also 

obtain sufficient attention in the mainstream media. Other populists have 

had a critical attitude to the mainstream media, and Trump also main-

tained a critical—even conspiratorial—attitude toward the establishment-

dominated media throughout the election and accused the media of being 

“rigged” against him. He still does. The extent to which this attitude drove 

his supporters to alternative media and social media has not been system-

atically examined (to our knowledge). But the key is that Trump was able 

to continue to have this and other messages relayed from his tweets to 

the mainstream media, even though the mainstream media often cov-

ered him negatively (and covered his claims that the media were biased  

against him).

Trump is in a long line of right- and left-wing populism in America. Yet 

as Kazin (1998) points out, populism has generally moved rightward after 

World War II. Populism as an ideology has waxed and waned in the post-

war period, though in terms of voter support for a populist ideology, it has 

often been just as strong as left, right, moderate, and libertarian ideologies 

(Clagget, Engle, and Shafer 2014). Trump’s language was strongly populist; 

only Bernie Sanders rivaled him on the left and Ben Carson on the right for 
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populist language, as Oliver and Rahn (2016) have shown. They also show 

that the strong support among voters for his populist views have not been 

taken into account by parties, and by the Republican Party in particular, 

which they say constitutes a “representation gap”: “Donald Trump’s sim-

ple, Manichean rhetoric is quintessentially populist … the opportunity for 

a Donald Trump presidency is ultimately rooted in a failure of the Republi-

can Party to incorporate a wide range of constituencies” (Oliver and Rahn 

2016, 202). In other words, his populist appeal mattered too. Together with 

Trump’s use of Twitter, and how his tweets translated into dominating 

mainstream media attention, this provides a sufficient explanation for why 

he now sits—tweeting—in the White House.

Notes

1.  Longer versions of the argument, and full supporting documentation, visualiza-

tions, and references, can be found in Cowls (2017) and Schroeder (2017).

2.  http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/12/06/upshot/how-to-know-what 

-donald-trump-really-cares-about-look-at-who-hes-insulting.html.

3.   http://television.gdeltproject .org/cgi-bin/iatv_campaign2016/iatv 

_campaign2016.

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/12/06/upshot/how-to-know-what-donald-trump-really-cares-about-look-at-who-hes-insulting.html
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/12/06/upshot/how-to-know-what-donald-trump-really-cares-about-look-at-who-hes-insulting.html
http://television.gdeltproject.org/cgi-bin/iatv_campaign2016/iatv_campaign2016
http://television.gdeltproject.org/cgi-bin/iatv_campaign2016/iatv_campaign2016




20  Social Media or Social Inequality: Trump’s 

“Unexpected” Election

Since at least the United States election of 2000, scholars have debated the 

role of the Internet in the electoral process. Most often, and without much 

supporting evidence, pundits have argued that the Internet provides new 

forums for political engagement and increased voter participation among 

groups previously less likely to participate—notably young people. The 

2016 presidential election has spurred a very different discussion. Although 

pundits have continued to suggest that the Internet, and in particular social 

media, played a role in deciding the outcome of the election, the discourse 

has taken a negative tone. The defeat of Democratic candidate, Hillary Clin-

ton, at the hands of Republican candidate, Donald Trump, has generated an 

outcry from scholars who now point to the deleterious role of social media 

in influencing the result of the election.

Arguments as to why social media might have contributed to President 

Trump’s election have included the sway of “fake news,” algorithms that 

create filter bubbles, the influence of strong political opinions expressed 

through social media, and how social media sorts people into echo cham-

bers that limit their exposure to different points of view. Although these 

issues should not be entirely dismissed, there is no evidence that these 

forces worked in favor of a particular presidential candidate. By focusing on 

the potential harmful effects of social media, scholars have largely ignored 

how the unique historical context of the 2016 presidential election (primar-

ily changes in patterns of inequality and immigration) and the absence or 

limited use of social media by specific segments of the population contrib-

uted to the election’s outcome.

Keith N. Hampton

© Massachusetts Institute of TechnologyAll Rights Reserved
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In Context

The 2016 election took place on the heels of the Great Recession, a period  

of general economic decline, high rates of foreclosures, and declines in 

home values. Americans have felt the subsequent, ongoing, economic 

recovery unequally; income growth has been concentrated among the 

highest income earners, whereas most others have experienced income 

stagnation or decline. Income inequality is at its highest since a peak in the 

late 1920s (Sommeiller, Price, and Wazeter 2016).

At the same time, the composition of the American population is 

changing. At nearly 40 million people, the total, foreign-born popula-

tion of the United States represents a larger proportion of the population 

than at any time since the 1920s (Grieco et al. 2012). Opinions about the 

value of immigration and its impact on America are strongly divided by 

class and political affiliation. Those from the middle class, those with 

more years of formal education, and Democrats generally express a posi-

tive view of immigrants. Those from the working class, those with fewer 

years of education, those with low incomes, and Republicans are much less 

likely to believe that immigrants benefit the country (Doherty, Tyson, and  

Weisel 2015).

It was economic inequality and unfavorable attitudes toward 

immigrants—both concentrated in the white working-class—that created 

the context for the election of Donald Trump, not the use of social media. 

Evidence as to why these two factors mattered more than others can be 

found in an analysis of who switched their vote, from supporting the 

Democratic candidate for President in 2012, to the Republican candidate 

in 2016.

Who Switched Their Vote?

Data collected from actual voters suggest that a very narrow segment of the 

population shifted its vote from the Democratic candidate for president 

in 2012 to the Republican candidate in 2016. The National Election Pool, 

a consortium of media companies, has been collecting exit poll data from 

voters since 2003. In 2016, on behalf of the National Election Pool, Edison 

Research conducted a national probability survey that consisted of approxi-

mately 16,000 phone interviews with early and absentee voters and, on 
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Election Day, in person interviews with 85,000 voters as they exited nearly 

1,000 polling stations.

An analysis of exit poll data conducted by the Pew Research Center 

(2016) found deep divisions among demographic groups and their prefer-

ence for presidential candidates. However, for the most part, these divi-

sions were consistent with historical trends. For example, women were 

more likely to vote for Clinton than for Trump (54% to 42%). Yet, women 

supported Clinton by about the same margin as women had voted for the 

Democratic candidate over the Republican candidate in 2012 (55% to 44%) 

and 2008 (56% vs. 43%). Men were more likely to support Donald Trump—

by a 12-point margin, which was only modestly higher than the 7-point 

advantage men gave the Republican candidate in 2012. Clinton lost white 

voters by a margin that was nearly identical to what occurred in 2012. In 

2016, white, non-Hispanic voters favored Trump by 21 percentage points 

(58% vs. 37%), not unlike the 2012 Republican candidate who won white 

voters by 20 points (59% to 39%).

One key demographic changed its vote from the Democratic candidate 

in 2012 to the Republican candidate in 2016. In comparison with recent 

presidential elections, a wide partisan gap emerged in 2016 between those 

with and without a college degree. In 2012, those without a college-degree 

showed near equal support for Democratic and Republican candidates 

(51% to 47%). In 2016, there was an 8-point margin in favor of Trump 

(52% to 44%). However, when looking only at white voters without a col-

lege degree, a 39-point margin emerged in favor of Trump (67% to 28%). 

Although whites without a college education had also preferred the Repub-

lican candidate in 2012 (61% to 36%) and 2008 (58% to 40%), it was by 

smaller margins. Trump’s margin of support among white, working-class 

voters, who are concentrated in less urban areas, was the largest since 1980. 

It was this shift in voter loyalty that swayed the election in favor of Donald 

Trump.

Digital Inequality

Evidence of votes shifted from the Democratic to the Republican candidate 

in the 2016 presidential election points to a small segment of the popula-

tion, primarily white, working- class voters without a college degree. The 

very people who switched their allegiance in 2016 from the Democratic to 
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the Republican presidential candidate are the most likely to be removed 

from those forces of social media argued to have influenced the vote.

According to a national survey conducted by Pew Research Center 

(2015), this group is more disconnected in its online and offline media 

activities than most segments of the American population. An examination 

of its overall media use shows that this demographic is much less likely to 

access information on a variety of topics, including education, finances, 

government services, health care, job information, and their local commu-

nity. They use less diverse sources of traditional media, like the television, 

radio, and newspapers, and they access less information online. Of the 15 

percent of Americans who do not use the Internet at home or on a mobile 

device, two-thirds are white and do not have a college degree.

The reason why this demographic is so digitally disconnected is the 

result of a confluence of forces. Because they are more likely to live in rural 

areas and small towns, they are less likely to have access to broadband 

Internet service. Working-class Americans have less disposable income, 

and the price of broadband Internet can be prohibitive. Individually, they 

often place less value and priority on Internet use. White, working-class 

Americans who do have Internet access also tend to use the Internet dif-

ferently than most Internet users. They access the Internet less frequently 

and are less likely to use social media, including Facebook, Twitter, and  

Instagram.

Given low rates of penetration and use, social media likely had very little 

influence on these voters. The argument that “fake news” or other aspects 

of social media were persuasive, to the extent that they were responsible for 

vote switching, ignores the fact that those who switched from the Demo-

cratic to the Republican candidate tended to be the most disconnected. Far 

stronger and more ubiquitous social forces than social media drove votes to 

Donald Trump. However, the Internet may still have played a role, or more 

accurately, the absence or limited use of social media by this demographic, 

may have paved the road to Donald Trump’s victory

Community

Many of the factors that scholars who study social media have suggested 

were influential in the 2016 presidential election were present long before 

the Internet. One example is echo chambers or the tendency for people to 



Social Media or Social Inequality  163

self-select into groups who share their views and to avoid opportunities for 

discussion with those who have competing opinions. There is a natural ten-

dency to find people with similar backgrounds and beliefs in similar places 

and for people who are similar to become friends. When communities have 

few relationships that extend to diverse outsiders, they become extreme 

examples of echo chambers. Echo chambers can be a source of insularity 

and intolerance to outsiders. They are found on- and offline.

In the contemporary world, mobility dilutes echo chambers. That is, as 

a result of education attainment and economic opportunity, people move 

geographically and mix with people of different backgrounds and beliefs. 

Finding similarity that is based on more than a shared location, new friend-

ships form, and many old social ties go dormant and dissolve. In America, 

widespread mobility accelerated in the 1800s with large-scale rural to urban 

migration. It increased with the introduction of technologies, such as the 

telephone and automobile. More recently, the Internet pushed this trend 

still further, providing additional mobility as a result of the ease of commu-

nication. Mobility encourages the formation of diverse relationships and 

the exposure to different types of people, opinions, and beliefs.

To understand why white, working-class Americans voted for Trump, 

we need to recognize that members of these communities often have lim-

ited exposure to diverse media content, experience less mobility, and as a 

result, often live in echo chambers with narrow exposure to diverse opin-

ions. These forces, in a situation of economic insecurity generated the ideal 

context that would sway votes to Donald Trump.

Roots of Intolerance

Donald Trump campaigned on a message targeted to the white working 

class. He appealed to a demographic that felt especially left behind in the 

wake of and recovery from the Great Recession. In large part, Trump focused 

on the presence of immigrants and other minority groups, whom many 

from the white working class consider to be in direct competition for jobs 

and economic success. In the words of Mark Sanford, a former Republican 

governor of South Carolina and member of the US House of Representa-

tives, “Trump fanned the flames of intolerance.”

Middle-class Americans, particularly those with more years of formal 

education, tend to be more tolerant of immigrants and minorities for a 
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number of reasons. Education increases knowledge about the positive 

aspects of different groups and encourages people to think critically about 

stereotypes. Educational institutions and the mobility associated with  

educational attainment provide for social mixing across groups. Personal, 

positive, social contact in settings where groups are cooperative builds posi-

tive attitudes. The middle class is also less likely to see themselves in direct 

economic competition with immigrants. As Côté and Erickson (2009) 

show in their seminal work on “Untangling the Roots of Tolerance,” one 

of the strongest predictors of tolerance is the diversity of people’s personal 

networks—ties that break down echo chambers. However, not all diversity 

is the same; people with diversified ties to middle-class people are more 

tolerant, but those with ties limited to the working class tend to be signifi-

cantly less tolerant. It was a campaign message that supported the attitudes 

of those who view minorities and immigrants as undesirable that persuaded 

voters.

Escaping the Echo Chamber

Although the use of social media may not have directly influenced the 

election—certainly not as much as inequality and intolerance—digital 

technologies are changing the structure and insularity of community. 

They are influencing the diversity of networks. Social media not only sup-

port mobility—increased contact at a distance—but increasingly provide 

for relational persistence and pervasive awareness (Hampton 2016a). This 

change has significant implications for how people receive information 

and view the world around them.

Pervasive awareness results from the short, asynchronous exchanges that 

typify social media. One outcome of these exchanges is increased exposure 

to the events, activities, beliefs, and opinions shared by friends and family. 

Internet users and especially social media users report more diverse social 

networks (Hampton et al. 2011). It is not clear if their networks become 

more diverse over time, or if they are simply exposed to more diversity 

that was always present but previously hidden in their personal network. 

Relationships are dynamic, and some of this newfound diversity may be a 

result of the persistence of relationships, which makes information from 

established ties more visible.
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Persistent contact is an outcome of communication technologies that 

allow people to articulate their association and maintain contact over time. 

Previously ties would have gone dormant or dissolved as a result of mobil-

ity, but now, when people move neighborhoods, go away to school, change 

jobs, and so on, their relationships persist over time both online and often 

offline. Persistence has the potential to link lives across generations and 

over the life course in ways that previously would have been difficult or 

impossible to sustain.

These affordances of relational persistence and pervasive awareness may 

have important influences on rural, small town, working-class Americans. 

These communities have experienced a long net loss of young adults migrat-

ing out to cities for education and new economic opportunity (Smith, Win-

kler, and Johnson 2016). This migration results in an expected increase in 

diversity within the personal networks of those who leave, as they advance 

into the middle class and experience a corresponding boost in tolerance. 

But it has traditionally done little for the small town ties they leave behind; 

their relationships do not experience a similar boost in diversity; their atti-

tudes toward external groups, such as immigrants and minorities, often 

remain intolerant. However, with social media, relational persistence may 

provide rural working-class people with access to diverse middle-class ties. 

