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Introduction 

Pokémon Go, iPhone 7, Donald Trump, Prince and Powerball. Those were the top five 

Google searches in 2016.1 Although it is hard to get a specific number from Google, it 

is estimated that Google handles more than two trillion searches per year. When doing 

the math that makes more than 63,000 searches per second.2 

With numbers like these, you can see how important it is for us to gather information 

and with the right tools we have 24/7 access as well. If it didn’t matter what sort of 

information we receive, then everything would be fine. But in the era where 

expressions like “fake news” seem to pop up everywhere, the question seems to arise 

whether anything we read is true, or better yet, “is truth dead in the information age?” 

To fully understand all the nuances of this question a few definitions are required. 

When looking at the expression “information age” it refers to a period of time starting 

at the end of the 20th century and continuing into the foreseeable future. It is the 

change from the industrial to the post-industrial society where a large portion of the 

economy lies in information technology. It is shaped by the invention of the computer 

and telecommunication thereby changing how information is spread, managed and 

saved. 3 For this essay, I will be referring to the last three to four decades that include 

the invention of the internet, allowing information to travel around the world in seconds 

as well as offering access to more people than ever before. 

The term “truth” comes with many different definitions depending on the situation you 

are looking at. The common definitions found in reputable dictionaries are: 

 1. Something is true when it aligns with either fact or reality 4 or 2. “a judgment, 

proposition, or idea that is true or accepted as true.”5 

To define the term “truth” for the following essay it is very important to differentiate 

whether you are looking at it from the author's point of view, or rather from a reader’s 

 
1 Google 2016 
2 Sullivan 2016 
3 Bendel 2019 p. 87 
4 Lexico 
5 Merriam-Webster (a) 
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perspective. When looking at information that someone posted online, objectively that 

information is either true or false. In this case, the first definition fits the situation better. 

It gets slightly more complicated when looking at truth from the reader’s perspective. 

Bias and other beliefs play into how a reader interprets the information that they are 

gathering. That is why in this case truth is something that varies from person to person. 

This results in people accepting certain statements as true while ignoring others. They 

build their own reality and thereby their truth, whether that information is factual or 

fiction is secondary. 

By contrast, the adjective “dead” does not leave any room for interpretation. 

Something is either alive or dead, with dead meaning that something is “no longer 

alive.”6 This implies a black and white answer. Such a duality simply isn’t possible with 

the topic at hand. Instead, I will be looking at it as a scale of sorts and analysing which 

side has more weight on it before coming to a conclusion. 

 

How Authors Help the Death of Truth 

Times have changed from minimal sources of information to a never-ending flood of 

information due to the fact, that spreading information is no longer something only 

journalists do. Nowadays all you need is an internet access to post things on social 

media, blogs, forums or in any of the comment sections. Now all you need to do to get 

information is a quick search online and you have millions of answers at your fingertips 

but this speed comes at a price. When weighing how fast you want information versus 

how credible this information is, the validity often takes second place.7  

The best example of this situation is Wikipedia. The basic idea of Wikipedia is that 

someone with knowledge of a subject writes a new article or adds to an existing one. 

These changes can be seen by other members of the wiki community who either 

accept, delete or adapt your changes. That way vandalism or wrong information can 

be removed to ensure that Wikipedia does not become a platform that spreads hurtful 

or wrong information. Unfortunately, not all false information is found and removed.8 

 
6 Merriam-Webster (b) 
7 Talvin 2015 (2:57) 
8 Brain 
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In 2008 a student edited a post giving the coati, a type of raccoon in South America, 

the nickname “Brazilian aardvark.” The student later mentions in an interview that due 

to a missing citation he thought the information would be removed. What happened 

instead was other websites and newspapers used this new nickname and wrote 

articles mentioning it. Later these articles were named as sources.9 This is known as 

circular reporting. A piece of false information is posted, then the information is used 

on a different website that then is added as a source, thereby validating the false 

information.10  

This spreading of false information can happen deliberately or accidentally. A way to 

accidentally spread wrong information is by stating an opinion as a fact. Humans tend 

to believe that everything they think or that is in their minds must be true.11 When 

someone states something with confidence, even though there is no way to prove this 

statement, it is often difficult to see how factual this statement is and thus accidentally 

planting false information in people's heads. 

