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Lippmann was also concerned about 
the abuse of power by the press and 
the executive, and the undemocratic 
influence of the media on the public 
when newspapers determine to support a 
government. 

He said: “the legislature can obstruct, but 
through the press the executive branch can 
go directly to the people.” 

The Daily Mail newspaper did exactly this 
on November 4, 2016 (pictured right), when 
it responded to the decision by the Lord 
Chief Justice and two senior colleagues to 
uphold the right of the House of Commons 
to decide Brexit could not be triggered 
without a Westminster vote.

In an early version of the story, the Mail’s 
website referred to one of judges, Sir Terence  
Etherton, as an “openly-gay Olympic fencer,” 
but deleted this after social media criticism.

Media agendas and fake news shared 
on the web threaten our democracyABC national newspaper print circulation 

daily figures January 18 2018         
Title  Total % change

The Sun  1,545,594 -7.27
Metro (Free) 1,475,372 -0.11
Daily Mail  1,343,142 -11.13
The Sun on Sunday 1,286,859 -6.45
The Mail on Sunday 1,106,067 -12.08
Evening Standard    888,017 -0.09
The Sunday Times    739,845 -6.62
Daily Mirror    583,192 -19.55
Sunday Mirror    506,866 -19.45
The Times     440,558 -2.37
Daily Star     391,988 -11.61
The Daily Telegraph    385,346 -18.4
Daily Express    364,721 -7.08
Sunday Express    309,958 -7.69
The Sunday Telegraph   298,720 -16.88
i     257,223 -3.58
Daily Star – Sunday    236,631 -7.85
Sunday People    193,839 -19.52
Financial Times    189,579 0.35
The Observer    176,795 -4.82
The Guardian    152,714 -2.58
Sunday Mail    140,743 -16.31
Daily Record    134,087 -13.92
Sunday Post    123,393 -13.81

Website       Daily average Month on 
traffic       unique  month %   
       browsers  change  
Mail online     13,738,436 10.51  
Trinity M.       10,112,610 13.66  
The Sun         5,273,610  6.36  
Independent  5,026,018                 12.59 
Guardian       Around 7m per month 
BBC online      6bn monthly page views,    
       65% share of market

Walter Lippmann, the twice-Pulitzer prize 
winner, American media commentator 
and philosopher wrote extensively on how 
Western society should be reorganised 
using democratic principles after WW1. He 
was primarily interested in the truth, the 
moral duty of the press, and how the public 
required ‘pure’ information on which to base 
their democratic choices.  He said: “There can 
be no liberty for a community which lacks 
the means to detect lies.” In short: If there is 
no truth or impartiality in the press, there 
can be no democracy. A century later, his 
words have even more resonance given the 
distortion of truth by right-wing newspapers 
during a contentious Brexit campaign.

The decline of UK newspapers is propor-
tional to the decline of truth that is published 
in them.  Audited circulation figures confirm 
newspapers are dying. Figures show around 
40,000 people a month have stopped read-
ing them and switched to the media’s unreg-
ulated Web. Four in five UK people distrust 
newspaper journalists—a European low and 
a statistic that has remained constant since 
2011. Furthermore, the business model of 
UK national and regional newspapers has 
been broken by the Web. Profits are being 
slashed as advertising and readers switch to 
online. Between 2007 to 2014, print adver-
tising in UK newspapers fell from £6.4 billion 
to £2.8 billion, but digital revenues failed to 
keep pace. Telegraph Media had a 50% fall 
in profits, and Reach (formerly Trinity Mirror) 
suffered a £100m loss this summer.

An irony is that as newspapers have turned 
to the web and launched digital editions, in 
doing so they have unwittingly (or wittingly) 
become purveyors of fake news and viral 
junk through sharing and links to dubious 
advertisers. They have also published Brexit 
untruths in print and shared them virally. In 
a downward spiral, economies bite in the 
form of job cuts and a devalued product; 
there are less journalists who have more 
responsibilities for social media and no 
time to carry out the basics of investigation 
or fact checking. “The end result of such 
an environment gives no more weight to 
the BBC or the New York Times than to a 
Facebook status or AmericanPatriotDaily.
com. Such an environment cannot help but 
be corrosive to the long-term health and 
stability of a democracy,” (Ball 2016).

