
 

Would I lie to you?  

Post-truth politics: then & now  
 
The term post-truth politics first emerged in the political blockbuster year of 
2016. The shift from facts and knowledge towards a culture that champions 
simplicity and sensationalism is now firmly embedded in our politics.  
Two years on from huge political decisions being shrouded in post-truth 
mystique, how has it affected our politics?   
 
 
 
 
 
Post-truth politics broke into the public lexicon during the 2016 EU Referendum and US Presidential election. 
The Oxford English Dictionary named it word of the year, defining it as “relating to or denoting circumstances 
in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal 
belief”. From a wider perspective, it appears that the rise of mass communication and resurgence of populist 
ire have combined to inspire a form of politics based on values, narratives and emotion.  
 

A post-truth hangover  
By now we are familiar with the litany of statements that can 
fit into a post-factual analysis of politics, from the ‘£350m for 
the NHS’ on the side of a bus, to the endless tirades of 
hyperbolic comments emerging from the Trump campaign. 

Post-truth does however speak to a climate more sinister 
than simple falsehoods (of which politicians for generations 
could be said to be guilty) and denotes an environment 
where truth or facts themselves are of secondary 
importance. Instead there is the notion of ideas that “feel 
right” and a state of trust-your-own-prejudices with appeals 
to personal values. 

Mass communication has caused a proliferation of 
information and news. There is now a trend toward large 
media institutions that have previously been able to dispel 
myths and uphold factual debate, being increasingly side-
lined. This information glut has had the ironic effect of 
narrowing political discourse, with voters escaping to their 
own ideological corners and ‘echo chambers’.  

With those that nurtured the spread of a post-factual 
discourse now tasked with governing, how has this climate 
impacted our politics?  

 

 

 

This snapshot will look briefly at two developing narratives 
present in the media: the Trump administration’s treatment  
of factual-based reporting, and political party leadership in 
the UK post-referendum.  
 

@realDonaldTrump  

The President of the United States is perhaps the chief 
exponent of post-truth politics. Throughout the 2016 
presidential campaign he maintained a singular simplistic 
narrative: in this view America was being laid to waste by bad 
trade deals, immigration and self-serving political elites.  
Social media, coupled with a section of the population being 
told to trust their gut instinct, enabled Trump to bypass 
logical argumentation and speak directly to voters’ anxieties 
with emotionally-charged rhetoric. 

With President Trump in the White House for just over a year, 
the question can be asked: how does this champion of post-
truth politics handle the power of governance?   

 

 



FAKE NEWS!  

From day one of the Trump presidency it was clear that its 
treatment of both incontrovertible evidence and the media 
would be vastly different from past administrations. Former 
White House Press Secretary, Sean Spicer insisted that 
President Trump’s inauguration crowd was “the largest 
audience to ever witness an inauguration, period”.  This 
blatant disregard for factual evidence that past 
administrations would have rowed back on was in fact 
doubled down on by this White House. The fact was that such 
an untruth can now be floated due to the extraordinary levels 
of mistrust that the public holds for institutions - notably the 
media (no longer the ‘gatekeepers’ of right and wrong). This 
story was spun by the White House into the wider narrative 
of the ‘mainstream media’ trying to bring the presidency into 
disrepute on the very first day. White House senior aide, 
Kellyanne Conway defended the crowd size comment 
characterising Spicer’s intervention as presenting 
“alternative facts”. Although strikingly Orwellian in nature, 
this term spoke to the wider information landscape today.  

News consumption has become more individualistic, 
people are able to pick their own facts, and choose 
which partisan media outlet to listen to. While deleting 
or unsubscribing those that do not fit their ingrained 
opinion of what they believe the country to be.  

As previously mentioned, institutions that have in the past 
sought to make up for the absence of logical discussion in 
politics no longer hold a monopoly of power in journalism. 
Many of Trump’s more provocative statements have a 
rhetorical construction that inherently breeds anger and taps 
into pent-up frustration and fear. This now goes largely 
unchecked by mainstream sources with Trump stating 
Twitter is the only platform by which he can get ‘the truth’ 
out. This is particularly true within his support base that relies 
on less established sources for their news.  

 

The Trump administration is evidently well aware of this and 
benefits from a more compartmentalised media landscape. 
Take the fallout from the recent Syria chemical weapons 
attack, for example. In 2013, Trump declared himself 

opposed to intervention in Syria when President Obama was 
in the White House; however in similar circumstances he 
acted the same way.  

Although Trump’s inconsistency in policy was reported on, it 
was drowned out by the media noise. A strategy of emotion 
over facts was employed to distract from logical arguments 
(in this case Trump’s past belief) and towards personality. 
There is an attempt to shift the focus away from policy and 
towards Trump’s robust leadership, decisive action and 
strongman rhetoric.  

 

The news cycle moved on to his emotive rhetoric directed 
towards the Syrian President calling him “Animal Assad”, just 
one of his infamous nicknames reserved for his enemies and 
opponents. This is a White House that thrives on misdirection 
and chaos. While negative stories are attacked as “FAKE 
NEWS!” or washed away by the endless stream of “Breaking 
News” alerts. Such is the nature of the media in a digital age 
the public lexicon can only hold so much information. There 
is a fish-memory mentality in this regard: the media cycle that 
used to take days to introduce, dissect and digest a news 
story has been radically shortened. Although this 24 hour 
news cycle has been speeding up for nearly two decades, 
social media has accelerated it still further. Media is now 
short term, immediate; click and refresh. 

