
©2020 Project Look Sharp – Ithaca College 1

WHEN TO CALL A LIE A LIE                                                                                              STUDENT HANDOUT 

…The role of the media has always been crucial to the phenomenon of presidential lying. In theory, 
it is their responsibility to hold the government accountable. It is the press’s job to tell the truth 
about what the government is doing, what it means, and why it matters. When a president thinks 
about telling a lie—at least theoretically—he is forced to consider the likelihood that his mendacity 
may be exposed by some conscientious journalistic institution working to ferret out the truth. These 
hard-earned facts empower citizens to make informed judgments about their leaders despite any 
dishonesty or demagoguery those leaders may exhibit. In practice, however, members of the media 
have often proven ambivalent about ensuring that presidents are held to any standard of truthfulness. 
In the century following the American Revolution, journalism was largely a function of political 
partisanship, with newssheets and journals tied explicitly to one of the major political parties or local 
bosses. News articles at the time, like life itself, were largely nasty and brutish (though not always 
short). When it comes to scurrilous accusations and paranoid fantasies, the likes of Fox News’s 
Sean Hannity, Laura Ingraham, and Tucker Carlson are perhaps not that much worse than George 
Washington’s scourge, Benjamin Franklin Bache, publisher of the Philadelphia Aurora, much less 
the pamphleteer James Thomson Callender, whose work would malign Alexander Hamilton, Thomas 
Jefferson, and John Adams, who he attacked as a “hideous hermaphroditical character”…

Prior to Donald Trump’s presidential campaign, politicians’ lies were treated in the media as an 
everyday occurrence. They were, however, responded to not by calling them “lies”—which was 
considered nonobjective, and evidence of liberal bias, since it was most often Republicans doing 
the lying—but by quoting “both sides” without identifying which one might be telling the truth. In 
recent decades, this reluctance on the part of most journalists to make a judgment about falsehoods 
effectively gave increasingly radicalized right-wing Republican politicians a license to lie. These 
lies were repeated and amplified by a growing web of conservative media outlets. These institutions 
operated on the radio, in print, on cable television, and eventually across almost all social media. 
Conservative billionaires, media entrepreneurs, and shamelessly amoral self-promoters joined 
together to create a media ecosystem in which falsehoods hold sway. The result is that today lies 
have been built atop other lies, and these have come to define the world—or what the columnist and 
political philosopher Walter Lippmann once termed “the pictures in our heads”—for tens of millions 
of Americans, despite the fact that they bear virtually no relation to reality.
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Given the power of the right-wing media ecosystem to define the reality of conservative voters, its 
members were able to demand the fealty of almost every Republican politician seeking national 
office. In order to survive in this hothouse of extremist ideology and casual, constant dishonesty, 
the historian Garry Wills observed, Republicans ended up renouncing essentially the entire 
Enlightenment, and with it, “reason, facts, science, open-mindedness, tolerance, secularity, [and] 
modernity…” 

Trump’s insistent accusation that the media are the “Enemy of the American People” and constant 
protestations of “fake news” are intended to undermine confidence in the press and thereby 
undermine its ability to hold his administration answerable to the public. But it did not matter how 
frequently or how egregiously Trump and his administration lied to journalists or how viciously they 
insulted their character, their professionalism, or even their ethnicity—reporters for mainstream 
outlets kept returning for more abuse and precious little truth. “We’re not cheerleaders for the 
president nor are we the opposition,” argues New York Times White House correspondent Peter 
Baker. He further insists, “What we shouldn’t do is let the noise overcome our journalistic values.” 
But all too often, what was offered as a defense of old-fashioned commitments to provide “both 
sides” of any given controversy devolved, in practice, to running interference for Trump’s dishonesty. 
Many journalists were so insistent that they were not in a fight with the president that they were 
failing to inform the public of just how serious a threat he posed to the country’s freedoms…