A double irony is that if the UK crashes out 
of the EU without a deal, few newspapers 
would be robust enough to survive.

It’s reasonable to question if there has 
been a failure of the traditional role of the 
press of making government and powerful 
corporations accountable. And will this 
disconnect turn into a permanent gulf 
following Brexit? The idea of a free press is 
now a contradiction; the role of the majority 

ABUSE OF POWER

Of the articles focused on the 2016 
Referendum, 41% were pro-Leave and 
27% pro-Remain, according to research.* 

Six out of nine newspapers displayed 
pro-Leave dominance—strongest 
position was the Express, followed by the 
Daily Mail and the Sun. The Daily Mirror 
had the highest share of pro-Remain 
articles, followed by the Guardian and the 
Financial Times.

64% of the politicians cited in articles 
were Conservatives, as opposed to 17% 
Labour. 

Jeremy Corbyn attracted very little 
attention, being quoted in just 3–4% of 
articles in the Guardian and Mirror, about 
a third as many times as David Cameron 
or Boris Johnson. 

Pro-Leave campaigners were cited in 
74% of articles as against just 26% pro- 
Remain. 

Of the small number of academics 
quoted, just one, Professor Patrick 
Minford, strongly associated with the 
Leave campaign, accounted for a fifth of 
all quotes on the sample days. 

Current PM Theresa May kept a relatively 
low profile as the eleventh most cited 
politician.

Dr David Levy, Director of the Reuters 
Institute and one of the report’s authors 
says: “The research reveals a picture of 
highly polarised press coverage, reliant on 
a narrow range of voices.”
*Research by the Reuters Institute for the 
Study of Journalism in association with 
PRIME Research 

of the press appears to be supporting 
the ideological positioning of Brexit. The 
failure by the national press (and the BBC) 
to scrutinise the most outrageous claims 
or hold the most biased commentators to 
account is alarming. Disinformation and  
fake news went unchallenged, including lies 
by Boris Johnson, who was rehired by the 
Telegraph after his resignation as Foreign 
Secretary. The indictment by the Electoral 
Commission that Vote Leave broke the 
law was even challenged by the BBC. The 
Commons investigation into how Russia 
interfered with the Brexit vote passed by 

  AND OUR

MASTERS

Tory MEP David C. Bannerman quoted in a 
Telegraph Page 1 story: “It’s about time we 
brought the Treason Act (of 1372) up to date 
and made it apply to those seeking to destroy or 
undermine the British state. That means extreme 
jihadis . . . and those undermining the UK through 
extreme EU loyalty.”

with little comment. A report by the same 
Parliamentary committee that warned the 
UK faces a democratic crisis because of fake 
news has been ignored.

If the majority of UK newspapers become 
conduits for Government policy, then what 
is the pay-back? In February, Theresa May 
announced a review into the future of the 
newspaper industry, warning that closure 
of titles was a “danger to our democracy.” 
She warned that the decline of “credible” 
news providers left the public “vulnerable 
to news which is untrustworthy.”  The review 
will look into sustainable funding models 
for the printed press at all levels.  As it is, 
all newspapers are zero-rated for VAT, and 

that’s worth hundreds of millions of pounds 
to the industry every year. May’s quotes 
sound hypocritical and raise the question: 
should the unaccountable owners of the 
biggest newspapers, some of whom enjoy 
the tax advantages of living abroad, receive 
public money to shore up their ailing sector?

And given this context, it’s not difficult to 
understand the refusal of May’s government 
to introduce Leveson 2. In March 2018, the 
Culture Secretary hailed it “a great day for 
a free and fair press” when he announced 
the abandonment of the second phase of 
the Leveson inquiry into press standards. 
Despite Sir Brian Leveson declaring that 
the public had been promised a second 
inquiry into unlawful conduct within 
media organisations as well as relations 
between police and the press, lobbying 
from newspaper companies, including those 
which admitted hacking phones, won the 
day. Referring to the sector’s self-regulatory 
body IPSO, Matt Hancock said the system 
had been ‘strengthened’.