These ties consist of rural emigrants and the ties they visibly maintain 

through social media, ties that previously would have been unobserved, 

and relationships that may have dissolved due to distance and infrequent 

contact. Through an awareness of the activities and attitudes of these ties, 

maintained through social media, they have increased exposure to middle-

class opinions and attitudes toward immigrants and minorities.

Leave No One Behind

Intolerance and isolation are not limited to or inherent to the white, rural, 

and small town working class. Rather, intolerance and its consequences are 

a result of failures of government policy. There is a failure to reduce com-

petition between minorities and working-class people by intervening with 

remedies, such as affordable higher education, job retraining, and accredi-

tation of foreign-trained professionals. There is a failure to develop national 

and regional policies aimed at valuing multiculturalism. These failures have 

allowed inequality to reach levels not seen in America for nearly one hun-

dred years. Inefficient policies fail to create the conditions for rural areas to 

have equal access to broadband infrastructure. They fail to provide adequate 
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subsidies for those with low incomes to obtain broadband home Internet 

access and training. The conditions that allow intolerance to persist come 

not from the working class but from the middle and upper classes. The con-

sequences of intolerance are felt not just by minority groups and expressed 

through public opinion, but are experienced by all Americans as cynicism 

and lower levels of informal helping behavior (Hampton 2016b).

Social media may not be the reason why Donald Trump was elected as 

the 45th President of the United States, but they may help eliminate the 

conditions that have allowed a message of intolerance to sway American 

voters. Access to and use of social media can increase contact between the 

working and middle classes. This may increase contact with minorities, 

enhance local knowledge of the value of different groups of people, and, 

through diverse networks, influence white working-class Americans to find 

increased tolerance. Social media may not only influence those who see 

themselves in direct economic competition with minority and immigrant 

groups, but they may serve the dual purpose of increasing middle-class vot-

ers’ understanding of the concerns of working-class Americans.



21  How Interactivity Can Build Transparency: What Tech 

Can Teach Us about Rebuilding Media Trust

On the night of the 2016 election, the New York Times launched a feature 

that had never been used on the site before: a pictorial data interactive with 

live updates. The technological sophistication was admirable—even the 

most ambitious newsrooms during the election season had attempted only 

real-time text-based interactives, such as NPR’s automatic transcription of 

debates. In fact, the closest newsrooms had gotten to live-time graphical 

displays were rudimentary stock charts. However, what exactly this Times 

visualization meant was unclear for anyone looking for information about 

the election. A Gizmodo author, J. K. Trotter, chronicled the confusion, 

writing, “The New York Times is currently tracking the state of tonight’s 

presidential election with what appears to be a pressure gauge … ?”1 Trotter 

chronicled his colleagues’ reactions: “an IV drip of election drugs”; “they 

figured out how to shoot election heroin into our veins”; and perhaps the 

most apt description, “a meaningless representation of nothing.”

This particular interactive held no clear takeaway for the news consumer 

to learn something about the election. Nonetheless, this “meaningless rep-

resentation of nothing” kept Gizmodo writers and other election junkies 

tuned to the New York Times election web page, a boondoggle as far as opti-

mizing analytics for “time spent online,” and while pennies per person, in 

aggregate, the graphic itself was likely as much a money-maker as a digital 

effort can ever be. This pressure-gauge graphic epitomized the worst of what 

interactive journalism has become, but Nate Silver’s FiveThirtyEight, The 

Upshot, Real Clear Politics, and a host of other data-visualizing, interactive-

generating sites used to chronicle the election also represent the bastardiza-

tion of what this form of journalism promised for the news industry and 

news consumers.

Nikki Usher
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The election of Donald Trump revealed a dangerous issue with interac-

tive journalism: interactive journalism provides alluring certainty to jour-

nalists and the public alike thanks to its quantification and visualization of 

information, but is as liable to mislead as it is to inform. And without real 

changes and a reevaluation of the limits of these interactives, news organi-

zations will continue to follow the economic incentives to produce more 

of them without stopping to think of the damage that has been done—and 

might be done in the future. The salvo for interactive journalism, however, 

is also within reach: a return to its normative roots in open source and its 

focus on transparency can not only reorient newsrooms’ approach to this 

type of journalism, but may also provide grounding to reshape journalism 

as a whole for the better.

Interactive journalism looked quite different when it first appeared in 

newsrooms, holding a promise for new kinds of storytelling that aimed to 

take advantage of the best that digital journalism could offer. But as elec-

tion 2016 reveals, it became a victim of its own success, where its most 

useful contributions were normalized into newsroom routines while inter-

active journalism’s more idealistic promise receded into the background. 

Interactive journalism—a visual presentation of storytelling through 

code for multilayered, tactile user control for the purpose of news and 

information—builds upon existing web and mobile properties and includes 

more than data visualization.2 Interactives have indeed advanced digital 

storytelling: ideally, they provide users with visual “nut grafs,” and on the 

other hand, they enable self-exploration and possibly deeper engagement 

with the content.3

When interactive journalism was first introduced in newsrooms, it was 

hyped as yet another solution to save the news. Early discussions of interac-

tive journalism positioned these journalists as outsiders who would super-

charge newsrooms with their introduction of open source culture, hacker 

culture, and “making.” The programmers in the newsrooms and the data 

geeks (often one and the same) would usher in in a world of immersive 

storytelling and spur a move toward quantification in editorial content 

thanks to their ability to render large data sets understandable. These inter-

active journalists also would be translators of a different and admired tech 

culture.4 This promise was what initially excited funders like the Knight 

Foundation and Mozilla, inspired grassroots groups like Hacks/Hackers, and 

promoted evangelism by techies who had become journalists.
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Between 2000 to the early 2010s, interactive journalists were a source of 

wonder and fascination to institutional journalism. In 2005, the New York 

Times “ideas” section, its year-end review of the most interesting inventions 

and intellectual contributions, named a Google maps interactive “mashup” 

with Chicago crime data as a crowning achievement. The Knight Founda-

tion articulated a vision of the “Journalist 2.0” in 2011, an uber-journalist 

that paired the hacker culture found in technology startups with the under-

lying editorial principles of journalism—and even put together a diagram 

replete with a hacker wearing a t-shirt with html on the left and a journalist 

wearing a v-neck sweater on the right to illustrate the point. (The “Journal-

ist 2.0” was bearded and wearing flannel.)

Also compelling for the news industry was that interactive journalists 

could also be an answer to journalistic authority under threat. Through 

quantification afforded by data journalists, news organizations could move 

beyond the anecdotal journalism that had dominated news and provide 

greater certainty to their claims through numeracy. Quantification was not 

only a way to respond to accusations about bias, but it was also a way 

to articulate the importance of professional journalism—journalists with 

special skills could make complicated data knowable and easily under-

stood for people—something ordinary people armed with a cell phone 

or a blog could not. Some of the most famous figures in Internet cul-

ture became advocates for data journalism, including Tim Berners-Lee,  

who argued:5

Data-driven journalism is the future. Journalists need to be data-savvy. It used to be 

that you would get stories by chatting to people in bars, and it still might be that 

you’ll do it that way some times. But now it’s also going to be about poring over data 

and equipping yourself with the tools to analyze it and picking out what’s interest-

ing. And keeping it in perspective, helping people out by really seeing where it all fits 

together, and what’s going on in the country.

What was overlooked, however, was that data is laden with assumptions, 

and is itself socially constructed—problems with data would result in prob-

lems with its presentation, too. The extent to which data, visualized in 

interactive, clickable, and customizable ways, could misinform as well as 

inform was rarely acknowledged. (In this volume, C. W. Anderson makes 

a slightly different point: that journalism is more exact than ever before, 

but we are more partisan than ever before, making this quantification  

moot).
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However, what had started as an effort to rethink journalism through 

new ways of storytelling got pushed to the side, while the opportunity for 

a source of alternative revenue and a reclamation of jurisdictional dom-

inance became more important. Both of these motivations deserve seri-

ous criticism. News economics may have resulted in the oversaturation of 

election-focused interactives. Elections have set dates known in advance 

for years, and as such offer a chance for interactive journalists to engage in 

the long-term planning required to create sophisticated interactives. There 

was ample support for this inside newsrooms, as the 2008 and the 2012 

elections provided support that election interactives and predictions would 

and could drive traffic. According to Digiday, when Nate Silver left the New 

York Times in 2013 to found FiveThirtyEight, his work was responsible for 

20 percent of nytimes.com traffic and accounted for 71 percent of visits 

to the site’s politics coverage; moreover, The Upshot, the Times’s replace-

ment for Silver’s content, was responsible for ten of the most-read stories 

in 2014.6 David Leonhardt, the head of The Upshot, was quoted by Digi-

day saying, “Among readers, there’s really big appetite for smart stuff that 

isn’t words.”

The 2016 election would be a chance to show off and make money, 

then. Even local newspapers were in the game: top teams from Gannett, 

McClatchy, the AP, and beyond were working from Washington and New 

York to syndicate their interactives across company and client sites. A 

whole constellation of digital-native blogs and news sites also added to the 

mix of interactive elections content. Ultimately, these interactives could be 

sticky—or encourage time spent online engaged with the content, as well 

as spreadable—and shared across social networks, and could drive traffic to 

other parts of the site.7 For some news consumers, some interactives were 

even an obsessive ritual, “election heroin.”

This stuff that wasn’t words were often numbers, maps, stats that por-

tended to have predictive power to accurately forecast the outcome of the 

election. This particular claim to certainty that news organizations invoked, 

though implicit, set apart their unique contribution to understanding the 

political landscape, arguably absent accusations of bias or anecdotal cherry-

picking. While some of these interactives represented sophisticated poll-

ing aggregation, the interactives obscured their complexity. The blues, light 

blues, and shades of red that one could scroll over, as well as the sliding 

horizontal shaded lines that rejiggered electoral combinations, however, 
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masked the sophistication of the underlying methods used to make these 

predictions. It is not that Nate Silver, Ezra Klein of Vox, or the political sci-

entists and statisticians contributing for The Upshot whose work was then 

visualized, and beyond, didn’t know there were issues with these polls—

they wrote about (some of) them. However, these doubts did not seep into 

the interactive visualizations, which for some partisans may have provided 

a false sense of security or a driving rationale for action.

Even into the night of the election, Nate Silver’s NowCast had forecasted 

that Hillary Clinton’s chances of winning the election at more than 70 

percent. The lack of certainty could only be seen in various shades of red 

and blue, some not visible on mobile devices or on screens set to a particu-

lar darkness ratio. The New York Times live election crack certainly didn’t 

give a sense of what was happening throughout the night. And in the days 

after the election (and to present), the misleading interactives continued 

to come from newsrooms that have since published post-mortems and hot 

takes about how the “news media got it wrong.” On the Washington Post, 

an electoral map showed red and blue states, with Virginia a solid blue. The 

story accompanying the map, however, underscored the slim margin of 

Clinton’s victory in the state.

You can find a representation of misleading data interactives on almost 

any site, but the most pervasive might be the large map of countywide 

results across the United States. On first glance, it appears that essentially, 

the entire US is red save for a few (yes) more coastal areas (and the African 

American blue belt in the Deep South). But this map misleads too, and 

one would have to scroll over these counties to see that these red counties 

have very little population (in fact, populations low enough to lead to poor 

sampling)—and the fewer blue counties represent huge cities with large 

populations.

There are more pernicious effects of data presented as more certain and 

with less nuance than it deserves. Trump made it perfectly clear that he 

thought the polls were fake. The visualizations were particularly far from 

Trump’s favor—the NowCasts and The Upshot and Real Clear Politics poll 

aggregations strongly favored a Clinton win, as told in images of blue 

states across the country. When we live in a political environment where 

facts are under assault, news organizations simply can’t afford to screw up 

quantification—and more specifically, present certainty in visualizations of 

data when certainty cannot be claimed.
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As a corrective, with risk of sounding as inappropriately nostalgic as the 

Trump campaign itself, it’s worth thinking about how interactive journal-

ism can reclaim its roots. What was—and continues to be—most interesting 

about interactive journalists is their alignment with open source values. 

As such, it’s worth thinking about how some of this normative influence 

on newswork can be claimed—and in fact, positioned as a different way of 

securing journalistic authority.

Open source culture at its best presents an alternative model for collabo-

ration and innovation from proprietary cultures focused on closed-system 

practices. Although only some aspects of open source are truly noncom-

mercial, showing work, sharing code, and inviting community to build 

upon ideas is at the heart of open source programming. Unlike antisocial 

hackers, most hackers use the term to express their commitment to solving 

problems (often, at least initially, in inelegant ways) and making frustrating 

processes simpler.8 The hacker ethic is closely aligned with maker culture, 

with the aspiration of trying and creating something new because it is fun 

and because it just might improve the world. Transparency is a key commit-

ment in open source culture; open source code is not only shared but also 

documented—how and why things have been implemented and how they 

should work is open to anyone who is looking to use this code (though the 

election has also revealed perversions of this ethic, too).

