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Abstract

The term post-truth has become the 2016 Oxford dictionary word of the year, yet many scholars

question whether we are truly living in a post-truth world, or whether lying has always been a part

of politics and the media.

contributes to this discussion by critically evaluating the extent to which the Brexit referendum, the

UK’s people vote to exit the European Union was based on post-truth politics. The paper develops

the argument that Brexit is a key example of post-truth politics, and that two key factors ushered in

this new form of politics into the UK: 1) -hew-literaturesproclaimingtheadventof post-truth-inthe
Ukto-explain-Brexitfeeus-en-technological changes associated with social media, which lead to a

situation when a significant portion of the population acquire their news online, while anybody can

post anything online without that there would be any checks on the accuracy of the claims. 2) befere

examining-the-histericalreets-ofA rising distrust in democratic institutions, political elites, expertise,

and traditional media gatekeepers which lead to a situation when the population no longer trusts

established expert knowledge and is willing to rely on information originating from questionable

sources. i

thattThise combination of a decline in trust of politicians and experts with techrological

advaneessocial media reliance, has driven the public to_ emotionally charged, value-based decision

making. Our analysis of the Brexit referendum raises the need for scholars to study the daily

activities of the population, and focus on its role as an active regime shaper.Fhis-compounded-with-a
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Introduction

The Brexit campaign was distinct from other referendums or elections because of the unexpectedly <«

high turnout from voters who do not normally vote in general elections. The voter turnout for the

referendum was 72.2%.' This is in comparison to a 68.8% turnout in the 2017 General Election

Electoral Commission, 2016). YouGov polling (YouGov, YouGov on the day poll: Remain 52%, Leave
( . YouGov polling yp

48%, 2016) predicted a 52% result in favour of remain with a 48% leave vote and the telegraph poll

predicted a 51% remain vote to 49% leave (Dunford & Kirk, 2016). Granted these showed a remain

victory by a relatively small margin, but pollsters across the country predicted a remain victory. The

leave vote took everyone by surprise. Some of the explanation for pollsters’ error might be due to

the fact that predictions by YouGov, for example, were partially based on whether respondents had

voted in the last general election. A higher turnout particularly in the North contributed to the

miscalculation of the result (YouGov, Unexpectedly high turnout in Leave areas pushed the campaign

to victory, 2016). Electorates who do not normally vote, voted in the EU referendum, and they voted

leave. This raises the question of what motivated the high turnout. 1.2 million previously

disengaged voters evidently found the leave message more convincing.

This paper develops the claim that the leave vote was motivated by post-truth politics, a politics

which seeks to emit messages into the public domain which will lead to emotionally charged

reactions, with the goal of having them spread widely and without concern for the accuracy of the

messages provided. This form of politics has been made possible by two developments: 1) The

development and widespread usage of social media for acquiring information, and 2) a growing

distrust in traditional elites, and expertise. Technological changes in the nature of news and

information dispersal have occurred. New technologies of communication have usurped the role of

traditional gatekeepers in filtering, checking and monitoring the information which reaches the

public, and ensuring a degree of accuracy. The quantity of knowledge and information combined

with the lack of means for gatekeeping makes a potentially toxic environment for assessing the

credibility of truth claims. The role of technological change is thus central to arguments proclaiming

a post-truth era. Although information has become easier to attain and is available in

unprecedented quantities, there is less capacity to determine what is reliable or factual. Secondly, at

least since the war in Iraq, and following several other crises, such as the 2008 financial crisis the

population has lost its respect for traditional elites and gatekeepers. As a result, emotionally charged

voting has become more prevalent. Together these conditions have created a fertile ground for

post-truth politics to spread. We need to acknowledge the active role the population plays in this

[ Formatted: Line spacing: 1.5 lines




new form of politics. It is primarily the population who decides to share and respond to false news

messages, thus promoting their online popularity._Individual users decide to use social media for

acquiring information, they decide not to verify the sources that are emitting that information, and

they vote based on value-laden decisions. Scholars of politics and international relations need to pay

more attention to the everyday activities of ordinary citizens and how those shape political

decisions, and potentially even political regimes. Yitimatelythe publicneedto-be-informedand

