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There has been a lot of talk 
about “fake news” for the last 

few years...



The concept was 
around before 
the fall of 2016, 
but “Pizzagate” 
really brought it 

to the fore.



Lots of folks in the library 
world decided this was our 

time to shine.







As of last week, there are nearly 7,500 
Fake News LibGuides.



Subsequently, library workers 
have stated “we are in a 

post-truth era” a few million 
times in the last few years. 

I have some problems with this 
sentiment.



“We are in a post-truth era.”

The sentiment is often expressed in 
first-person plural, implying a shared 

experience of “truth.” 
We all exist in a “real world” that is 

threatened by this “fake” one.



“We are in a post-truth era.”

The word “era” is often used to situate 
this phenomenon in time. (Another 

frequent temporal signifier is the word 
“now,” as in “now that facts don’t matter.”) 

It implies that norms change with time.



“We are in a post-truth era.”

The preposition “post” likewise implies 
that time is moving. 

In this use, we evidently had “truth,” 
but time has progressed and we’ve lost it.



The resulting sentiment is 
that we had a shared 

understanding of the world, 
and it only recently left us. 

And wouldn’t it be great if it we 
could make it like that again?



My point: Lamentations about 
“post-truth” (especially from 
the left) represent the same 

toxic nostalgia as phrases like 
“Make America Great Again.”



By “toxic nostalgia,” I mean the 
desire to return to a nebulous 
past that never existed rather 

than engage with the 
complications of the present.



“We’re having to, sadly, 
take another look at 

the standard credibility 
that you and I, and 
children and adults 

everywhere, have taken 
for granted for years. 

That’s no longer there.”

Then-ALA President 
Julie Todaro, as quoted 
in The Huffington Post.



Technology gets blamed a lot 
in these discussions 

(i.e. you can’t trust websites 
the way you can trust books).



“Teachers and 
librarians have had 
to reconcile student 

interest in online 
sources ― and the 

relevancy those 
sources have to their 
lives ― with the fact 
that in the past, sites 

haven’t been as 
rigorously 

fact-checked as 
published books.” 

(Crum, 2017)



Let’s talk about why blaming 
the Internet is ahistorical and 

wrong.



The book I Was Hitler’s Doctor (1942), 
was written by Dr. Kurt Krueger.

Only it wasn’t written by Dr. Kurt 
Krueger (there is no Dr. Kurt Krueger). 
The author was Samuel Roth, a New 

York publisher who specialized in selling 
unauthorized copies of banned books 

(Hamalian, 1974).



The book sold 250,000 
copies and is cited in 

multiple scholarly 
publications as though 
it’s genuine. (It’s not.)

Also, lots of libraries 
have it in their 

collection, shelved with 
the rest of German 

history.



OK, so maybe a few 
fabrications have been 

published in books over the 
years… That’s not systematic 
like what we’re seeing now.



This is a declassified 
memo detailing 

systematic 
disinformation 

committed by the 
U.S. government in 

Vietnam. 



Yeah, but that’s Nixon. He’s the 
exception, not the rule. 

And this is supposed to be 
about how people read and 

understand “news.”





Both William Randolph Hearst 
and Joseph Pulitzer published 
fabrications in order to justify 

the U.S. going to war with 
Spain in 1898.



But that was the Gilded Age! 
Newspaper barons were 

running amok. It’s not like this 
has always been going on...



Benjamin Franklin 
printed a “hoax” article 
in 1782 describing an 
attack on American 

colonists by Iroquois 
and Seneca people. It 
relied on racist tropes 
to sway public opinion.



 The article mimics the typography of 
the Independent Chronicle and 

Universal Advertiser (Boston, MA, USA). 
The edition was numbered in 
sequence with the paper and 

included the real editor’s name. 
Europeans accepted it as genuine. 



My point: Disinformation has 
been used for centuries. And it’s 
often (though not always) used 

to shape the course of wars. 
Subsequently, lots of folks are 

using militarized language.



So if this has been going on 
for so long, why are we 

being told that it’s a recent 
development?



The first reason: 
So we’ll surrender money 
and/or data to would-be 

protectors.



This is an advertisement that is 
predicated upon the idea that 

“truth” costs money. 



This is an attempt 
to collect user data 

for an otherwise 
“free” fact-checking 
website. Note the 
use of the word 

“fight.”



This is an ALA fundraising campaign. 
Note the use of the word “timely.”



This is an ALA 
poster. Note 

the use of the 
phrase 

“real-world.” 



The second reason: 
So we’ll accept outrageous 

technological “solutions” as 
seeming necessary.



It is not the job 
of social 

networks to 
protect 

democratic 
elections. 



It is not the job 
of algorithms 
and artificial 

intelligence to 
decide what is 

“factual” or 
“biased.” 



This is not a 
“fight against fake news”

and library workers are not
“on the front lines.”



This is not a 
“post-truth era” 

and there are not 
“alternative facts.”



The world is the same 
as it has always been. 

People in power will use 
disinformation to exert 
control and oppress the 

marginalized.



It is the job of libraries to 
discuss how information 

functions in society. 
Please, talk about this in 

your work.
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