These journalists are still very much engaged in open source culture, but 

their influence as normative translators has yet to be felt within most news-

rooms. Interactive journalists from newsrooms all over the world share 

their work on GitHub, the largest repository for open source code. There 

are professional groups around the world, such as Hacks/Hackers meetups 

and Online News Association affiliate groups that bring together interactive 

journalists and also facilitate dialogues with startups, programming experts, 

and data visualization professionals. The NICAR annual conference, which 

now draws an international audience of interactive journalists, facilitates 

“tinkering”—with workshops on how to build sensors for news, how to 

rapid prototype a news game, and beyond. Interactive journalists (despite 

their flaws) are now respected members of major newsrooms—and as mem-

bers of the in-crowd have an opportunity to start explaining how what they 

do is not just provide an alternative for storytelling and economic revenue 

but also represents a different normative framework.
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What is needed most in journalism’s relationship with its audience is 

a conversation about how stories come to be made; what facts, data, and 

interpretations drive story creation; and the process through which jour-

nalists go about doing their work. This sort of transparency and dialogue 

is endemic to the work interactive journalists do every day—but it remains 

siloed within the subprofession’s own culture. Now, however, as news 

organizations look once more for answers to the latest “media failure,”9 

interactive journalists are well-poised to explain how they benefit as profes-

sionals from a culture of transparency and how the newsroom is already 

benefitting, unwittingly to some, from open source values. While efforts to 

“regain trust” of those who have abandoned mainstream media as an infor-

mation source are dubious, efforts to keep the trust of those who remain 

are meaningful—and thinking more broadly about how to create “open 

journalism” that translates beyond interactive journalism may facilitate a 

better public understanding of how news gets made.
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Self-Centered Stance of the Past to the Relational Mindset 

of the Future

What happened to the strength of American news media? How is it pos-

sible that journalists collectively missed the outcome of the 2016 electoral 

process and subsequently became the targets of repeated attacks by a presi-

dential administration at a scale unseen in recent US history? How did jour-

nalists become so disconnected from the people and communities they are 

intended to serve that they misread not only the recent election but also 

their cultural authority in a society that increasingly distrusts them? We 

argue that, for the better part of the twentieth century, mainstream media 

organizations implicitly took their strong market positions—with the con-

comitant large audiences and significant profit margins—as an indicator 

of how much the public and government officials valued their reporting. 

In short, as a measure of authority and influence. But, by doing so, they 

overestimated the value of their editorial products and underestimated the 

extent to which their audience size and profit margins were also an artifact 

of a limited information environment: advertisers supported and the public 

consumed these editorial products in part because there were not many 

other options available.

This structural configuration led to the emergence of a culture of self-

centeredness—a decades-long conviction about the inherent value of jour-

nalism in society and an assumption that exploring new relationships was 

unnecessary if not even detrimental. This, in turn, led media organizations 

to downplay competitive challenges; miss collaborative initiatives for edi-

torial and technological innovation; and erode their standing as a social 

institution. This self-centeredness has resulted in a media system that is 

increasingly disconnected from its publics and marginalized in the infor-

mation ecology. Thus, journalism has become institutionally weak in the 

face of contemporary challenges such as the Facebook-Alphabet duopoly 

Pablo J. Boczkowski and Seth C. Lewis1

© Massachusetts Institute of TechnologyAll Rights Reserved



178  Pablo J. Boczkowski and Seth C. Lewis

that has a chokehold on the digital market, leaving news organizations 

fighting for the crumbs of display advertising revenues.

Building upon a brief historical account of self-centeredness in main-

stream media, we argue that journalism can begin to rebuild trust among 

audiences, stand firm against powerful actors, and find its digital bearings 

by developing a more “relational” orientation—one focused on news as a 

distinctly networked enterprise, drawing on the resources of crowds, com-

munities, and even intra-occupational competitors. By becoming more 

reflexive, responsive, and relational, journalism can restore its institutional 

relevance for the long game, in the President Trump era and beyond.

Self-Centeredness in US Journalism: Culture, Markets, and Structure

For most of the twentieth century, mainstream media organizations in 

America enjoyed limited competition in their respective markets. For 

instance, in terms of local news, the vast majority of markets had only 

one newspaper by the mid-1990s. Regarding national news, during the 

second half of the twentieth century only a handful of newspapers and 

television networks vied for the attention of hundreds of millions of Ameri-

cans. This meant that those organizations enjoyed a privileged position 

connecting audiences to advertisers, marked by the twin pillars of relatively 

large audiences and large profit margins for the majority of news outlets. 

Most managers, editors, and reporters took this situation for granted, and 

interpreted it as an indication of how much both powerful actors and the 

general public valued their products—rather than as largely a function of 

media organizations’ strong market positions. Over time, this translated 

into the development and deepening of a culture of self-centeredness: if 

such high levels of audience and commercial success could be achieved 

by going it alone, why would it be potentially advantageous to open up  

and partner?

The first encounter with digital alternatives to print and broadcast 

media in the United States took place in the early 1980s. Executives and 

editors from some of the leading media organizations probed what tech-

nologies such as videotex and teletext meant for the future of journalism. 

The dominant stance was one of trying to figure out whether these tech-

nologies could harm the status quo, rather than also—or perhaps only—

explore what new commercial and narrative opportunities might emerge 
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from them. The most ambitious, and costly, initiative in this regard during 

this period was Viewtron, a videotex system developed by a now-defunct 

corporation, Knight-Ridder, initially joined by AT&T. This initiative, which 

lasted between 1980 and 1985, took place in the greater Miami area, which 

was then headquarters of the corporation and home to one of its flagship 

newspapers, the Miami Herald.

Viewtron was a system that delivered news and information to subscrib-

ers who owned a dedicated terminal. Some of its novel features previewed 

applications that later became staples of the digital age, such as electronic 

commerce and user-to-user communication. The latter was particularly 

appealing to consumers, according to data collected by Knight-Ridder. How-

ever, rather than partnering with technology actors or listening to the users 

to build new products and services, the overriding goal of the company 

was to determine whether videotex presented “clear and present danger” 

to its core business. When Knight-Ridder executives concluded that it did 

not, they shut down Viewtron. Technology actors were treated as vendors 

rather than partners, the audience as clients rather than a source of novel 

practices, and innovation as a threat rather than an opportunity. Had they 

approached innovation differently and stayed in the game through failure, 

like entrepreneurs often do, news organizations such as Knight-Ridder, the 

Los Angeles Times—through its Gateway videotex project—and those that 

participated in the videotex experiment undertaken by the Associated Press 

and CompuServe could have had a preview of the future. Instead, they 

retreated to their small and large empires, content with remaining the cen-

ter of the universe … for just another decade or so.

The 1990s saw a significant increase in the rate of innovation in the 

digital realm, from the revival of online services providers such as America 

Online to the commercialization of the Web to the emergence of some of 

today’s dominant players such as Amazon, Craigslist, eBay, and Google. 

Self-centeredness continued to be a prevailing stance among mainstream 

media companies, even as they saw their prominence dwindle slowly but 

steadily. This led them to often overestimate the value of their reporting and 

underestimate the potentially devastating consequences that were going to 

arise from a weakening of their market position by new competitors more 

attuned to listening to the audience and engaging in true partnerships.

Perhaps there is no better parable of the perils of self-centeredness than 

the relationship between the Tribune Corporation and America Online.  
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In the early 1990s, the latter was a small technology firm making inroads 

into the market through its popular chat forums. Needing an infusion of 

cash and also local brand recognition, in 1991 America Online sold an 

8-percent stake to Tribune for an alleged $10 million. They also partnered 

in providing localized information services in the cities where Tribune had 

newspapers. America Online took advantage of the cash to develop prod-

ucts and services that catered to unmet needs in the population—mostly 

allowing people to communicate with each other. Tribune took advantage 

of the appreciating stock of America Online to invest in a series of initia-

tives that hardly paid off. When the decade was coming to a close, America 

Online acquired Time Warner while Tribune was already seeing its fortunes 

decline. Had Tribune developed a full-fledged partnership with America 

Online, one premised on incorporating technology as a core element of the 

journalistic mission and in listening to the audience and its information 

needs, perhaps it would have entered the twenty-first century in a much 

stronger position, better prepared for the coming broadband and mobile 

eras. Instead, like most mainstream media companies, Tribune used profits 

from the deal to protect its steadily diminishing territory, altogether losing 

significant relevance in the national conversation.

The Decentering of Mainstream Media in Contemporary America

During the late twentieth century, most news companies in America were 

not only arrogant about their economic position as natural information 

monopolies or oligopolies, but that same attitude of imperviousness influ-

enced the cultural assumptions that journalists developed in the course of 

their work. They saw themselves not only as public stewards but as uniquely 

powerful and important ones—possessing even a “calling” that was theirs 

and theirs alone to fulfill. The same conditions of scarcity, exclusivity, and 

control in the information market on which the traditional news business 

model thrived also facilitated an occupational worldview of distinctiveness. 

Thus, as decades of ethnographic research has shown, journalists in the 

US developed an occupational persona at odds with outsiders: resistant to 

change; reluctant to listen to audiences; and reliant on a set of norms, rou-

tines, and reporting styles that positioned them “above the fray” relative to 

others, largely detached from the communities and people they covered. In 

a sense, journalists cared deeply about serving society—but preferably on 

their own terms, thank you very much.
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While this culture of self-centeredness is not exclusively a problem of 

journalism—one could find it in law, medicine, and other areas of work—it 

led journalists to overestimate the value that their news reports generated 

for society and underestimate the potential contribution of other relevant 

actors. Moreover, this cultural stance had particularly disastrous conse-

quences when the economic conditions upholding it unraveled in the 

2000s.2 During that decade, the eroding market position of news companies 

in a universe of expanded information options online not only undercut 

the business model of mainstream media—it also carved away at the sense 

of self-importance that journalists had constructed. The rise of blogging, for 

example, was as much a perceptual threat as an actual one. Even while blog-

gers never “replaced” journalists, as many feared, their emergence signified 

that publishing capabilities were no longer so exclusive and that journalis-

tic functions could be performed by non-journalists, too. The widespread 

adoption of social media in the latter 2000s only reinforced this point, 

reshaping how public communication works and where journalists fit in 

a rapidly expanding information ecology. Thus, as social media platforms 

become the space for media discovery and distribution, perhaps the central 

challenge for journalism is one of perceived and actual loss of control: a 

slipping cultural authority over what counts as “news,” and a weakened 

hold on how news and information move from producer to consumer with 

certain predictable consequences.

American journalism, in effect, has been decentered.3 After the decades-

long self-centered party, the mainstream press has found itself in a state 

of decentered hangover. Indeed, there is also something deeply awry with 

journalism’s status quo in society. In the US, trust in the news media has 

fallen to all-time lows—around 1 in 5 say they trust local or national 

news organizations “a lot” (Mitchell et al. 2016). Americans appear to feel 

increasingly disconnected from journalism as an institution, much as their 

trust has waned in institutions such as government, organized religion, and 

professions generally.

This gnawing disconnection between journalists and their communi-

ties has been festering for decades, but previous attempts to resolve it have 

mostly failed. For example, and perhaps most notably, the public/civic 

journalism movement of the 1990s encouraged journalists to hold town-

hall meetings in their communities and otherwise seek to understand if 

the style and substance of their news coverage matched the actual needs 

and interests of their readers. Some editors experimented to good success 
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in this vein, but most journalists saw this outward orientation as a threat 

to their occupational autonomy—a pattern that would continue with the 

emergence of the citizen journalism movement in the mid-2000s. Self-

centeredness may have thus emboldened journalists to be crusading truth-

tellers, but it also blinded them to the damage that such aloofness has had 

for the very communities they have been supposed to serve—the people on 

whose behalf they have crusaded.

Relational Journalism as a Way Out of a State of Decentering

The time has come for rethinking journalism itself: who gets to take part, on 

what terms, and by what means. This requires recognizing the networked 

potential for journalism, thus moving beyond thinking of news as one-way 

linear information transfer controlled by reporters and editors. What should 

emerge in its place is a relational form of news work—one that conceptual-

izes news as a distinctly networked enterprise, drawing on diverse resources 

such as crowds, communities, and even intra-occupational competitors. 

Relational journalism is not slavishly beholden to outside interests; instead, 

it is about doing journalism with an outward rather than inward orienta-

tion, realizing the generative potential that may exist in combining forces 

with stakeholders who have an interest in journalism’s success: from fellow 

journalists at rival news organizations to contributors who care about their 

communities.4 While such idealized notions are not always practical or 

even beneficial—investigative journalists often keep their reporting secret 

for a reason, for instance—there is nevertheless growing evidence that a 

relational approach can strengthen the institutional bearings of journalism. 

Consider but three areas of network potential: cross-organizational, crowd-

based, and listening-oriented.

1.	 Cross-organizational ties: A familiar element of journalism is the rivalry 

among news organizations for “scoops,” or the distinction of being 

first on breaking news or an exclusive interview. However, in an era 

of declining resources for reporting, and at a time when a rush to be 

first increases the chances of being wrong, there is a growing oppor-

tunity for journalists to collaborate across organizational boundaries 

around the pursuit of a shared investigation. Such cooperation can be 

micro or macro, fast or slow. At one extreme, there is the 2016 Panama 

Papers investigation, involving a tightly coordinated effort among 107 
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news organizations representing 80 countries to analyze 11.5 million 

leaked documents detailing bribery, tax evasion, financial fraud, and 

other misdeeds by politicians and public officials. At the other extreme, 

there is the flash collaboration that occurred during a “Friday night 

news dump” in March 2017: at that time, the Trump White House 

made many of its staffers’ financial disclosure forms “available,” but 

not without painstaking hassle for journalists to discover. The non-

profit site ProPublica, a leader in partnership-oriented journalism, had 

an idea: “Why not call our friends at other outlets and coordinate.” 

Within minutes, the Associated Press and the New York Times were on 

board. Using shared Google documents, together they retrieved and 

publicized the key files in a fraction of the time it would have taken 

them working solo (Umansky 2017). “[A] new level of solidarity and 

cooperation is needed among the fourth estate,” the journalists who 

led the Panama Papers investigation said. “American journalists should 

stop [Trump] from dividing their ranks—however hard their profes-

sional competition may be. They should do the opposite: unite, share, 

and collaborate” (Obermaier and Obermayer 2017).

2.	 Crowd-based relationships: The same desire for being first on a story 

often leads journalists to keep their reporting private (and often for 

good reason). But relational journalism recognizes that doing journal-

ism “in the open” might offer help in generating news tips and sug-

gestions, yes, and also a higher level of authenticity and transparency 

about how journalism works. This could ultimately lead to greater trust 

and thus willingness to share with journalists—developing a virtuous 

cycle of contributions from crowds. As Adrienne Russell argues in chap-

ter 25, this can have liberating effects for journalists. For example, as 

journalists become more comfortable on social media, more of them 

can use platforms such as Twitter to crowdsource the reporting pro-

cess. During the 2016 presidential election campaign, Washington Post 

reporter David Fahrenthold wanted to track Trump’s claims of giving 

millions of dollars of his own money to charities, but he needed help 

knowing which of thousands of charities to contact. On Twitter, he 

asked for advice. He began posting photos of his pen-and-paper notes 

that documented which charities he had contacted and what they 

reported about Trump donations (“never” was the answer from most). 