The 24" June Brexit Referendum in the UK can be interpreted as a marker of a new age of post-truth

politics, in which facts, expertise and merit have become less valued than they were in the past

(Gaston, 2016). A range of commentators in the UK argue that the leave campaign knowingly

disseminated lies into the public domain, the media perpetuated them, and echo chambers

reinforced them in the minds of voters. Matthew d’Ancona (2017) sees the Brexit vote as marking a

new age of politics, in which the rise of populism associated with the Leave vote has devalued claims

to objective truth. The evidence he presents for this argument stems from reading the Brexit

campaign, as well as that of Donald Trump, as having been rife with evident falsehoods (d'Ancona,

2017). d’Ancona argues that the problem is a lack of demand for facts and expertise in the current

climate. He observes that increasingly “’experts’ are vilified as an ill-intentioned cartel rather than a

source of verifiable information” (d'Ancona, 2017). B‘Aneona-announces-theage in-which




“Reationality is threatened by emotion, diversity by nativism, liberty by a drift towards autocracy...at
the heart...is a crash in the value of truth, comparable to the collapse of a currency or a stock”

(d'Ancona, 2017, p. 4). The age of populism is marked by a condition of epistemological relativism, in

which facts are determined as true according to the value perspective from which they are viewed

(Lynch, 2011, p. 88). in-1992 Steve Teisch-in-hisarticle “The Government-of Lies” described-the

”

The Uk-hasseena-waveof declarations-of a-new post-truth-era-inrecentyears-Gaston -writing for
Bemes-argues that “the age of post-truth politics fetishizes simple, not effective, plans —and

rewards those bold enough to promise them” (Gaston, 2016). According to tFhe Economist argued

that-“the term picks out the heart of what is new: the truth is not falsified, or contested, but of

secondary importance” (The Economist, 2016). B5A the-agedn-which-"rationality
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4=Although each of these declarations focuses on different elements of this so-called post-truth
era, the common thread is an epochal change in attitudes towards truth. ;l-devaluingit’s role in
society is devalued,and in favour of something else. The Oxford Dictionary seeks-te-states what that
“something else” is when it defines post-truth 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 Dictionary, 2018).
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thecontributes to these proclamations by developing an argument about the extent to which the

UK'’s Brexit referendum to exit the European Union has been shaped by post-truth politics. -The

paper first develops a theoretical argument of how technological changes towards the increased use

of social media for news acquisition, and an increasing distrust in political elites and scientific

expertise create the conditions of possibility for post-truth politics. Second it characterises the public

debate surrounding the Brexit referendum, and highlights its highly divisive nature, as well as the

fact that the population primarily remembered lies issued by the Leave campaign. Third the paper

argues that the Leave campaign’s successful strategy was due to a focus on social media messaging.

The paper then provides evidence about the public’s gradual decrease in trust in traditional political

elites and scientific expertise over the last decade, which was at the origin of the public’s

susceptibility to emotional voting. The paper’s last section highlights the establishment’s efforts to

avert the arrival of a post-truth era. It concludes by raising some points of concern with the

contemporary strategy and raises the need for scholars to study the daily activities of the

population, and focus on its role as an active regime shaper. Hteratures-engaging-with-the-concept




The Role of Technology and Distrust in Political Elites for Creating the
Conditions of Possibility for Post-Truth Politics

“ [ Formatted: Normal

The post-truth politics that have marked the Brexit referendum campaign have been made possible

by two distinct conditions of possibility. First, technological innovations have resulted in new ways of

disseminating information, which infringe upon the role of traditional media as gatekeepers for

ensuring the accuracy of the information that gets disseminated widely. Second, a rising distrust

against political elites, traditional media, and expert knowledge leads people to rely on alternative

sources of information and to emotionally charged and value-laden decision-making. “Under the

older logic politicians and journalists were co-dependent for coverage and for content with

journalists playing a gatekeeping role. The new Web 2.0-hybrid model, which includes social media,

blogs, reality TV and so on, negates much of this. Politicians can now communicate directly with the

electorate. At the same time trust in the older institutions in both politics and media is continuously

declining. Scepticism of the establishment is such that many believe little the media says” (Suiter,

2016, p. 26)