An important issue is what type of robust 
and impartial system of information replaces 
newspapers when they perish. It should be 
one that is fact-checked, has  provenance, 
is representative, and would pass Walter 
Lippmann’s test. A number of crowd-funded 
grassroots news sheets are springing up 
across the UK and Civil, an organisation that 
has a structure that guarantees provenance 
and accountability as well as an ethical 
and a certified form of journalism, has 
arrived from the US. Whatever its form, 
future generations and the preservation of 
democracy require it, and without delay.
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TRUTH SPOT

What then is a truth? A movable
host of metaphors, metonymies, and 
anthropomorphisms: in short, a sum 
of human relations which have been 
poetically and rhetorically intensified, 
transferred and embellished, and which, 
after long usage, seem to a people to be 
fixed, canonical, and binding. 
Friedrich Nietzsch (1873)

STOP PRESS

In 2009, the American academic Philip 
Meyer extrapolated the then current 
trends and predicted the last exhausted 
American newspaper reader would throw 
away the final edition of a US newspaper 
late in the fourth quarter of 2043. 

More than one third of the largest 
newspapers in the US had job cuts in the 
last year and hundreds of smaller titles 
have closed. The award-winning New 
York Daily News tabloid, a key figure in 
the city for the past century, cut half of 
its newsroom staff, including the paper’s 
editor-in-chief last month.

Given current trends, the date may be 
sooner than that. 

In May 1921, one of the great newspaper editors 
C. P. Scott of The Guardian (pictured left) wrote 
a leading article to mark the centenary of the 
paper. The essay,  “A Hundred Years”, is still 
recognised around the world as the blueprint for 
ethical and moral journalism. It asserts a virtue 
of a newspaper is its independence. 

“It is an institution,” he wrote. “It reflects and it 
influences the life of a whole community; it may 
affect even wider destinies. It has, therefore, a 

moral as well as a material existence.”
Here is Scott’s crucial argument: “A newspaper 

is of necessity something of a monopoly, and 
its first duty is to shun the temptations of 
monopoly. Its primary office is the gathering of 
news. At the peril of its soul it must see that the 
supply is not tainted. Neither in what it gives, 
nor in what it does not give, nor in the mode of 
presentation must the unclouded face of truth 
suffer wrong. Comment is free, but facts are 

sacred. ‘Propaganda,’ so called, by this means is 
hateful. The voice of opponents no less than that 
of friends has a right to be heard. Comment also 
is justly subject to a self-imposed restraint. It is 
well to be frank; it is even better to be fair. This is 
an ideal. Achievement in such matters is hardly 
given to man. Perhaps none of us can attain to it 
in the desirable measure. 

We can but try, ask pardon for shortcomings, 
and there leave the matter.”

Comment is free, but facts are sacred

HATE SPEECH

DISCOURSE

Neil Postman warned in Amusing Ourselves 
to Death (1985) of the danger of television 
treating news as entertainment posing as 
serious discourse and the implications for 
democracy. Here, Piers Morgan, front man 
for leading UK media channel ITV responds 
to criticism via Twitter about his ‘fawning’ 
interview with the US President Donald 
Trump: “To all demented anti-Trump haters 
already working themselves into a steaming 
rage about my new interview, here’s an idea: 
don’t watch it. Just put your sandals on, eat 
some lentils & smoke some waccy baccy. But 
don’t watch, it will only make you scweam & 
scweam until you’re sick.”  Trump’s interview 
was watched by 1.2m, compared to a repeat 
of Have I Got News for You, screened at the 
same time and watched by 1.5m.

• Issues with the corruption of discourse 
arose when former UKIP leader Nigel Farage 
made his record-breaking 32nd appearance 
on BBC Question Time in February 2018 
despite UKIP standing at just 2% in the polls. 
A UKIP representative appeared on almost 
one in four of the BBC’s flagship Question 
Time programmes in the past seven years 
- despite never having more than two MPs. 
Since May 2010, the anti-EU party had a 
representative on 24% of the programmes.

Regulation is needed to stop 
the rise of media race hate
Michael Gove may have conceded the 
official Brexit campaign was wrong to 
employ a UKIP-style rhetoric on immigration, 
especially the outrageous claim that Turkey 
could join the EU by 2020, but his admission 
ahead of the Electoral Commission report 
that confirmed Vote Leave broke electoral 
law may have had more to do with timing 
than contrition.

Gove’s intervention was most likely a 
smokescreen for the real news of that week; 
a report from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of 
Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services 
warned of a “real possibility” that Britain’s 
exit from the European Union next year will 
trigger a spike in hate crimes.