His resulting investigation of the gap between image and reality in 
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Trump’s philanthropy, assisted along the way by his Twitter follow-

ers, resulted in the 2017 Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting, with 

the prize committee noting that Fahrenthold had “created a model  

for transparent journalism in political campaign coverage” (Hazard 

Owen, 2017).

3.	 Listening-oriented initiatives: Beyond collaborating across boundaries 

with organizations or social media crowds, relational journalism is about 

developing more meaningful connections within communities—a 

point also underscored by Sue Robinson and Rod Benson in chapters 

23 and 26, respectively. Does the public feel appreciated and under-

stood? Do people have the impression that journalists are responding 

to their concerns? Such a journalism may be reciprocal in nature, seek-

ing to develop more mutually beneficial relationships between jour-

nalists and audiences (Lewis, Holton, and Coddington 2014). At the 

very least, it may seek to make listening a critical component of what 

news organizations do by creating deliberate, visible opportunities for 

the public to participate during key phases of the news process. An 

emerging example is Hearken, a platform and consultancy that helps 

news organizations “listen to the public as a story develops from pitch 

through publication,” based on what it calls “public-powered journal-

ism.” Hearken provides tools for news organizations to gauge reader 

interest on key topics, determine questions that the public would like 

to have answered, and develop opportunities for follow-up engagement 

post-publication. Unlike the traditional model of allowing readers 

mainly to react to news after publication (through online comments), 

the Hearken approach seeks to give the audience “a seat at the editorial 

table ahead of publication” (Bilton 2017). Such an arrangement puts 

journalists in a listening role, not simply a lecturing one.

Conclusion

American journalism has been going through a decades-long process of 

weakening as a social institution, as evidenced by its diminished economic 

foundations, its loosening grip on the audience, and its declining percep-

tion of trustworthiness. The role of the media during the 2016 presiden-

tial electoral campaign, the ascent to power of Donald Trump as the 45th 

President of the United States, and the press–government relations during 
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his first months in office should be understood in connection with this 

process of institutional weakening. We have argued that, moving forward, 

the longstanding stance of self-centeredness that emerged and evolved dur-

ing the second half of the twentieth century should give way to a relational 

mindset. We see indications of this new mindset in a host of recent devel-

opments, and their successes have been encouraging. Although this new 

mindset will not be a cure-all, and additional successes should not be taken 

for granted, we think that it could be essential to the media’s institutional 

bearings for the future by giving journalists greater collective strength 

against powerful interests that would like to divide and conquer. This 

would also enable journalism to acquire greater social currency with com-

munities that see opportunities for more mutually beneficial relationships. 

Ultimately, relational journalism is about developing better connections 

within the news and social media; across technology spaces and platforms 

where the users devote an increasing portion of their attention; and in con-

nection with the neighborhoods, towns, and cities where people live. Para-

phrasing what Kenneth Gergen (1994) wrote more than two decades ago, 

all news that is meaningful grows out of relationships.

Notes

1.  Author order is alphabetical; both authors contributed equally to this article.

2.  As Victor Pickard argues elsewhere in this volume (chapter 24), the historic natu-

ralization of the advertising-supported model for mainstream media also left them 

with fewer alternatives moving forward once the economic downturn of the indus-

try acquired full force.

3.  We are not claiming that the economic and technological transformations  

created this decentering, but that, to a certain degree, they exposed a crisis in power 

and authority that already existed. (We thank C. W. Anderson for bringing this issue 

to our attention.).

4.  In a related vein, Matt Carlson (2017) calls for a “relational” approach to journal-

istic authority, one that recognizes the inherently complicated and interconnected 

nature of authority that is claimed by and granted to journalists. Journalistic author-

ity, in this view, is not an object that journalists automatically possess; rather, it’s 

expressed in the dynamic and complicated relationships that exist among journal-

ists and various actors, such as sources and audiences.
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The strategic, deliberate work to undermine the authority of the Ameri-

can mainstream journalism profession by US President Donald Trump and 

his administration seeks to annihilate the Fourth Estate as a major under-

pinning of American democracy. The institutional relationships of legacy 

media organizations that depended on access to power are collapsing—and 

have been for some time. Mainstream information exchange is being sub-

sumed by fake news driven by highly polarized networks that keep people 

from having dialogue across differences. As a media scholar, I see this as 

distressing but also as a tremendous opportunity to reconfigure the ways in 

which American citizens engage in informed public discourse. Professional 

journalists entered this time period with historically low levels of trust from 

their audiences—a reaction against institutional and organizational con-

structs that journalism had developed over the last century. Yet, this nega-

tive commercial relationship also comes with surging digital innovation, 

a plethora of new actors vying for credibility in a new information world, 

and a web of networks that have potential to bypass hostile institutional 

actors such as Trump.

This essay explores how digital technologies—and the networked infra-

structure they facilitate—can be used by journalists to counter Trump’s 

aggressive move to further dismantle trust in professional reporting. Draw-

ing from a huge body of empirical work around transformed information 

networks that have spurred experimental journalistic enterprises, my argu-

ment will consider a group-oriented, connected response within this frac-

tured media environment. The key to this argument will be the strategy 

of building trust through local networks across groups of Americans for 

fact-based journalism. When traditional institutional relationships break 

down, journalists must turn to the local to connect multiple publics and 

Sue Robinson
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to remain relevant, rebuild trust, and reinvigorate community. My research 

suggests that using digital networks to connect to otherwise disparate 

niche publics, paired with offline community building exercises and an 

explicit commitment to bridging divide, can counter those who would see 

journalism die.

Institutional Distrust

During the first week after taking office as President of the United States 

in February 2017, Donald Trump spent more than an hour attacking the 

press’s “dishonesty” in one of his first press conferences. This kicked up a 

grand narrative that had already been playing out in many communities 

for decades. This storyline emerged again and again in interviews we con-

ducted with citizens who felt marginalized by the press: “They talk nice, 

and sometimes they do good. But their interests are not your interests. The 

media is rarely your friend,” one person posted in part of the Facebook 

sample from my research. A reverend of a midwestern church attended by 

mostly African Americans explained to me how that distrust between mar-

ginalized communities and mainstream journalists had built up after years 

of disconnect and perceived apathy by reporters. In one example, he tried 

to get local reporters to come to a celebration of the first gay wedding in 

the church and was met with silence. But when journalists sniffed conflict 

brewing between him and other religious leaders in town, suddenly his 

phone calls were returned. He declined comment, saying, “Trust is earned. 

It is not just handed over.” And then the 45th President of the United States 

began working to sever what remained of the citizen–journalist relation-

ship, calling all news content “fake” and categorizing journalists as “the 

enemy of the American people.” He tapped into another marginalized 

group (or at least people who perceived they were marginalized)—that of 

working-class, rural Americans who felt displaced economically, culturally, 

and politically. These people’s intense distrust of US institutions had led 

them to further apathy and disconnect.

Trust in the press and other key US institutions is at historic lows and 

continuing to drop: only 32 percent of Americans report confidence in 

news organizations, according to a 2016 Gallup poll.1. The new sharing 

economy has helped this downward trend along as “fake news” can be cir-

culated widely through the networked digital information infrastructure. 
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People are turning toward their trusted social circles to figure out what’s 

what. Whether in the “Make America Great Again” Fox-watching commu-

nity or the “I Stand with Her” New Yorker niche, whether among whites 

or people of color, citizens still seek trusting relationships within commu-

nity but find them only within polarized spaces. President Trump feeds on 

these polemic divisions and he fans the flames of distrust about the media. 

This work establishes Trump as a major, uncontested information source for  

otherwise informationally isolated groups.

By the time of Trump’s media attacks in 2017, information flow had 

already moved away from institutionally determined constructs of author-

ity. In new information networks, political ideology and personal identity 

had become dimensions of trust. In other words, if I am friends with you 

on Facebook and I know you are liberal and I identify as liberal too, I view 

the links and information you post as more credible than when my conser-

vative friend posts something political. Our identities inform our decisions 

on information credibility. We have seen a resurgence of interest in news 

publications, particularly liberal-leaning outlets such as the Washington Post 

and the New Yorker, but the interest corresponds with one’s identity ties; 

much scholarly research has demonstrated the prevalence toward seeking 

information that align with one’s worldview. Furthermore, today’s digital 

infrastructure allows polemic segregation to thrive. Such a situation evokes 

a quote from philosopher John Dewey, who argued that individual par-

ticipation in multiple groups created a sense of community because the 

push and pull of those groups forced an individual to be tolerant of others 

with whom he or she fraternized. When that social diversity and cohesion 

dissolves, “Liberty is then thought of as independence of social ties, and 

ends in dissolution and anarchy,” Dewey warned in 1927 in The Public and 

Its Problems. Dewey viewed journalists as essential bridges for difference in 

uniting communities into greatness. But for journalists to be bridges, they 

need to find connections on either side.

Solutions: Group-Oriented, Networked Responses in Consideration of 

Multiple Publics

In early 2017, just before the inauguration of President Donald Trump, the 

Texas Tribune posted an ad for a community journalist whose beat would 

be “Texas” and who would be tasked with going out into the rural parts of 
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the state to listen and report on a marginalized constituency. My research 

suggests that journalists at the Texas Tribune or anywhere else must recom-

mit to the fundamental tenet of journalism to build community as part of 

the community. My work demonstrates that today’s reporters should utilize 

digitally evolving social networks of trust to bring in new information, and 

through these interactions, to facilitate dialogues that spill over into offline 

interactions. Consider the following two projects:

1.	 In October 2016, Monica Guzman helped co-found the newly launched 

Seattle blog called The Evergrey newsletter, which sought to explore the 

liberal city’s identity crisis and reconnect citizens into community. 

Changing demographics, an influx of development, and nationally 

polarizing politics were creating feelings of disconnect and chasms of 

distrust throughout the Northwest. In one of the newsletter’s projects, 

Guzman and her co-founder identified a city of similar size but with 

a conservative predilection; where Seattle’s urban King County had 

gone 74 percent for Democrat Hillary Clinton in the 2016 presiden-

tial election, rural Sherman County, Oregon, had gone 74 percent for 

Republican Donald Trump. Guzman took 20 King County residents on 

a 10-hour road trip to meet up with 16 people who called Sherman 

County home to explore the difference—and find commonalities. Said 

one Sherman County citizen, “I wasn’t sure what to expect. I can’t lie—

there was a little trepidation. I was afraid it’d be a lot more Clinton/

Trump stuff,” according to The Evergrey post about the trip. But in the 

end, she added, “Instead what we got was some really nice guided dis-

cussions on the fact that even though how we approach problems is 

very different, in the end we truly are looking for the same thing.”2 

Guzman and her colleagues made some pivotal decisions during the 

planning of this journalistic endeavor: (1) instead of rolling cameras 

for the entire trip, they opted for the less conspicuous note-taking to 

facilitate ease of conversation; (2) they worked the phones, email, and 

social platforms hard before the trip, making connections with key 

influencers in the area to ensure a critical mass of participation; and 

(3) their primary aim was not to stoke dissension or elicit copy for 

the newsletter but rather to fuse connections among citizens. In other 

words, their motivation centered on building community, and their 

result was a budding trust between the citizens of two very different 

places. “No one went out in the street and protested or had a baseball 
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bat and did bad things,” said another Sherman County resident. “That 

was the positive of the day—having a civil conversation.”3

2.	 Halfway across the country, in liberal Madison, Wisconsin, Capital 

Times editor Paul Fanlund wanted to open a dialogue in mainstream 

progressive circles about race, especially the county’s terrible racial 

achievement disparities—generational problems that had created stark 

division between the Midwestern capital’s white population and its 

communities of color. Since he began his efforts in 2013, Fanlund has 

faced discomfort from his fellow white progressives as well as pushback 

from some segments of the African American community. A local rev-

erend, who had at one time worked as managing editor of Capital Times 

with Fanlund, connected the news organization with a few community 

leaders of color. The result was a webpage dedicated to the dialogue, 

several front-page columns written by African American leaders about 

their experiences being black in Madison, regular co-hosted public 

forums around topics that involve race with people of color leading 

the panels, and several other decidedly nontraditional (at least in a 

journalistic sense) experiments for the news organization that included 

live blogs and Facebook events. These conversations also spurred an 

internship program and an intense hiring campaign to attract more 

reporters of color to the overwhelmingly white newsrooms.

In both of these anecdotes, we see the common thread of advantageous 

networking to bridge chasms born from identity politics and distrust that 

have permeated over the course of years. If they have any hope of fulfilling 

their core missions, journalists can no longer operate in a sender–receiver 

manner that simply pushes information into people’s various media chan-

nels. Nor does it suffice to rely on built networks with government officials 

and community leaders for representative, credible commentary. Rather, 

journalists should tap into social networks’ key influencers—those people 

who serve as bridges between groups and who can rally their constituents 

for civic action when necessary. Too often, reporters use these people as 

punctuation points, as representatives for their entire groups rather than 

as direct conduits to other perspectives. In the Seattle example, Guzman 

and her staff networked ahead of the event to identify citizens willing to 

come talk and to ensure participation across divide. In Madison, Fanlund 

offered community leaders space—both physically in forums and digitally 

on the website—to talk so Madison citizens could really hear. One activist 



192  Sue Robinson

told me in an interview for my research: “The key thing that [the editor] 

did was he let me write my story myself. He didn’t interview me. There 

was no ghostwriter. ... They let me tell my story without censoring me, 

and that was huge. I will not forget the CapTimes for that. That was risky.” 

That risk-taking on the part of the news organization translated into trust 

for this activist of color, and he opened his networks to reporters who con-

nected them to the white progressives that made up the Capital Times’s  

audiences.