Firstly, the wide use of social media to acquire information infringes upon the role of traditional

media such as broadcasting, TV, and newspapers as mediators, and consequently gatekeepers for

the dissemination of information. Anyone can post anything on social media, whether the message

disseminates widely depends on how often it gets shared, not on how accurate it is. According to an

analysis of 126,000 twitter stories, tweeted by around 3 million people more than 4.5 million times

false stories diffused “significantly farther, faster, deeper and more broadly than the truth in all

categories of information” (Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018, p. 1146). False news is more interesting and

novel and hence is shared and perpetuated throughout twitter in a way that the truth is not. The

news disseminated through social media reaches a large portion of the population. According to a

poll carried out with Oxford University over half of respondents prefer to access news through

search engines, social media or news aggregators (interfaces that use ranking algorithms to select

stories), rather than interfaces driven by humans (homepage, email and mobile notifications)

(Newman, 2018). Furthermore, readers might not by themselves be able to sufficiently judge the




accuracy of the news stories they are reading on social media sites. According to a study from LSE

although readers widely acknowledged that ‘traditional cues’ (data reliability, author, spelling and

tone) are superior for forming an opinion on the reliability of the story, even highly educated

individuals used ‘modernist cues’ (presentation, number of shares, number of similar articles,

alignment with pre-existing knowledge) more widely when evaluating the accuracy of news stories

(Ho, Marot-Achillas, Mortlock, & Zeng). According to Ofcom “while lots of people are able to recall

the social media site they consumed the news on, some struggle to remember the original source of

the news story” (Ofcom, 2018, p. 2). What compounds this issue is that the social media space

functions like an echo chamber, meaning that confirmation bias occurs more easily within the online

sphere. People have friends who have similar opinions as they do, and so they only ever access a

proportion of the news that are trending online, the proportion that is most similar to their own

views. Algorithms on platforms like Facebook and YouTube further compound the difficulties,

because they create filter bubbles, as people see online content that is most similar to their previous

browsing history (Vicario, Zollo, Caldarelli, & Scala, 2017, p. 8)._Moreover, the confirmation bias

suggests once people have adopted misinformation, it is inherently difficult to correct that

misinformation, particularly if it supports a viewpoint already held (Nyhan, 2007). In sum, changes in

the media environment towards an increasing role for social media have created fertile ground for

the flourishing of post-truth politics.

Second, a rising lack of trust in traditional elites and expertise further compounds the difficulties and

creates opportunities for a rise in post-truth politics. Trust can be defined in a political context as the

“judgement of the citizenry that the system and the political incumbents are responsive and will do

what is right even in the absence of constant scrutiny” (Miller & Listhaug, 1990, p. 358). In practice

political elites create policies and they either receive trust from those citizens who are satisfied with

the policies or cynicism from those who are not (Citrin, 1974). Trust is important for the functioning

| “

of a liberal democracy, but a healthy degree of scepticism is also vital: “scepticism stimulates

political engagement and signals a willingness to judge political institutions by their own merits”

(Meer, 2017). Yet when the scepticism reaches too far and transforms into distrust, “distrust, may

inspire vigilance in and monitoring of a relationship, uncooperative behaviour, or the severing of a

”

relationship” (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Instead of vigilance, apathy and uncooperative behaviour can

emerge. This condition forms a fertile ground for the emergence of post-truth politics and protest

votes.

In the remainder of this article we will demonstrate that the Brexit campaign took shape on the basis

of these two preconditions, and post-truth politics shaped the campaign in significant ways.
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The Brexit campaign was very divisive. Both sides actively accused each other of dishonesty and

scaremongering, and these discursive tactics did little to inspire trust from the public in the debate

as a whole. The manner, in which politicians behaved in the referendum campaign was “divisive,

antagonistic and hyper-partisan...” (Moore & Ramsay, 2017, p. 168). The public were encouraged to

distrust political messaging based on constant back and forth accusations.

And vet, the three key messages the public remembered from the referendum campaign “were

components of key arguments belonging to Brexiters. 1. The UK sends £350m per week to the EU, 2.

Net migration to the UK had hit 333,000, 3. Turkey and other candidate countries joining the EU.