Reforms promised after past concerns were 
raised have not been started, nor delivered 
upon, and a national policy to visit victims has 
been effectively ignored, HMICFRS found, 
although it also uncovered outstanding 
examples of police tackling the issue. The 
report, ordered by former home secretary 
Amber Rudd, comes against a background 
of recorded hate crimes rising sharply, up by 
57% between 2014-15 to 2016-17, the bulk 
motivated by racial hatred.

Government figures show that in 2012-
13 there were 42,255 recorded hate crimes, 
rising to 80,393 by 2016-17. Police and 
academics believe the official figures to be 
an underestimate.

It is not just the actual crime that is 
abhorrent, but also the fear it instils. For 
example, official statistics show population 
growth has slowed to its lowest rate in a 
decade following a 12 per cent drop in the 
number of immigrants in the year after the 
referendum. There was a  43 per cent decrease 
in the number of people immigrating to look 
for work over the last year, with the fall in the 
number of EU job-seekers particularly stark.

In the 12 months after the Brexit vote, there 
was a 9 per cent increase in people leaving 
the UK and a 12 per cent drop in immigrants 
coming into the country, the figures show. 
Worryingly, new EU nurse registrant figures 
fell from 1300 in 2016 to single figures this 
year.  The end result  can only be more ward 
closures and cancelled operations.

Of course, this should come as no surprise. In 
the autumn of 2016 a European Commission 
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) report 
criticised British media outlets, particularly 
tabloid newspapers, for “offensive, 
discriminatory and provocative terminology.”  
The ECRI’s report also concluded that some 
reporting on immigration, terrorism and the 
refugee crisis was “contributing to creating 

an atmosphere of hostility and rejection.”
Investigators used as examples Katie 

Hopkins’ column in the Sun, where she 
likened refugees to “cockroaches” (which 
was criticised by the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights), and the Sun’s incorrect 
lead story “1 in 5 Brit Muslims’ sympathy for 
jihadis.” The ECRI, which is the Council of 
Europe’s leading human rights body, also 
named David Cameron and Nigel Farage 
as among the British politicians accused of 
fuelling rising xenophobia in the UK.

In 2016, the press regulator received more 
than 300 complaints about an article by the 
Sun columnist Kelvin Mackenzie, in which 
he suggested that award-winning journalist 
Fatima Manji should not have been allowed 
to present a Channel 4 news programme 
featuring a report of a terrorist attack in 
Nice. He wrote: “Was it appropriate for her 
to be on camera when there had been yet 
another shocking slaughter by a Muslim?” 
IPSO rejected the complaints saying Mr 
MacKenzie was “entitled to express” his 
views. Later, MacKenzie was suspended and 
forced to apologise to Ross Barkley after he 
compared the footballer, of Nigerian descent, 
to a gorilla. MacKenzie was later sacked.

The issue has to be seen in the context of 
newspapers publishing misleading informa-
tion which is later shared virally, and become 
widely available to influence people. The 
media’s unaccountability has global impli-
cations, a theme explored by the Commons 
Culture Committee in April. At one hearing, 
newly-appointed Daily Express editor Gary 
Jones told MPs that past Express headlines 
had been “downright offensive” and had 
helped to create an “Islamophobic” senti-
ment” in the media.

So, apart from this tiny ray of light, what can 
be done? The same Home Affairs Committee 
taking evidence on the topic of hate speech 
was told that of the more than 8,000 
complaints made to press regulator IPSO that 
cited its discrimination clause, only one has 
been upheld within a year and one has been 
reported to police. The figures were revealed 
by IPSO chairman Sir Alan Moses who told 
MPs that IPSO, which regulates the majority 
of newspaper and magazines in the UK, only 
rules on discrimination against individuals 
and not groups. IPSO is independent and 
monitors itself. Perhaps this government-
approved privilege should change?

Above: IPSO received more than 3,000 
complaints about the Sun’s ‘1 in 5 Brits’ story—
making it the most complained about story in 
the UK—and ordered the newspaper to make 
a correction, but it was published on Page 2, a 
page readers often ignore.  
Below: IPSO ruled the Katy Hopkins 
“cockroach” story, also published in the Sun, 
did not breach its code because migrants are 
not a group that can be discriminated against 
and bad taste is not its remit. IPSO referred 
the story to the police, but Hopkins was not 
charged with inciting racial hatred.
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