The other common thread I found in successful projects like these is 

the emphasis on the hyperlocal and a renewed commitment to connecting 

multiple publics. In his 1927 The Public and Its Problems, Dewey lamented 

the lack of integration of emergent multiple publics. Ever prescient, Dewey 

even suggested that when government institutions inhibit communication, 

“to form itself, the public has to break existing political forms.” This reso-

nates today as the President and his aides themselves have circulated “fake 

news” intentionally (see any number of examples, from the inauguration 

numbers to policy details about Obamacare). This work destroys democracy 

for it casts a malignant impediment for any authentic cross-deliberation 

to happen. This is where hyperlocal news comes in. In the hyperlocal—

like the projects above—the journalist operates from within community, 

as opposed to maintaining critical distance apart. This fosters relationships 

between multiple publics where diverse citizens and journalists share expe-

riences and develop trust. Citizens collaborating with reporters “at work, 

socially” create social bonds that would not adhere in traditional sender–

receiver relationships. When this happens, democracy is exercised as citi-

zens become more civically engaged and participate in public life.

Finally, it is noted that both projects entail offline work that is facilitated 

via a digital, networked infrastructure. With citizens sharing in the civic 

work of public information exchange via a road trip or forums at the public 

library, the news organizations boost interest for their online content. Social 

spaces such as Facebook and Twitter provide alternative sites for journalis-

tic endeavors that also represent “safe” spaces where trusting relationships 

might begin to flourish. Monica Guzman and her co-founder conducted a 

live video chat on Facebook—taking comments, posting conversations, and 

archiving the video on YouTube—to fill out the textual, mediated spaces 

around the trip to Sherman County, offering a rare behind-the-scenes view 

for citizens. The staff of the Capital Times also conducted live interactions 



Trump, Journalists, and Social Networks of Trust  193

on social platforms during their many forums, tagging those individuals 

who were taking part and thus opening up their conversation to other net-

works not in the Capital Times’s “friend” group. The digital infrastructure 

offers opportunities to invite citizens into social spaces where credible jour-

nalism lives. Grassroots relationships can form here because citizens feel 

comfortable with people they trust already in the space.

In conclusion, I believe that networked-reporting principles, empha-

sis on multiple publics, and online–offline facilitation are a few group-

oriented, connected responses to the current environment of declining 

information authority due to distrust. It is the job of the professional com-

municator today to learn the best ways to manipulate social networks so 

as to build connecting and connected bridges instead of exacerbating ram-

pant distrust that nurtures isolation and polarization. Journalists undercut 

fake news where it lives—in the social fabric—with a keen sense of locality. 

These news organizations have reconceptualized the product of journalism, 

understanding it as a process of community building engaging with multiple 

publics that will result in larger markets ultimately. In this transformation 

there dawns a new, less-institutionalized infrastructure for journalism, 

one centered on citizens as the scaffolding. As such, Trump as an institu-

tional obstacle for fact-based information to circulate and exchange might 

become obsolete.

Notes

1.  http://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new 

-low.aspx.

2.  https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres 

-happened.

3.  https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres 

-happened.

http://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new-low.aspx
http://news.gallup.com/poll/195542/americans-trust-mass-media-sinks-new-low.aspx
https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres-happened
https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres-happened
https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres-happened
https://theevergrey.com/took-10-hour-road-trip-cross-political-divide-heres-happened




24  When Commercialism Trumps Democracy: Media 

Pathologies and the Rise of the Misinformation Society

The commercialism driving much of the American media system counts 

among the many factors that contributed to Donald Trump’s election. 

From imbalanced, sensationalistic coverage in traditional news media 

to the proliferation of “fake news” in social media, commercial impera-

tives drove news organizations to popularize a dangerous politics. Trump 

received more media attention than all of the other republican candidates, 

and during a critical period in the primary season he received nearly three 

times more coverage than Hillary Clinton and 16 times more than Bernie 

Sanders (Tyndal Report 2016). Various estimates show Trump receiving free 

advertising worth billions of dollars in the run-up to the elections (Confes-

sore and Yourish 2016; Harris 2016; Schroeder 2016). Despite such wide 

coverage, relatively little serious media attention was given to scrutinizing 

Trump’s policy positions. Content analyses show a near-complete absence 

of substantive coverage of policy issues prior to the elections among major 

news outlets (Patterson 2016). Informational deficits occurred in main-

stream news media as torrents of misinformation were flowing through 

social media.

These data points reflect a depressing portrait of the American news 

media system. Although awareness and criticism of these problems has 

risen since the election, too little analysis penetrates to the structural ori-

gins of these media failures. What is it about the American media system 

that encourages such socially irresponsible coverage? What are the histori-

cal conditions that led Americans to inherit such a system? What are the 

policies and ideologies that keep this system intact? While I have addressed 

some of these questions in previous writings (e.g., Pickard 2016), this essay 

further reflects on the diagnosis of specific media failures and recom-

mends potential remedies. The essay concludes with a discussion about the 

Victor Pickard
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implications that such an analysis holds for communication research more 

generally.

Trump Is a Symptom of Structural Media Failures

Trump’s ascendance revealed a number of structural pathologies in the 

American news and information systems. In a previous essay, I described 

three core failures that impacted the news media’s coverage of the politi-

cal issues that led to Trump’s election (Pickard 2017). First, the news 

media’s excessive commercialism—largely driven by profit imperatives 

and, thus, the need to sell advertising—manifested in facile coverage that 

privileged entertainment over information. For ratings-driven news outlets, 

the always-controversial Trump was the ultimate boon. CBS CEO Leslie 

Moonves admitted that “[Trump’s candidacy] may not be good for America, 

but it’s damn good for CBS.” He continued: “The money’s rolling in and 

this is fun … this is going to be a very good year for us … bring it on, Don-

ald. Keep going” (Collins 2016). Jeff Zucker, the CEO of CNN, approvingly 

compared CNN’s election coverage to that of ESPN’s sports commentary 

(Mahler 2017). Such comments reveal how American news media typically 

privilege profit-seeking over public service.

A second failure in the American media system was a tremendous 

amount of misinformation circulating via social media platforms, espe-

cially Facebook. Many factors contributed to this problem, ranging from 

unscrupulous manipulators to the political psychology of partisans. But 

receiving too little attention are the structural enablers and commercial 

incentives that encourage clickbait and misinformation to flow unimpeded 

through Facebook’s platform. Much of this is facilitated by the promise of 

advertising revenues, but in more general terms it also connects to Face-

book’s monopoly power. As a global Internet platform and an algorithm-

driven editor and publisher, Facebook has significant gatekeeping power 

over much of the world’s information system.

It has become fashionable, especially among communication scholars, 

to pooh-pooh concerns about fake news as little more than moral panic 

and social hysteria. And some of this skepticism is warranted. For example, 

it is true that much of the criticism aimed at fake news is unacceptably ahis-

torical, often stemming from a desire for simplistic, mono-causal explana-

tions of Donald Trump’s unexpected election. Nonetheless, many concerns 
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about widespread misinformation are also legitimate. Numerous reports 

suggest that fake news was circulated more often than real news during 

the weeks leading up to the election (Silverman 2016). Indeed, given that 

Americans are increasingly accessing news through its platform (Gottfried 

and Shearer 2016), Facebook’s centrality within the news media ecology 

has drawn well-deserved scrutiny. Unfortunately, much of this criticism 

continues to overlook the structural roots of this problem. With commer-

cial incentives boosting the spread of misinformation, Facebook is not suf-

ficiently incentivized to successfully address the problem, opting instead 

to rely on outside parties, crowdsourcing, and algorithmic tweaks. The rise 

of fake news is one more manifestation of the asymmetric relationships 

stemming from Facebook’s status as an enormous monopoly with profound 

political economic power but little independent oversight—all the while 

shirking the responsibilities of being an actual media company (Ingram 

2016).

A third systemic failure is the slow-but-sure structural collapse of profes-

sional journalism. The number of journalists has continued to decline as 

the market no longer supports the same levels of news production. Print 

newsrooms have lost more than 40 percent of their employees over the past 

decade. Yet, newspapers still provide the bulk of original reporting within 

the American news media system. It is always difficult to demonstrate what 

is not being covered—or how issues are being covered differently—as a 

direct result of this dramatic reduction in news staff and other forms of 

cost-cutting. But the emergence of news deserts—where entire regions and 

issue areas are no longer being covered within news media—is a worsening 

problem (Abernathy 2016). This should be seen as a major challenge for 

public policy, but thus far, it has not received the attention it deserves.

All of the problems described above are to some degree directly related 

to profit imperatives and other structural constraints within a commer-

cial media system. Taken together, these shortcomings in the American 

news media system create the ideal conditions for what I call the “misin-

formation society”—an electorate that is increasingly fed clickbait, sensa-

tionalistic television news coverage, and degraded print news instead of 

informative, fact-based, policy-related news. The remainder of this essay 

addresses concerns stemming from the ongoing structural collapse of pro-

fessional journalism, and concludes with recommendations for structural 

reform.
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Competing Narratives about Journalism

Several meta-narratives emerged after the Trump election that largely 

defined discourses around journalism. The first narrative, which has begun 

to fade to some degree, is that professional journalism was culpable for 

enabling Trump’s ascendance. This narrative especially pertains to televi-

sion news coverage, but also applies to print news to some extent. As noted 

above, Trump’s commercial appeal led news organizations to give him far 

more attention than the other candidates. News media also indulged in 

false equivalence by equating Trump’s questionable history with that of 

other candidates. Typical news media coverage also sensationalized and 

trivialized the elections via “horserace” coverage by fetishizing polling data 

instead of offering critical analysis of candidates’ policy positions.

The second narrative, in tension with the first, is a newfound apprecia-

tion for the fourth estate. Many people increasingly see news institutions 

as the last existing bulwark protecting them against fascism and fake news. 

For many, as Trump attacks the press, public sympathies naturally redound 

to news organizations (although the opposite appears true for Trump parti-

sans). One direct result has been a “Trump bump” in which many publish-

ers have seen a sudden and dramatic spike in subscriptions. However, this 

desperately needed boost in financial support for news organizations does 

not solve the basic economic problems facing print journalism.

This leads us to a third narrative that predates the election: despite our 

increasing need for public service journalism, it is precisely this kind of 

journalism that is economically failing. The market’s failure to support 

journalism can be summarized in the following: as consumers and advertis-

ers have migrated to the Web, where digital ads pay pennies to the dollar 

of traditional print ads (and most of that revenue is going to Facebook and 

Google), the 150-year-old advertising revenue model for commercial news-

papers is now damaged beyond repair. Indeed, in many ways advertising 

was just a subsidy for the news, which was produced as a kind of byproduct 

or positive externality from the main exchange. But because this advertis-

ing revenue model has been around for so long, it is often assumed to be the 

natural order of things, with alternative models falling beyond our political 

imagination (see the essay by Boczkowski and Lewis in this volume).

Nonetheless, alternative models are exactly what we should be discuss-

ing. The Trump bump notwithstanding, the overall dismal picture of the 
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newspaper industry’s decline will not abate anytime soon. The Pew Research 

Center’s 2016 annual State of the News Media report—the gold standard in 

terms of assessing the health of American news industries—stated that “this 

accelerating decline suggests the industry may be past its point of no return” 

(Barthel 2016). For Pew to make such a statement speaks volumes about the 

severity of the crisis. Such a serious social problem deserves a national con-

versation proportionate to the scale of the crisis. But thus far, there has been 

little such discussion, and virtually no public policy response.

What’s to Be Done?

Now is an opportune time to discuss entirely new forms of journalism. 

Because these media failures are structural in nature, they will require struc-

tural reform. In particular, they will require reducing or removing com-

mercial pressures on the media system. I have discussed many of these 

proposals at length elsewhere (e.g., Pickard 2015, 2017), but I will summa-

rize several here. A number of general methods can help reduce commer-

cial pressures on news media. These include diversifying media ownership 

structures by incentivizing acquisitions by minority groups, breaking up 

media conglomerates, and blocking mergers to prevent monopolies and oli-

gopolies from forming; allowing for greater employee autonomy—in some 

cases perhaps employee ownership—so that journalists’ professional norms 

can dictate reporting instead of commercial pressures; encouraging close 

community engagement to help ensure that local news reflects diverse con-

stituencies’ needs, voices, and views; allowing for independent oversight, 

ranging from ombudsmen to professional media watchdogs to citizen 

news councils; installing federal, state, and local regulations that prevent 

commercial imperatives from unduly shaping the form and dissemina-

tion of news and information; creating nonprofit news media institutions 

based on membership models and/or foundation support; and subsidizing 

noncommercial alternatives such as public media systems, which require 

government-guaranteed support systems that are entirely insulated from 

political pressures.

In many ways, this last approach—creating public communication 

infrastructures—is the surest safeguard against commercial excesses and 

irresponsible journalism, but it is also the option that is most politi-

cally fraught. This is especially true in the American context where such 
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measures are easily condemned by market libertarians who see any public 

expenditure as a government takeover by stealth. Moreover, such measures 

are also financially fraught since public options require generating revenues 

from non-market-based sources. However, a number of creative means exist 

to raise the necessary capital—and in ways that are not dependent on direct 

government involvement.

For example, making Facebook and Google allocate a small percentage 

of their revenues for public service journalism is an argument that British 

media reformers have advanced. A rising chorus of American media critics 

is making similar demands that digital giants who benefit so handsomely 

from content created by others should help finance the production of that 

content. This argument gains traction when considering that Facebook 

and Google’s domination of digital advertising further weakens the same 

professional news organizations they expect to help fact-check against  

fake news.

This money could also go toward a permanent public media trust fund 

(Pickard 2015), which would help support the kinds of reporting that the 

market will never incentivize, but that a healthy democracy absolutely 

requires (Hamilton 2016). Such a fund could be sustained by a combination 

of revenue streams that numerous reformers have proposed in recent years, 

including spectrum fees paid by commercial operators; a small consumer 

tax on electronics; a universal service fund added to monthly phone bills; 

transitioning already-existing international broadcasting subsidies; citizen 

tax vouchers; leveraging already-existing public infrastructures like post 

offices and libraries, and many other potential sources.