These controversial topics were hugely salient in the press as well as in personal debates that took

place” (Joyce, Brexit Data: Post-Truth Politics and the EU, 2017). The narrative of the Vote Leave

campaign had traction with the public in a way the Vote Remain campaign did not, irrespective of

the publics’ apparent distrust of most official messages.

At the same time, it is worth noting that the three key messages the public remembered are

misleading at best, outright false at worst. For example, the Leave side’s widely publicised claim that

“The UK sends £350 million per week to the EU is wrong...This figure does not include rebate, or

discount on what the UK has to pay. In 2014 the UK would have paid £18.8 billion without the rebate

but ended up paying £14.4 billion. The estimate for 2015 is £12.9 billion. This is £248 million per

week, or £35 million per day” (FullFact, Vote Leave "facts" leaflet: Membership Fee, 2016). Yet, in an

opinion poll 47% of respondents thought this message was accurate (whatukthinks, 2016). Further,

the leave campaign argued that Turkey was going to join the EU, and Turkish workers would flood

the British labour market. Yet, Turkey might at best join the EU several decades from now

(Scarpetta, 2016), while 58% of respondents in an opinion poll thought it was “very likely” or “fairly

likely” that Turkey was going to join the EU within the next decade (whatukthinks, 2016). The data

makes it obvious that post-truth politics has shaped the UK’s Brexit debate in significant ways. In the

next section, we will highlight how social media usage has contributed to this development.

Technology and the Brexit Campaign-

Whilst misinformation in election and referendum campaigns is not a new phenomenon, the

ubiquity and ease with which information is distributed and found through the means of the internet




and social media multiplies the problem by an unprecedented amount. The social media strategy of

the Leave campaign played an important role in driving the swing to Leave. The Leave campaign

spent the majority of its resources on direct digital communication. Dominic Cumming sent “nearly a

billion targeted digital adverts...and almost all our money into digital communication” (Cummings,

2016). Data from Twitter suggest that the social media marketing strategy of the leave vote was

successful: According to Brandwatch over the 31 days before the referendum, twitter indicated a

significant swing to the leave side based on “#voteremain” and “#voteleave” as shown in figure 1.

This data also shows a total of over 1 million tweets regarding the EU referendum in the final run up

to the referendum (Joyce, Brexit Data: Post-Truth Politics and the EU, 2017).

Figure 1 - (Joyce, Brexit Data: Post-Truth Politics and the EU, 2017)

EU Referendum
Remain vs. Leave related hashtags

#romain svotoleave
 EU Reforondum
Social data analysis via Brandwatch | 8 May - 7 June 2016

The Leave campaign may have used political bots, which are “computer-generated programs that

post, tweet, or message of their own accord” (Howard & kollanyi, 2016, p. 1). Howard and Kollanyi

(2016) found “that political bots ha[d] a small, but strategic role in the referendum conversations; (1)

the family of hashtags associated with the argument for leaving the EU dominate... (3) less than 1%

of sampled accounts generate almost a third of all the messages” (Howard & kollanyi, 2016, p. 1).

These political bots were typically linked to the Leave Vote. Of the top ten accounts most active on

the Brexit issue “it is almost certain that 7/10 accounts are bots. One of them is a UKIP-curated

account most probably with some level of automation...” (Howard & kollanyi, 2016, p. 4). Research

suggests that with respect to the dissemination of information on twitter specifically, not only was a

significant proportion bot produced, but this content was unreliable and heavily weighted in favour

of the vote leave campaign. ‘Leave’ bots contributed to the high level of Brexit engagement in the

social media sphere. The leave campaign, through online investment may have been “able to create

the perception of wide-ranging public support for their cause that acted like a self-fulfilling

prophecy, attracting many more voters to back Brexit” (Polonski, 2016).

10
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Large proportions of the UK population will have engaged with the Leave campaign on social media.

According to an Ofcom report 64% of UK adults today use the internet to get their news and

amongst 16-24 year olds that number is even higher at 82% (Ofcom, 2018, p. 2). Furthermore, social

media is the most popular type of online news, with 44% of UK adults using it (Ofcom, 2018, p. 2).