 

Leadership post-Brexit 
 

The 2016 referendum on membership of the European Union 
did indeed show signs of operating in a post-truth world. 
However, the leadership that emerged is just as revealing 
about the state of post-truth politics in the UK. 

The appeal of Corbyn comes equally from both his policy 
positions and personality. Jeremy Corbyn appearing caring 
and humble appeals to the emotional side of voters who are 
fed up with facades and poll-tested rhetoric. Corbyn 
personalises issues, for instance quoting specific individuals 
in Prime Minister’s Questions and stating how they have 
personally been impacted by Government policy. 
Consequently, responses by a Conservative Government 
referring to the current low levels of unemployment do not 
appear sufficient.    

Corbyn’s support is built to a large extent around his genuine 
nature and cult of personality, facilitated by an environment 

 

“With or without him in the White House, post-
truth politics will be with us for some time to 

come.” 

The Economist, 2016 

 

 
“We are experiencing a dangerous time in our 

country, with a political environment where 

basic facts are disputed, fundamental truth is 

questioned, lying is normalized and unethical 

behaviour is ignored, excused or rewarded.”  

 James Comey 

FBI Director 2013-2017 



where the media is distrusted and there is a hunger for a 
different sort of politics.  

Taking the current infighting over anti-Semitism in the Labour 
Party, Corbyn supporters have largely rebutted criticisms of 
the leadership in two ways. Firstly, they point to an unfair 
media, which has track record of smear campaigns. Then 
they move on to Corbyn’s personal characteristics of 
empathy and trustworthiness. In the current media climate 
scandal and smears no longer have the same sabotaging 
effects as in the past.  

This Teflon nature of Corbyn’s leadership was also on display 
as the 2017 General Election results were announced. With 
sheer enthusiasm, online activism and in many respects a 
deserved sense of vindication, Corbyn supporters were able 
to celebrate an election defeat as a personal victory for their 
brand of politics. Online media plays an important role here 
with publications and blogs such as The Canary disregarding 
certain news stories as part of a neo-liberal conspiracy. 
Instead broad anti-establishment narratives are offered 
alongside emotionally charged rhetoric of “us” versus “them” 
or “for the many not the few”.  

Political norms no longer appear to apply, attacks can 
be weathered, defeat can be re-cast by the power of 
activism and personality and an emotional connection 
to voters can trump smears and factual retorts.  

 

In power  
 

The campaign to leave the EU saw classic examples of post-
truth politics being employed. These included the infamous 
promise of £350m more for the NHS defended by Boris 
Johnson and aspirational suggestions of a “Global Britain”. 
Amid the doom and gloom and endless tirades of apocalyptic 
statistics, these comments stood out. They were appealing to 
voters’ imaginations and providing an optimistic narrative 
about Brexit. Boris Johnson used his bombastic and 
charismatic personality to break through mundane political 
jargon. This distinct brand of politics does however present 
several challenges when met by the power of government. 
This is noticeable regarding the heightened appeal of 
charismatic leadership. As has been seen by several of Boris 
Johnson’s gaffes, the bluster and eccentricity can come 
undone when met with the seriousness of governance and 
mechanics of diplomacy.  

On the other side so-called “Project Fear” also put forward 
an overly simplistic narrative, trying to appeal through fear of 
the unknown to get their message across (with the direst 
predictions not in fact materialising post-results). This was 
strikingly true in the case of former Chancellor George 
Osborne’s suggestion of passing an emergency Budget that 
would bring about tax increases and spending cuts. Here the 
power of governance was used to promote fear and 
uncertainty in the electorate. Its hypothetical nature and lack 
of substance to back it up was treated to be of secondary 

importance compared to its ability to stir strong emotions 
within the electorate.    

Furthermore, the 2017 General Election saw the “Team 
Theresa” narrative promoted to the public. The 
Conservatives attempted to appeal to voters in this fragile 
political climate by giving them their very own ‘Iron Lady’ that 
would stand up for British interests and deliver a “strong and 
stable” Government.     

It could from many angles be argued that this is classic 
electioneering, twisting facts and pushing narratives to 
attract voters. Perhaps the climate of post-truth has 
supercharged electioneering, taking it to new heights of 
untruths, with social media spurring the public on to 
disregard experts and trusts their gut. Consequently, 
simplification is grossly overused, quixotic narratives are 
peddled and emotional appeals dominate.    

 

 

Moving forward  

 

Two years into the post-truth era, it is hard to imagine a 
reversion, given this brand of politics has proven so 
successful. Since 2016, the spread of post-truth politics has 
only accelerated with the megaphone of government now 
firmly in Trump’s hands and politicians that profited from 
such tactics during the referendum now tasked with 
delivering Brexit.  

Such an unprecedented political climate can in fact present 
opportunities. New technology can be used to open up 
discussion, expose falsehoods and further pluralising political 
discourse. The recent fallout from the Cambridge Analytical 
scandal is prompting some change in this regard and further 
regulation to address fake news ought to be encouraged. 
Emotive and nonsensical narratives should be met with facts 
and truth. While individuals and institutions should challenge 
sensationalism and simplification by persisting with open 
and, crucially, informed political debate.  

 
“A lie can travel around the world and back again 

while the truth is lacing up its boots’ 

Mark Twain 1886 
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