Implications for Communication Scholars

Historically the field of communication research has demonstrated a  

reluctance to broach questions and advance critiques that focus on the 

commercial structure of our media system. The reasons for this evasion 

are many, including fears of being too critical of the market and sound-

ing Marxist; the role of the social scientific “dominant paradigm” that 

emphasizes description and explanation over prescription and normative 

commitments in its analyses; the tendency to celebrate new technological 

affordances; the belief in “consumer sovereignty” and the growing empha-

sis on new modes of resistance and other agency-related considerations. The 
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end result is that the commercial nature of our media system is most often 

taken for granted, with relatively few scholars questioning its legitimacy 

or broad systemic vulnerabilities. This is unfortunate, because neglecting 

such questions undercuts reform efforts. A more balanced approach to both 

structure and agency allows us to analyze what is wrong with our media 

system and what we need to do—as scholars and citizens—to create better  

alternatives.

Among the many possible analyses of Trump’s election and media per-

formance, one point is clear: when it mattered most, too many American 

media institutions privileged profit over democracy. This does not mean 

that people working within the media industries are bad. It does suggest, 

however, that the incentive structures driving these media institutions 

are skewed. To contest a thriving ecosystem of misinformation, we need 

to redesign our news media system so that different logics are guiding it. 

Therefore, any attempt to address these problems for media and for democ-

racy should include ideas for radical structural reform. But such remedies 

hinge on a better understanding of the core problems. Communication 

scholars have a key role to play in clarifying what these problems are, what 

is at stake, and what can be done to make things better.





25  Making Journalism Great Again: Trump and the New 

Rise of News Activism

Send the interns.

—Jay Rosen

The idea was to send newsroom interns to Press Secretary Sean Spicer’s  

spin-session White House briefings to avoid wasting journalism resources. 

It was first articulated by New York University media professor Jay Rosen, 

and he expanded upon it in an essay published two days after the inaugu-

ration of Donald Trump. “Recognize that the real story is elsewhere, and 

probably hidden.”1

The proposal perfectly pulled together a line of critique of the domi-

nant mainstream media political coverage that over the last decades has in 

repeated and glaring instances failed to watchdog and check corporate and 

government power. America’s major news outlets instead often served up 

product marked by celebrity-culture insiderness and team-tracking, sports-

style reporting that played down citizen protest, legitimized war propa-

ganda, glossed torture and mass-surveillance, demonized whistleblowers, 

ignored the high crimes of high finance, sustained support for discredited 

trickle-down economics, muddied the debate around the science of climate 

change, and fretted and giggled all the way to the bank as Trump tweeted 

and blustered his way into the presidency. People in the United States and 

around the world have suffered and will suffer tragic consequences tied to 

the major public-interest stories bungled by the news media.

The good news is that these failures have fueled reflection among jour-

nalists about how they have approached their work, leading to perhaps the 

most important shift in the culture and practice of news reporting in the 

last century, where the priority placed on pursuing objectivity is giving way 
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to a form of activism based on conviction that journalism in the United 

States must reclaim its role as a defender of democracy.

How Not to Die in the Darkness

So far, not a single news outlet appears to have taken up the Rosen plan, 

but it is still early days in the Trump era and, remarkably, anything sud-

denly seems possible. Major news media figures and outlets have responded 

to the Trump administration with new-level reflection on the professional 

mission of news journalism and with what has seemed to be partly instinc-

tive experimentation around the kind of norms and practices that might 

best produce journalism today that serves the public interest. There is grow-

ing sentiment that “normal” rules no longer apply:

“The news media are not built for someone like [Trump],” said James Fallows at the 

Atlantic after the election.2

“I feel we face an existential crisis, a threat to the very relevance and usefulness of 

our profession,” CNN’s Christiane Amanpour told journalists earlier the same week 

at a press freedom award ceremony.3

In the months since the election, the topic has been taken up in  

countless articles, essays, advice pieces, open letters, and at forums whose 

participants include journalists, scholars, technology developers, and con-

stitutional lawyers. Commentary includes rethinking what for decades has 

been accepted as common practice, explorations about the value of con-

cepts such as neutrality and objectivity. Here’s Amanpour again, from the 

same speech:

Much of the media got itself into knots trying to differentiate between balance, 

objectivity, neutrality, and crucially, truth. We cannot continue the old paradigm—

let's say like over global warming, where 99.9 percent of the empirical scientific 

evidence is given equal play with the tiny minority of deniers. I learned long ago 

… never to equate victim with aggressor, never to create a false moral or factual 

equivalence. … I believe in being truthful, not neutral. And I believe we must stop 

banalizing the truth.4

At the risk of celebrating way too soon, and without articulating a list 

of legitimate caveats that could fill another essay, it appears that main-

stream media figures are embracing an activist approach to their work—an 

approach in which they see being a reporter above all else as working as an 

activist on behalf of the facts. That is different than the approach that has 
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prevailed for decades, and such a shift of mentality across the mainstream 

industry could be enormously significant. Working as an activist of any 

kind is a whole different kind of work than trying to produce “all the news 

that’s fit to print,” pretending to be “fair and balanced,” committing to 

“always taking the lead,” or otherwise attempting to fulfill the news-team 

slogans that mostly underline the mission confusion that has gripped the 

industry and that suddenly seem outdated, even as promotional brand-

ing. The Washington Post’s new tag, “Democracy Dies in Darkness,” has 

been mocked as overblown, but few would argue against its value as a news 

media artifact of the era. Where the Times’s slogan, “All the News That’s 

Fit to Print,” signals a commitment to impartiality, the Post’s new tagline 

signals a commitment to democracy.

Many forces—cultural, economic, political, technological—surely have 

combined to move mainstream news media to this new place, however 

temporarily, but it already seems likely that at the center of the story lies 

the Trump administration’s distinctly “alternative” approach to facts and 

its related new-level disdain for and attacks on the news media. At the 

risk of overstating and understating at the same time, Trump has made it 

personal—and at a time when the fourth estate in the United States might 

feel more vulnerable to attack than at any time in the nation’s history.

Trump has famously called the news media “the enemy of the Ameri-

can people,” has described the New York Times as “evil.” He has targeted 

individual reporters for abuse. His administration has excluded CNN, the 

New York Times, Politico, BuzzFeed, and other outlets from press briefings. 

He refers to the mainstream media as “fake news.” His reelection campaign 

(launched in early 2017 for the 2020 election) attempted to run an ad at 

CNN that included the words “fake news” superimposed over the faces 

of journalists from most of the nation’s top cable and network stations, 

including CNN, where the ad was meant to run, and the nation’s Public 

Broadcasting Service.

Watergate reporter Carl Bernstein said Trump’s war on the media “may  

be more insidious and dangerous than Richard Nixon’s attacks on the 

press.”5

Hinting at what makes the Trump administration’s lies different than the 

spinning “truthiness” and mendacity of administrations past, Vox founder 

Ezra Klein wrote that the constant petty falsehoods sold and defended so 

zealously by the Trump administration are part of a larger communications 
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strategy. He argued that the administration has “created a baseline expecta-

tion” among supporters that nothing the mainstream media reports can be 

trusted. “Delegitimizing the institutions that might report inconvenient or 

damaging facts about the president is strategic for an administration that 

has made a slew of impossible promises and takes office amid a cloud of 

ethics concerns and potential scandals.”6

There is awareness among mainstream journalists that something has 

to change and, for now at least, there seem to be areas of practice that 

are evolving as a result. Journalists are doing things differently by telling 

it like it is, unhooking from power, increasing the steps they take to pro-

tect their own and their sources’ online privacy, and cooperating with one 

another. These evolving practices are aimed to protect against the spread of 

falsehoods and to advocate on behalf of facts. Each are briefly elaborated  

below.

Telling It Like It Is

The New York Times front-page headline printed January 23, 2017, didn’t 

mince words: “Trump Repeats Lie About Popular Vote in Meeting With 

Lawmakers.”7 It says something about shifting journalism norms that, at 

the time, the word lie tied to the president made a splash. Already, in May 

2017, the paper-of-record’s headline seems unsurprising. In a subsequent 

piece, New York Times writer Dan Barry felt the need to dig into the decision. 

After initially using the word falsely, the paper switched to lie online, and 

then it remained that way for the print edition.

Executive Editor Dean Baquet told Barry that he “fully understood the 

gravity of using the word lie, whether in reference to an average citizen or 

to the president of the United States.” Baquet added that he thought the 

word “should be used sparingly” but that, in this case, “we should be let-

ting people know in no uncertain terms that [what the president said] is 

untrue.”8

In fact, the New York Times began “letting people know” during the last 

stretch of the campaign. At the end of September 2016, the paper ran a 

full-page news article entitled “A Week of Whoppers from Trump.”9 Politico 

that week took the same tack: “Trump has built a cottage industry around 

stretching the truth,” the Washington-insider outlet reported. “[He] aver-

aged about one falsehood every three minutes and 15 seconds over nearly 
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five hours of remarks. In raw numbers, that’s 87 erroneous statements in 

five days.”10 US News noted that four mainstream news organizations—the 

Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times as well as the New York Times and 

Politico—condemned Trump that weekend for “playing fast and loose with 

the facts.” The paper speculated that this kind of reporting “could mark 

the beginning of a sea change in which mainstream news organizations 

depart from their traditional goal of even-handed reporting and become 

truth squads.”11 The US News piece was written by the paper’s White House 

and Politics reporter Ken Walsh, who unwittingly demonstrated the sys-

temic problem that has plagued mainstream media news. “A sea change,” 

he wrote, underlining the gravity of the problem, again more profoundly 

for doing so without knowing he was doing it. It is difficult to imagine how 

the public interest was being served by a journalism that made it a “tradi-

tional goal” to place “even-handed reporting” above doggedly seeking the 

truth. It is just as easy, however, to imagine how well that arrangement 

served the interests of politicians, political parties, think tanks, and spin-

room pundits.

For what it’s worth as a measure of shifting mentalities, the business side 

has climbed on board. After the inauguration, the Washington Post brought 

out its new slogan on democracy and darkness. The New York Times ran an 

ad campaign that featured full-page, billboard, and television spots on the 

value of the truth—“now more than ever”—and how it takes hardworking 

journalists dedicated to facts to get at it. And CNN refused to run the Trump 

reelection campaign ad with the “fake news” labels stamped over journal-

ists’ faces, spurring the president’s campaign to complain it was the victim 

of censorship.

Unhooking from Power

Telling it like it is appears to be liberating. Mainstream media reporters 

seem to be building and strengthening sources away from the celebrity-

dominated main stage, working the hallways backstage, and moving more 

meaningfully among the audience. That is to say, they seem less dependent 

on and less afraid of losing access to the people at the top who are the 

subjects of their reporting. Administration leaks are opening at a regular 

clip among agency workers and civil servants. The Washington Post’s David 

Fahrenthold won a 2017 Pulitzer Prize for his crowd-sourced reporting on 
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Trump’s philanthropy foundation. He invited his Twitter followers to help 

him report a string of damning stories. As Pablo Boczkowski and Seth Lewis 

argue in this volume, Fahrenthold’s method of fostering crowd-based rela-

tionships yielded factual information in an efficient way and it also worked 

to build credibility among the public at a time when trust in the main-

stream media is at an all-time low (see chapter 22).

Doing journalism away from the pressroom gives mainstream and often 

well-known reporters greater freedom, even if it’s semiconsciously felt, to 

call a spade a spade and pursue fraught storylines. Masha Gessen, Russian-

American journalist and activist, wrote a widely circulated New York Review 

of Books piece the day after the election, warning against cooperation with 

Trump. “Those who argue for cooperation will be willfully ignoring the cor-

rupting touch of autocracy, from which the future must be protected,” she 

wrote.12 Days later, Reuters editor-in-chief Steve Adler circulated a memo 

to his staff comparing the challenges faced by US journalists to those faced 

by journalists working under authoritarian regimes. The memo reads like a 

rallying cry. “Don’t take too dark a view of the reporting environment,” he 

said. “It’s an opportunity for us to practice the skills we’ve learned in much 

tougher places around the world and to lead by example.”13 The same week, 

Time’s Middle East bureau chief, Jared Malsin, wrote a piece on “How to 

Report under Authoritarianism,” based on experience reporting in Egypt 

and Turkey.14 “Everything changes … the battles, the risks, the rules. All of 

that is at stake in a kind of struggle and negotiation between the govern-

ment and the press,” he wrote. “Encrypt your data. Get burner phones. 

Lawyer up. … Don’t give in to intimidation.”

Adopting Technology Tools

Maslin was working territory that has expanded in a world shaped in part by 

National Security Agency whistleblower Edward Snowden. Even state and 

local political journalists have started taking measures to defend against 

intimidation by protecting themselves and their sources against digital 

surveillance. Technology teams are developing privacy tools and training 

resources for journalists. In fact, since 2016, Snowden has been president 

of the Freedom of the Press Foundation based in San Francisco, an orga-

nization dedicated to arming journalists with privacy practices and tools. 

As Snowden told Wired magazine, “Newsrooms don’t have the budget, the 
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sophistication, or the skills to defend themselves in the current environ-

ment. … We’re trying to provide a few niche tools to make the game a little 

more fair.”15 The organization’s most widely used tool is SecureDrop, a Tor-

based system for uploading news tips and leaked materials now being used 

by major news outlets that include the Guardian, the New York Times, and 

the Washington Post.

Kate Krauss, a director for the Tor Project, argued that privacy is about 

more than any one reporter or source. “An independent press corps cannot 

stay independent for long if reporters can’t investigate, communicate with 

sources, and write without worrying that someone is looking over their 

shoulder. Even the fear of surveillance triggers self-censorship and influ-

ences writers’ thinking, research, and writing.” She points out that Google 

recently notified reporters at CNN, the New York Times, and the Atlantic that 

“a government actor” had attempted to hack their email systems.16

Banding Together

The collaborative spirit that drives the work of many of the technologists 

involved in creating tools and advocating for the adoption of increased 

security is increasingly reflected in the work of reporting. As also discussed 

by Boczkowski and Lewis in chapter 22 of this volume, Frederik Obermaier 

and Bastian Obermayer, the journalists at Süddeutsche Zeitung in Germany 

who broke the Panama Papers story, wrote an opinion piece for the Guard-

ian calling on American journalists to collaborate rather than to compete 

with one another. The Panama Papers story was investigated and reported 

on by 400 journalists, they pointed out. “American journalists should stop 

Trump from dividing their ranks. However hard their professional competi-

tion may be, they should do the opposite: unite, share, and collaborate.”17 

Journalists seem to be heeding the advice. Muckrock, an organization 

that promotes investigative journalism, created a channel on the group-

messaging service Slack for reporters who want to share information about 

making Freedom of Information Act requests. Muckrock expected to win 

over a few dozen people but drew more than 3,000 participants. Media 

Matters launched a Moveon.org petition in January calling on news orga-

nizations to stand up to Trump’s attempts to blacklist or ban critical news 

outlets:



210  Adrienne Russell

If Trump blacklists or bans one of you, the rest of you need to stand up. Instead of 

ignoring Trump's bad behavior and going about your business, close ranks and stand 

up for journalism. Don't keep talking about what Trump wants to talk about. Stand 

up and fight back. Amplify your colleague’s inquiry or refuse to engage until he re-

moves that person/outlet from the blacklist.18

As of May 10, 2017, the petition contained more than 330,000 signatures.