- { Formatted: Tab stops: Not at 13.25 cm
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EU Referendum
Remain vs. Leave related hashtags
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#romain #votoleave
® EU Referondum
Social data analysis via Brandwatch | 8 May - 7 June 2016
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While the social media environment might have been decisive for the Brexit referendum, As-Suiter

netes,- traditional media coverage clearly alse-contributed to the muddying of the distinction
between fact and fiction, inasmuch as it emphasiseds balance in reporting debates: “This so-called
‘false balance’ in news reporting where journalists simply allow both sides to argue with one another
without asserting the facts means truth becomes a matter of opinion or assertion not fact. This was
clear in the BBC’s coverage of Brexit through the acceptance of assertions, from both sides of the
argument, without evidence” (Suiter, 2016, p. 27). The RISJ/PRIME research found that in sampled

national print newspapers there was a “dominant pro-Brexit bias” (Moore & Ramsay, 2017, p. 2).

15



Assessing a decline of political trust in the UK

The public opinion identified in polling further underlines that post-truth politics have driven the

Brexit referendum. The data show a distrust in politicians, but also a move away from getting

information from so called experts. There could be many reasons for this, including separate events

such as the 2008 financial crash, or the Iraq war.

16



A range of surveys have long suggested that trust in democratic political institutions is not only
weak, but in decline. The Edelman trust barometer indicates that trust in government is low, at
thirty six percent and most people do_no’t feel their views are represented in politics today

(Edelman, 2018). itis-therefore netable-“Rthatrecent survey data demonstrates that government in

Britain is perceived as the least trustworthy public authority” (Stoneman, 2008, p. 2).

17



A YouGov analysis looking at the trust of the public in politicians and journalists, notes the contrast

in figures of trust before thetrag-Warin-2003 and compared them to 2012 figures. The comparison
whieh showed a fall in trust across the board. Already-Even in 2012 YouGov stated “In short,
something deeper is going on, that goes beyond the individual scandals involving journalism, war,
government, MPs’ expenses, bureaucracy, banking and the police. They seem to have combined to
create a growing impression that virtually all those in positions of leadership are cynically in it for
themselves, and less concerned with truth and the public good than they used to be — or we used to

think” (Kellner, 2012) .

The yearitisinteresting-that 2003 has been chosen as theis-the year of used-as-comparison for a

reason, and it was within the following decade that trust continueds to fall. The debates leading up

to the Irag war were the first instance ultimately resulting in a decrease of trust among the public. »

the ChilcotReportSirdohn-Chilcot stated-thattThe actions-of the governmentinthe-“September

2002 dossier overstated the firmness of the evidence about Irag’s capabilities and intentions in

order to influence opinion and ‘make the case’ for action to disarm Irag has produced a damaging
legacy, including undermining trust and confidence in Government statements, particularly those
which rely on intelligence which cannot be independently verified-” (Committee of Privy Counsellors,

2016, p. 131).

During pPolling carried out in 2003 asked-“De-you-think-the- United-States-and-Britain-are-/fwere
right-erwrongto-take-military-actionagainsttrag2’-the percentage of people whothat felt the
decision to go to war against Irag waswas right did not drop below 40%,during-2603 and it peaked at

66% in April when US troops entered Baghdad (YouGov, 2015). Fhis-suggests-tThere was clear
support and trust in the government at this point inrakingto make a relatively controversial

decision to go to war. Yet, dBuring the general election campaign in 2005, when the people had

more information at their disposal, this number swayed to ‘wrong’ at 53% (YouGov, 2015).

18



Opinion polls in the decade after the Iraq war indicate a steady decline in trust: “the major domestic

legacy of the invasion of Irag by US and UK forces in March 2003 has been a widespread and growing

erosion of trust in the honesty and capacity of the politicians who triggered it. This lack of trust has

been particularly significant for the Government in London elected as it was amid widespread

expectation that it would bring a new and higher morality to UK politics” (Coates & Krieger, 2004, p.

5)._ The public felt duped, and it felt that the system that was supposed to ensure accountability

broke down.

H-hassuggested-thatthisThe Irag war constituted a historic turning point,= yet, the Irag War alone

cannot hold all responsibility for the decline in trust in the UK. Several other events impacted the

apparently fragile trust of the British public. The 2008 recession also had significant implications for

trust in government (Liesch, 2016)._People hold the government accountable to manage the

economy appropriately, and major financial crises such as the 2008 crisis suggest that the alleged

experts do not know what they are doing. Since the crash of 2008, public trust in government

institutions and more specifically in the science of economics has fallen dramatically (Gillett, 2017).

Furthermore, in 2009 the MP expenses scandal personalised the issue of trust. It was no longer the

system as a whole, but individuals who did not appear trustworthy. In the aftermath of the MPs

expenses scandal an Ipsos MORI poll found that the public’s views towards MPs’” motives were the

worst they had ever measured, with 62% believing that MPs put their own interests first, and 76%

did not trust MPs in general to tell the truth (Ipsos MORI, 2009).

As-artietlated-by-Yeunge;In sum, public trust in the government and experts was hit several times by
key events over the past decade, such as the Iraq war,ar€ the 2008 financial crisisash, and the 2009

MPs’ expenses scandal. These eventsthat rightly-erwrongly-caused the public to mistrust academics,
politicians, journalists, and the system as a whole. —tis-ratura-for-the-publicto-mistrustsomeene

would-appearsuggest-therise-of a-post-truth-mentalityThe mistrust in traditional elites, their

knowledge claims, and their expertise provided fertile ground for the spread of post-truth politics=
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2046, In the context of the Brexit vote, this decline in trust was clearly a significant factor. In the

run up to the Brexit vote 46% of respondents felt that politicians across the campaign debates were

“mostly telling lies.” This compares to only 19% of respondents saying they were “mostly telling the

19



truth” (whatukthink, 2016). Only 24% of respondents said experts, economists, or academics

influenced their decision on Brexit, 20% were influenced by “Friends and Family”, 15% by “British

politicians,” and 45% by “none of these” (whatukthinks, 2016). Although 9/10 economists argued for

the remain campaign, the public voted to leave the EU. The economists’ expertise was either ignored

or it did not even manage to get a public hearing, because of the technological changes and the

changes in the media environment discussed above (Gillett, 2017).:

hii +lhapity [Ct 2009 2)
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. the distrust against political elites and expert knowledge did not result in inaction, quite to the

contrary, it resulted in a higher voter turnout, which lead to the UK voting to leave the European

Union.

The decline in trust towards traditional elites and expertise fostered the turn to value-based

arguments, as the factual sources have been increasingly perceived as untrustworthy. If voters feel

that they do not have enough reliable information to help them decide how to vote, they will

naturally vote by personal conviction and on the basis of their emotions (Western, 2007). Clearhy-the

20



Gillett (2017) argues that the Brexit referendum campaign as well as the 2016 US presidential

election were debates in which “values were being contested rather than facts” (Gillett, 2017). A rise

in “value-based” decision making is revealed in polling in the lead up to the EU referendum which

indicated voting intentions were based not on facts or evidence but on the “heart”. In opinion polls

only 17% of the public sampled said they will vote “100% with [their] head”, 5% said “100% with my

heart,” and 35% said “50% of each” (whatukthinks, 2016). Evidence based considerations were, for

many, no more important than gut instinct and emotion. The “resurgence of emotional narrative[s]”

facilitated post-truth politics (Crilley, 2018).

The result as-defined-by-Suiter-of athis trend towards value-based voting and an increasing distrust

in expertise i-was the rise of the expressive voter.- FEke-expressive voters areis-a voters;

“...who vote as part of their identity, who want to support the team. Emotional appeals are often key
for these voters. They may justify their position in relation to some instrumental or policy related
reason but this is not why they actually vote. Voters who feel ignored, let down and threatened by
change can stand up for themselves and express their discontent by voting for Trump or Farage...The
fact that the policies of a Trump or a Farage are unlikely to benefit this group doesn’t seem to

matter. The very low chance that their individual vote will actually make a difference makes the

support seem almost costless and allows the voter to put one finger up to the establishment” (Suiter,

2016, p. 26).

alonebutthepublicrespense-Since 2003 the public hasve been moving further away from trusting
the government, butwhatand itthis has been replaced bywith-is an electorate who feels let down by
their government. It wastane-were thus prone to view the referendum on UK membership of the