Guideposts

At the end of May 2017, President Trump fired Federal Bureau of Investiga-

tion Director James Comey, who was busy expanding the Bureau’s inves-

tigation into possible Trump campaign ties to Russia. Mainstream news 

reporters swarmed the story and White House accounts shifted by the hour 

in response. The Washington Post wrote a tick-tock story that officials refused 

to comment on but that more than 30 backstage sources filled out, effec-

tively putting the paper’s reporters next to the President over the course of 

the entire tumultuous weekend leading up the firing.19 Trump’s response 

to the damning coverage was to threaten to cancel all future White House 

press briefings.20 “As a very active President with lots of things happen-

ing, it is not possible for my surrogates to stand at a podium with perfect 

accuracy!” he tweeted. The battle between Trump and the media continues 

to heat up, and the fact-chasing press seems for today to be winning the 

battle. Every fact-filled piece fuels more of the same. Even-handed report-

ing as a goal is giving way to truth squadding. It’s journalism that feels like 

activism—the kind that can topple a political leader, and has done so, on 

and off throughout history.
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Instead of allowing an autocratic-styled president to set the news agenda 

with his distracting and often untruthful remarks, journalists ought to 

focus their energies elsewhere: on alerting the public to the most important 

events and issues of the day.

I call this kind of proactive reporting “campaign journalism.” Today, 

this term is often associated in the United States with electoral campaigns. 

Originally, however, campaign journalism referred to English and American 

reporting during the late nineteenth century that offered in-depth coverage 

of a social problem with the goal of prompting a political response.1 This 

is not the same thing as partisan journalism, nor is it advocacy journalism 

except in the broadest sense of advocating sustained attention to a given 

problem.

Much of campaign journalism consists of investigative reporting, but 

not all investigative reporting is campaign journalism: to count as a cam-

paign, the coverage has to be sustained over a substantial time period, at 

least several weeks, but better yet months. It is still practiced from time 

to time by leading national news organizations and ambitious local news 

media. I am suggesting that news media concentrated on breaking news 

shift to campaigns and that those currently sponsoring campaigns do more 

of them and sustain them for longer periods of time.

For example, campaign reporting in the Trump era could focus on the 

likely impact of the president’s proposed policies (deep cuts to education, 

health care, antipoverty programs, etc.) or problems he is actively seek-

ing to make worse (such as climate change); alternatively, journalistic cam-

paigns could dig into social trends that Trump is ignoring, but that are 

decisively changing the country’s political and social climate (globaliza-

tion, economic restructuring, growing inequality, drug addiction, etc.)

Rodney Benson
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Of course, President Donald Trump treats any critical coverage as a per-

sonal threat. He will hate even more being ignored. Already, he has called a 

press corps that has mostly only accurately relayed his remarks “an enemy 

of the American people.” For this reason, self-respecting journalists have 

nothing to lose in taking a more assertive approach. To be clear, I am not 

calling for journalists to return insult for injury. I am not calling for more 

partisan opinion writing. Effective campaign journalism has to be firmly 

rooted in the facts. But make no mistake: it must be relentless and even 

ruthless in reporting—and repeating—the truth.

Lead, Don’t Follow

Beliefs in media power to the contrary, research has repeatedly established 

that media tend to follow rather than lead the political agenda. Media 

“index” their coverage to what political elites are doing and saying.2 This 

tendency supports democracy when there are two strong parties that also 

keep each other in check: in such cases, media pluralism reflects political 

pluralism. When one party completely dominates government, however, 

and there is little internal party dissent, journalists are faced with a difficult 

choice: either index their coverage to a one-sided discourse or else proac-

tively present the other side themselves.

During the first year of the Trump presidency, America’s leading news 

organizations have indeed been characterized as playing this oppositional 

role. But they have only done so reluctantly, wherever possible leaning on 

and following the political opposition (whether rare rogue Republicans or 

outspoken, but largely powerless, Democrats). Critical or not in their com-

mentary, media have mostly played Trump’s game by indexing their cover-

age to his every move.

Even so, President Trump continually attacks news organizations and 

prominent individual journalists. Partly as a result, public trust in the news 

media is at record lows, although opinions are sharply divided: In early 

2017, 90 percent of Democrats and 70 percent of Independents, but only 

42 percent of Republicans, believed that “media criticism of political lead-

ers keeps them from doing things they shouldn’t.” These wide-ranging 

percentages are a dramatic change from 2016, when more than 70 per-

cent of Republicans, Democrats, and Independents alike agreed with this 

statement.3
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In this polarized environment, nothing that mainstream news organiza-

tions do would be compelling or credible to diehard Trump partisans. But 

let us not forget that such partisans make up well under half of voters, not 

to mention the total adult populace. Journalists should forge ahead and do 

their best to tell the truth to the majority, a group that includes many Inde-

pendents and weak Trump supporters who have not yet closed their minds 

to factual information that puts the president in a bad light.4

Report, Repeat, Keep It Fresh

Political campaigns know that for a message to be retained, it has to be 

repeated multiple times. This is why they often strive for a single “message 

of the week” or even better, a theme that captures the thrust of the entire 

campaign, such as “Make America Great Again.”5

Psychological research has affirmed this hunch, though with a caveat. 

Repetition helps retention and persuasion up to a point, after which time 

it may actually alienate and dissuade audiences.6 Thus, a successful cam-

paign has to continually figure out approaches to say the same thing, but 

in novel, interesting ways.

There are plenty of examples of successful journalistic campaigns that 

suggest how it can be done.

Shortly after purchasing the St. Louis Post and Dispatch in 1879, Joseph 

Pulitzer launched a series of campaigns against the city’s powerful oligar-

chy. Pulitzer began with a campaign against the St. Louis Gas-Light Com-

pany’s efforts to re-establish the monopoly that had allowed it to charge 

St. Louis residents the highest utility charges in the nation. As Pulitzer’s 

biographer, James McGrath Morris, writes:

Every day for the next two weeks, Pulitzer shoehorned into the paper articles that 

detailed the monopolistic practices of the gas company and featured poignant in-

terviews with victimized customers. The flurry of articles, as well as the continuous 

stream of editorials—appearing, as they usually did, under the banner headline No 

Compromise! No Compromise! No Compromise!—caught the city’s attention.7

Soon, however, the “paper began to sound like a one-note composition.” 

Needing “another campaign that would goad the oligarchs and attract read-

ers,” Pulitzer’s editors found a new angle to generate reader interest and fury: 

tax dodging. In addition to uncovering information about dishonest tax 

declarations by the wealthy, the Post and Dispatch unabashedly reminded 
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readers of the moral issues at stake. Each day, “the paper reprinted the text 

of the taxpayers’ oath, with the headline ‘What Tax-Dodgers Swear and 

Swallow.’”8 Ultimately, Pulitzer’s gas campaign succeeded (the city rejected 

the company’s plan to restore its monopoly), while the tax campaign 

resulted in a state investigation but no reforms. But Pulitzer had clearly 

hit on a successful formula for both civic and commercial success. The Post 

and Dispatch filled its “news columns with the kind of stories … that made 

people talk,”9 and built its readership as it championed the interests of the 

middle and lower classes.

Over the course of the past century, there have been other examples of 

successful campaign journalism. During the early 1980s, the French news-

paper Libération actively helped promote the cause of the beurs, the second 

generation of Algerian immigrants living in France. Between October and 

December of 1983, the newspaper provided saturation coverage of a beur 

march starting in the south of France and proclaimed their arrival in the 

nation’s capital with a front-page banner headline and photograph. In so 

doing, Libération also proclaimed the arrival of a more “multicultural” vision 

of French identity and of immigrants’ “right to be different.” Libération’s 

campaign thus provided a space for and helped legitimate arguments about 

cultural diversity that had heretofore received little attention in France.10 

Two decades earlier, some US newspapers’ extensive and enthusiastic cover-

age of civil rights could also be fairly characterized as a campaign.

Doubling Down: Behind, Besides, and Beyond Trump

What could campaign journalism look like in the age of Trump? Some news 

organizations are already launching campaigns or proto-campaigns. They 

are afraid to call them as such, but they shouldn’t be.

The Washington Post, at Jeff Bezos’s prodding, has rediscovered its Water-

gate mojo. The paper’s bold reclaiming of national political reporting began 

well before Trump’s election. But clearly, the paper has not hesitated to 

aggressively cover this administration’s flouting of political norms and the 

rule of law. The Post’s reporting on Trump’s Russia connections has merged 

the categories of breaking and sustained in-depth reporting, and thus could 

be considered a type of campaign journalism. And similar to the results for 

Pulitzer, this campaign has paid off handsomely in commercial terms as the 

paper has aggressively increased its digital reach and revenues.11
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The New York Times competes with the Washington Post for scoops, but it 

also does a different kind of campaign reporting that the Post tends not to 

do: relentless reporting on government policies and their human impact. 

The Times even has a name for this kind of reporting, as one long-time 

reporter confided to me: “pounding the zone.” The Times has long pounded 

the zone on the immigration issue, demanding more humane treatment of 

arrested undocumented immigrants. It has also clearly pounded the zone 

in its environmental coverage, providing repeated documentation of the 

effects of climate change, making the case that Trump’s policies will make 

a bad situation even worse.

Campaign journalism need not only be about Trump. This has been the 

approach of John Oliver’s show, Last Week Tonight, which has focused on 

discovering the important issues well before the politicians do. With few 

exceptions, Oliver has steadfastly ignored Trump’s tweets and nearly daily 

scandals.12 The show provides a model for how news media can responsibly 

attempt to set the agenda rather than always following (even if in critical 

mode) the agenda of the administration in power.

But most of this reporting falls short of being a classic campaign in the 

Pulitzer tradition. Although in-depth, and often running to thousands of 

words and featuring powerful photos, the reports generally disappear after 

a few days only to be replaced by a new zone to be pounded. Even regu-

lar readers are likely to forget and move on. What’s worse, though, is that 

much of this reporting fails to reach beyond those already convinced.

Excellence for Everyone

Perhaps the biggest difference between today’s investigative journalism and 

the campaign journalism of Pulitzer’s era is whom the reporting is for. At 

the Post and Dispatch, and subsequently at his New York World, Pulitzer cre-

ated newspapers that provided excellence for everyone; in marked contrast, 

the current publisher of the New York Times, Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., has said 

his newspaper is about “providing quality news for quality audiences.”13 

Columbia University sociologist Michael Schudson has argued that dimin-

ishing, and increasingly elite, audiences can stand in for the public as a 

whole.14 The problem, of course, is that this elite may have interests and 

ideas that diverge substantially from the broader public. Moreover, some 

marginalized groups may have few elite representatives keeping an eye out 



218  Rodney Benson

for their concerns. For example, many elites may be most concerned about 

inside-Washington political maneuvering and legal procedural issues, 

whereas a significant plurality if not majority of voters are most concerned 

with economic inequality, jobs, education, and health care. Inside-the- 

Beltway coverage, of course, can be very important as it concerns the 

healthy functioning of democracy, but this kind of news should not be 

allowed to completely crowd out reporting that hits closer to the immedi-

ate and urgent concerns of average citizens.

Campaigns that are mostly targeted at the like-minded may only  

backfire in the end. This is what happened to Libération’s beur “diversity” 

campaign. After Jean-Marie Le Pen’s National Front party consistently 

gained ground in local and regional elections in the mid-1980s, effectively 

shifting the national political debate to the right, Libération was among the 

first to backtrack and ultimately even took the lead in reframing the immi-

gration debate around the need for “integration.” Its earlier campaign for 

diversity thus had few lasting effects.

A similar fate could befall the nascent campaigns of US elite journalism. 

In deciding what to cover, journalists need to venture outside their comfort 

zones and not just preach to the choir. Campaign reporting will be more 

compelling and powerful when journalists transcend their blind spots, no 

longer assuming that what is most important to them and to their own 

social circles will be most important to a wide range of citizens.15

It may be that the most influential campaign journalism will not come 

from the prestige outlets like the Washington Post or the New York Times. 

The local nonprofit outlets that have spread across the country in recent 

years—such as MinnPost, Voice of San Diego, and Texas Tribune—could 

be one fount of social problem–based campaign reporting. Unfortunately, 

foundation policies currently push many nonprofits to pursue an elitist 

news strategy, following the Sulzberger mantra of quality news for quality 

audiences.

Local television news, when it is not focused on crime and celebrities, 

has the opportunity and capacity to create campaigns with real impact. As 

a judge for a major television news award competition over the past few 

years, I have viewed several excellent examples of sustained local TV news 

coverage that shows the human consequences of failed local government 

policies and effectively pushes for legislative remedies. In other words, civi-

cally effective campaign journalism may look nothing like what we have 
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come to expect from US elite newspapers.16 That’s probably a good thing. 

The challenge will be to figure out how to encourage more impactful cam-

paign journalism, whether through nonprofit or commercial means.17
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27  We All Stand Together or We All Fall Apart: On the 

Need for an Adversarial Press in the Age of Trump

There is an old saying about bankruptcy. “How do you go bankrupt? Slowly 

at first, then all at once.”1

When evaluating the challenges facing political journalism in 2017, a 

similar categorization scheme springs to mind. There are slow problems—

problems driven by changing information technologies, and by the politi-

cal economy of news operations, and by the slow evolution of behavioral 

norms that govern how political actors and political journalists interact  

with one another. Compelling individual cases—a trolling operation hosted 

in Russia or Macedonia, a new fact-checking website supported by the 

Knight Foundation, or a politician’s insistence that an unflattering story 

is “fake news”—can serve to illustrate these slow problems. But the slow 

problems are systematic in nature. They would remain largely the same 

regardless of the results of a single election, and regardless of the choices of 

a single media or technology company.