European Union as a vote of no confidence on the entire political elite. Whetherthis-is-best
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As-Begdanerstated{Following the publicly mandated policy recommendation of Brexit, was-the-first
time-the House of Commons_had -weuld-have-to vote for something despite-a majority of MPs

personally opposed toingit for the first time in its history (Bogdanor, 2018). Fhis-endis-whathas

Elites Fight Back

The British government seeks to fight back against misinformation campaigns, and to hold especially

the digital media sphere accountable to the same standards as broadcasting and print media. The

Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport released an interim report on “Disinformation and

mou

‘fake news’” “recommending the government work with experts to create credible standards for

information that adapt to deal with the fast-moving technological developments” (Digital, Culture,

Media and Sport Committee, 2018, p. 64). The government argued in this interim report that the

consequences can be “devastating” if rumours and “fake news” continue to spread on social media,

and it acknowledges that motives could include influencing political elections (Digital, Culture, Media

and Sport Committee, 2018).

Platforms such as Facebook have come under fire for failing to effectively manage or exercise

oversight regarding the factual basis of online content (Gibbons, 2018). Cross-party MPs were

recently quoted arguing tech firms like Facebook, Twitter and Google should be held legally

accountable for the distribution of false content on their sites (Buchan, 2018). Social media

companies are being forced to react with Facebook announcing an expansion of fact-checking and

efforts to prevent misleading memes from going viral in advance of the US midterm elections

(Facebook, 2018). Twitter has suspended 770 accounts to also crackdown on fake news (Bernal,

2018).

Yet, a high volume of posts, on average 6,000 per second, will inevitably leave a lot of potentially

incorrect information “in the wild” (Bontcheva, 2018). Alternatively, a platform could intervene in

cases which do not require censorship, and accurate information could get removed from the public

domain. In extreme circumstances this could represent a breach of the freedom of speech. Other

political actors might, in turn, instrumentalise the term “fake news,” just as Donald Trump does, and
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thus strategically aim to render it meaningless. In short, there are ongoing struggles about

establishing truth claims in politics, and while one referendum does not mean that we have reached

a post-truth era, the Brexit referendum suggests that post-truth politics represents a serious threat

Conclusion

The combination of-a technological changes resulting in widespread social media usage and

consequently a significant change in the media environment,+revetstion compounded with public

distrust in traditional political and media elites, and expert knowledge, have formed the conditions

of possibility for a post-truth politics to emerge, and this post-truth politics has had a significant

impact on the public debate leading up to the Brexit referendum, and the UK’s people vote to exit

the European Union. Technologicaly developments have clearly plaid an important role, as social

media remove the role of traditional media to operate as gatekeepers of accuracy in the media

environment. What is more, on social media messages spread on the basis of how much novelty

they generate and how much arousal they create, not on the basis of how accurate they are. Social

media thus provide fertile grounds for the spread of post-truth politics. It is worth studying whether

anything has changed in the current political environment in the UK, before launching requests for a

second referendum. Another referendum under the same circumstances only runs the risk of

accentuating the same trends. learlyplaysaconsiderable rele in-modern-daypoliticsand-bynech

Political elites and the media (social media included for fear of tarnishing their reputation) have

responded to the threat of post-truth politics, by establishing fact checkers, seeking to regulate

social media sites, and developing algorithms which are supposed to detect fake news. These are

laudable efforts, and they might provide some checks on the uninhibited spread of fake news. Yet,

the evidence that the UK’s political elites and experts are at the tail end of a significant decline in

trust should give us pause. A political crisis of trust has been developing for more than a decade and
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is now well entrenched within the population. This decline of trust is significant and has uniquely hit

governments, politicians, experts, and traditional media gatekeepers. As a result, voters make

emotionally charged and value-laden decisions, often based on information which has been

designed to generate emotional arousal and is inaccurate. Technically preventing the spread of fake

news will not be enough to restore the public’s trust in societal elites.

speech-At the same time, scholars of politics and international relations need to acknowledge that

the population plays an active role in these developments. Ultimately, fake news spread because

individual users decide to share, tweet, and respond to them. Individual users decide to use social

media for acquiring information, they decide not to verify the sources that are emitting that

information, and they vote based on value-laden decisions. Scholars need to pay heightened

attention to the people as active shapers, not just passive recipients, of the political regimes they

live in.
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