But there are also all-at-once problems. The relationship between the 

American government’s first estate and its fourth estate is radically differ-

ent in a Trump presidency than it would have been in a Clinton presi-

dency. Donald Trump lies with impunity about matters large and small. 

He demands loyalty, not accuracy or honesty, from the members of his 

administration. He casts American press organizations as the central vil-

lains in the narrative of his presidency, and speaks frequently about pursu-

ing legal strategies that could bankrupt independent media. And Trump’s 

victory was not the inevitable culmination of the slow problems in politi-

cal journalism. History is both deeply contingent and brutally path- 

dependent. One can imagine a thousand scenarios in which some minor 

shift in campaign events produced a Clinton victory, or some earlier shift 
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produced a different Republican nominee. Trump’s relationship with the 

media poses an unprecedented all-at-once problem.

Academics have a tendency to focus on the slow problems, ceding the 

all-at-once problems to public intellectuals and commentators. Slow prob-

lems, after all, move at the same (glacial) pace as academia itself. But in so 

doing, we often make a categorical error by assessing all public problems as 

though they were rooted in the slow-moving processes we are best suited to 

studying. This is a tendency that we ought to recognize and, in this particu-

lar instance, reject. We have entered a unique moment in American history; 

one in which established norms, institutional routines, and behaviors are 

being upended.

There is reason for genuine concern that the Trump administration  

will undermine the political press. This may come through the dissolution  

of press norms, relations, and institutions. It may come through the cre-

ation of (quasi-) state news organizations. Or it may come through finan-

cial and legal challenges to independent press organizations. This essay 

discusses these threats to a free and functional fourth estate. It concludes 

by arguing that the President’s attacks on the press as an institution require 

a new commitment to collective behavior that defends the values of a 

free and functional press. Donald Trump has cast the independent press 

as his adversaries. The fourth estate must recognize and respond to this  

new role.

A Few Observations

Elite political behavior is governed more by norms than by laws. Presidents, 

judges, and legislators are legally required to do very little. Most of their 

interactions are instead governed by shared expectations of what they ought 

to do. Norms only maintain their force so long as either (a) they are obeyed 

jointly by all or (b) some negative consequences meet those who break 

them.

The relationship between the executive branch and the media, in par-

ticular, has always been premised upon informal norms and shared under-

standings. Although we often speak of the media as the “fourth estate,” 

and scholars have long discussed the vital role that a free press plays in a 

functioning democracy, the text of the constitution asserts no positive role 
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for the press. It solely offers the negative rejoinder against congress making 

laws abridging the freedom of the press.

Donald J. Trump is a president who prides himself on challenging infor-

mal norms and shared understandings. For his supporters, this is one of 

his greatest strengths. For his critics, it is his greatest flaw. This was evident 

throughout the long presidential campaign, where Trump refused to release 

his tax returns, revoked press access from news outlets that provided unfa-

vorable coverage, and encouraged supporters to verbally accost the press 

pen as a set piece of his rallies. PolitiFact judged nearly 70 percent of his 

statements to be “mostly false,” “false,” or “pants on fire” (by comparison, 

Hillary Clinton received one those ratings on only 24 percent of her state-

ments). It was evident during the transition, when Trump refused to hold 

press conferences and cast (“fake news”) CNN and the (“failing”) New York 

Times as the central villains opposing his administration.

It has become even more apparent in the early months of his presidency. 

Trump’s presidency began with a verifiable lie regarding the crowd size at 

his inauguration. President Trump then went on to publicly claim that the 

Hillary Clinton received 3–5 million illegal votes in the 2016 election—a 

claim that his press secretary was forced to repeatedly defend while lack-

ing a shred of evidence. It has descended further since then, including the 

president’s early morning tweet that Barack Obama had wiretapped Trump 

Tower and other explicit falsehoods that have been directly contradicted by 

all knowledgeable parties.

These statements from the President and his press secretary are distinct 

from the normal interactions between the executive branch and the White 

House press corps. Presidents often complain about press coverage. They 

often seek to strategically frame the news to promote preferred narratives. 

Republican presidents since Nixon have, in particular, complained in gen-

eral terms about the biases of the “liberal media establishment.” And if we 

consider a counterfactual universe in which a Jeb Bush, a Marco Rubio, or 

a Ted Cruz had become president, we could reasonably expect that they 

would take issue with their coverage by mainstream media outlets. But pres-

idents and their press secretaries go to great lengths to avoid being caught 

in an outright lie. This is a major norm governing the press–president rela-

tionship: if a president is caught lying, then Something Bad Will Happen. 

The presumptive norm is that spin is acceptable, but lying crosses a line. 

That norm has now been violated. Nothing, so far, has happened. Trump 



224  Dave Karpf

has instead taken to labeling all unflattering reporting as “fake news.” Time 

and again, the President has placed established media organizations (rather 

than Democrats) in the central adversarial role.

And while this administration seeks to cast CNN and the New York Times 

in the role of the villain, it has simultaneously promoted and given unprec-

edented access to a range of conservative media organizations. This extends 

well beyond the relationship between the Republican Party network and 

Fox News/conservative talk radio. Although Trump has spoken favorably 

about Fox News, has a well-reported penchant for watching Fox and Friends 

to start his day, and has even gone out of his way to defend embattled Fox 

personality Bill O’Reilly, Trump’s ties to more extreme elements of the con-

servative media network are even more troubling. This includes Breitbart 

News, which (Trump’s former chief strategist/Breitbart executive chairman) 

Steve Bannon once referred to as “the platform for the alt-right.” Trump has 

also engaged repeatedly with Alex Jones, who has used his “Infowars” radio 

program to promote outlandish conspiracy theories.

As the Trump White House continues to antagonize and demonize the 

White House press corps, it is also promoting and rewarding with increased 

access this set of allied conservative media organizations. This raises the 

real possibility of the emergence of a quasi-state media apparatus, in which 

independent media are attacked, undermined, and denied access while 

Trump-allied media are promoted, rewarded, and given (formal or informal) 

governmental approval. It is worth noting that two of Trump’s most trusted 

advisors—Steve Bannon and Jared Kushner—have no experience working 

in government, but each has run a media property (Kushner owned the 

New York Observer until January 2017).

Meanwhile, another Trump advisor and supporter—Peter Thiel—spent 

2016 demonstrating a viable strategy for attacking and shutting down 

media organizations that a billionaire dislikes. After Terry “Hulk Hogan” 

Bollea’s successful lawsuit against Gawker resulted in a $140 million verdict 

that bankrupted the media organization and its owner, it came to light that 

Bollea’s case was one of several that had been bankrolled by Thiel, the cul-

mination of a nearly decade-long vendetta against Gawker Media. Impor-

tantly, the Bollea case was structured so that Gawker’s insurance would not 

cover the claims, resulting in bankruptcy even though there was a strong 

likelihood that the judgment would have been reduced or overturned on 

appeal. In an interview at the National Press Club, Thiel later remarked that 



We All Stand Together or We All Fall Apart  225

“single-digit millionaires” like Bollea have “no effective access to our legal 

system.”

Thiel’s successful legal gambit against Gawker Media raises the concern 

that it could be replicated and deployed by Thiel and other Trump-aligned 

billionaires against media organizations that provide unfavorable coverage 

of the President and his agenda. Another conservative billionaire, Frank 

VanderSloot, nearly bankrupted Mother Jones magazine through a 2012 def-

amation lawsuit that took three years and $2.5 million to defend against. 

Although the suit was eventually dismissed, VanderSloot announced in the 

aftermath that he was setting up a $1 million fund to pay the expenses of 

people who wanted to sue Mother Jones. The looming threat of such lawsuits 

raises the cost of legal insurance for news organizations, and can potentially 

render them uninsurable.

For roughly a decade, journalism and political communication scholars 

have focused on a set of “slow” threats to American journalism: The infra-

structure necessary to support high-quality reporting is expensive, and we 

have entered a long period of uncertainty regarding the viability of any 

one particular revenue model. Meanwhile, a range of new communications 

technologies incentivize the spread of cheap hot-takes over painstaking 

research and fact-checking. We must now grapple as well with these new 

“all-at-once” threats. The press as an institution is now facing not only a 

funding crisis, or a popularity crisis, or a readership crisis. It is now facing 

an existential crisis: the external threat of a hostile administration attempt-

ing to undermine and replace it.

A Few Implications

What is stopping Trump and his allies from lying to or shutting out tra-

ditional media organizations, constructing a quasi-state media apparatus, 

and strategically attacking independent media organizations through the 

legal or regulatory system? These are new questions for the Trump era, ones 

that would have seemed absurd under a different president. Scholarship in 

the fields of comparative media and comparative government has taken 

on a newfound vibrancy and relevance, as researchers draw connections to 

the role of media suppression in the democratic decline of Latin American 

countries, in Berlusconi’s Italy, and in Putin’s Russia. If the Trump adminis-

tration pursues this type of antagonistic stance, there are three areas where 
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we should pay particularly close attention: press access, press accountabil-

ity, and press reprisals.

In the area of press access, we must ask whether the administration is 

following established practices for allowing the fourth estate room to cover 

the administration and inform the public. Where the administration moves 

away from established routines, we should pay close attention and ask 

why and who benefits. We should also pay attention to the relationships 

between the administration and new conservative media outlets. There are 

reasonable arguments for expanding press access beyond the traditional 

members of the White House press corps. But if GatewayPundit and Breit-

bart are receiving exclusives while CNN and the Washington Post are having 

their press access revoked, then there is cause for serious alarm. Small indi-

vidual episodes such as Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s stating that he’s 

“not a big media press access person” and restricting press access during his 

first major mission to Asia, Press Secretary Sean Spicer shutting CNN and 

other news organizations out of a closed press briefing, and Spicer expand-

ing the White House press briefings to focus on “floaters” from far-right 

publications should be read within this broader context.

Regarding press accountability, it is incumbent upon us as scholars, jour-

nalists, and citizens to take seriously the question of what happens if the 

administration simply chooses to repeatedly lie to the media and, through 

them, the American public. There is reason to believe that the Trump 

administration has crossed the line between political spin and outright 

untruth. If journalists do not collectively impose a cost for this lying, then 

they cannot individually expect the claims made by Trump and his spokes-

people to have any lasting truth-value. CNN’s brief foray into denying Kel-

lyanne Conway any airtime can be read as a positive step in this direction. 

So too can the (slowly) emerging habit of White House press corps mem-

bers following up on each other’s questions. Media organizations and key 

journalists will need to collectively create new adversarial habits that exact 

a normative penalty for White House misinformation.

And regarding press reprisals, we should pay particular attention to regu-

latory and legal threats to news organizations coming both from the Trump 

administration and from his network of allies. To date, President Trump has 

spoken frequently about loosening libel laws. Libel statutes are established 

at the state level, not the federal level, so this threat does not fall directly 

within the powers of the presidency. But news organizations may also be 
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endangered through aggressive lawsuits by Trump-allied billionaires like 

Peter Thiel, or by partisan regulatory oversight. The Gawker lawsuit in 2016 

was viewed largely as a referendum on Gawker.com. But it also could be a 

template for undermining independent media.

A Simple Proposal: Collective Action in Defense of a Free Press

If the fourth estate is going to continue to fulfill its democratic duty dur-

ing the Trump era, it is going to have to unlearn some old habits. Most 

importantly, the longstanding ideal of journalists as iconoclasts and indi-

vidualists, competing with one another on their way to grab the story, prob-

ably needs to change. As Boczkowski and Lewis note in chapter 22 of this 

volume, the American news media has developed a self-defeating “self-cen-

teredness.” That self-centeredness reveals itself in the odd pride journalists 

take in being difficult to organize. They don’t have a robust history of col-

lective action, and they view this as a badge of honor.

The ideal of the striving, independent reporter was ensconced within 

the old norms of press–political relations. Reporters were not demonized 

or denied access as a distinct group. Quite the opposite: the American tra-

dition has long treated them with deference and given them preferential 

treatment. This reportorial independence is absent in other countries and 

other contexts, where it is abundantly clear that the press has collective 

interests that require collective defense.

In present-day America, it is not enough for press critics to write think 

pieces in industry outlets, or for public intellectuals to voice concerns 

from the sidelines. Formal industry associations like the White House Cor-

respondents Association, the Reporters Committee, and the Online News 

Association must play an active coordinating role in asserting expectations, 

addressing violations, and coordinating responses. This will strike some 

observers as crossing the line from journalism into activism. It will make 

some reporters fret. But it is an appropriate and proportional response—as 

Adrienne Russell writes in her essay for this volume, journalists must pre-

pare themselves to become “activists on behalf of the facts.” The American 

Medical Association defends the interests of doctors. The American Political 

Science Association defends the interests of political scientists. Journalis-

tic associations have not historically played an active role defending the 

interests of journalists from political attack, because those interests have 
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not often been directly threatened. The Trump administration has selected 

“the media” as the central villain in its public narrative. The associations 

that represent the media must adapt to the adversarial role this creates  

for them.

If individual news organizations and individual reporters view them-

selves as competitors fighting for the administration’s favor, then they 

will be party to the erosion of press freedom, press access, and government 

accountability during the Trump years. It is time for American press orga-

nizations to take their shared social role and responsibility seriously, and to 

act collectively to defend it. Threats and vulnerabilities should be assessed. 

Norms and routines should be evaluated. Red lines should be drawn, and 

responses considered. Journalists will need to abandon their prideful resis-

tance to collective action. They will need to stand together if they want to 

avoid falling apart.

Notes

1.  It is a paraphrase of Hemingway in The Sun Also Rises (1926): “How did you go 

bankrupt? Two ways. Gradually, then suddenly.”

2.  http://www.politifact.com/personalities/donald-trump and http://www.politifact 

.com/personalities/hillary-clinton.
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