The other possibility is the posting of fake news. This expression could be heard all 

over the world due to Donald Trump’s use of the expression. Fake news actually has 

a different meaning than what Donald Trump uses it for. Trump calls any information 

that doesn’t fit his belief or opinion “fake news” and thereby discredits it. In reality, fake 

news is the intentional spreading of false information to influence public opinion. These 

stories are often outrageous or align with existing beliefs so that they are more likely 

to be shared and accepted. With the help of bots, automated fake accounts that post, 

comment or share these posts, the stories gain momentum to make them seem more 

important. Once influential people participate in the reposting, the made up stories 

gain credibility.12 

It is unknown how many bots are currently on social media. One statistic claims that 

up to 270 million accounts on Facebook are fake.13 This became an obvious problem 

in the 2016 US election. It is said the social bots were used on Facebook to influence 

users in either of the candidates' favour. Another way to manipulate people is by 

 
9 Randall 2014 
10 Talvin 2015 (0:57) 
11 Lazarus 2017 
12 Kleinman 2018 (0:30) 
13 Kulp 2017 
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paying for advertisements. Facebook allows advertisers access to thousands of 

parameters that go far beyond the gender and location of a person. This way the 

chances of swaying people's opinion is even bigger due to the targeting of certain 

groups of people.14  

But social media doesn’t stop the manipulation there. They have been perfecting their 

algorithms with which they try to guess what a user would like to see next. The so-

called filter bubble is built to only show information that is similar to other posts, articles 

or videos that you liked. This can lead to your news feeds only showing one 

perspective and ignoring the opposing side, thereby only presenting facts from one 

side or one point of view.15 

One of the convenient aspects of social media is how fast news can travel. This 

becomes an issue when there is breaking news where not all information is available 

from the beginning. This can be compared to gossip or a rumour spreading before 

anything can be validated. However, as it is with rumours, the embellishments of the 

repeated story are often what do the most damage.16 

 

How Readers Invent Their Own Truth Despite the Facts 

As mentioned before, the way a reader builds his or her truth is entirely different from 

truth as a fact. This includes several different aspects. 

Something very important to having your own reality is the validation of your opinion. 

A few decades back your opinion was measured against the opinions of people whom 

you had contact to throughout the day. If you had a different view than your 

surroundings that meant your opinion wasn’t true due to peer pressure and the 

knowledge of the majority. Nowadays the distance between people has been reduced 

to the point where you can find likeminded people just by doing a quick web search. A 

side effect of social media is that we often feel isolated. If we then find people who 

think alike and can validate our opinion, we can gain a sense of security and 

confidence in ourselves.17 This leads to groups, such as the Flat Earth Society, whose 

 
14 Howard 2018 
15 Lahn 2018 
16 Branier-Phelps 2008 
17 Parker 2019 
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claims can be disproven, but still stick to their view because they are not alone in 

thinking the earth is flat. 

There is another phenomenon that helps to validate your own opinion even more 

called the confirmation bias. We are more likely to believe information if it aligns with 

our thoughts. Add a special algorithm that social media and other search engines 

apply and you get a ton of information that supports your own belief. An informative 

video on YouTube on confirmation bias sums it up in the following way: “We tend to 

like information that we agree with, that means we see more of it, which means we 

think there’s more of it, which means we must be right.”18 You end up in a rabbit hole 

with mostly information that confirms what you believe. 

The Pew Research Center has conducted a study with over five thousand US adults. 

The participants were asked to distinguish if a piece of information was a fact or an 

opinion. The overall results were that the majority were able to correctly identify more 

than half of the facts and opinions. Furthermore, the researchers found out that the 

participants were more likely to call something a fact if it aligned with their belief and 

call something an opinion if they did not agree with it. An example would be the 

statement: “President Barack Obama was born in the United States.” This is a factual 

statement as in something that can either be proven or disproven. 89% of the 

democratic participants correctly identified this as a fact while only 63% of the 

Republicans were successful in identifying the fact. But when looking at opinions 

incorrectly called facts, you can see that left-appealing opinions were more likely called 

a fact by Democrats and right-appealing opinions called a fact by Republicans.1920 

A public example of this is Donald Trump’s use of “Fake News.” As mentioned before, 

he uses the expression in the wrong context. Instead of referring to false information, 

he uses it to discredit information that does not fit his belief.21  

The study also shows that sources attributed to certain information had little impact as 

to whether the participants identified the facts or opinions correctly. One exception 

was information that was connected to Fox Channel, a TV channel associated with 

 
18 Wired (1:02) 
19 Mitchell et al. 2018 p.1 
20 Figure 1 
21 Gendreau 2017 
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conservative biases. Republicans were more likely than Democrats to credit that 

information as factual.2223 

Overall you can differentiate between two types of readers and how they build their 

reality. One group who somewhat actively pick out information which they believe and 

ignore the rest. In this case, it doesn’t matter whether they accept or dismiss certain 

facts, the result is still the same. The other group has their truth shaped passively. The 

beforementioned algorithms play an important role in controlling what a user sees on 

a day-to-day basis. What makes this a passive shaping of their truth is that most 

people aren’t aware of how influential these filter bubbles are. In both cases, the reader 

is validated in what they already know. 

 

A Small Glimmer of Truth Is Still There 

There are still a few reasons to believe that truth is still portrayed on the internet or in 

media in general. 

Fact-checking is something that takes a lot of resources, whether that is staff, time, 

money or a combination of all three. However, there are still newspapers that invest in 

the quality of information and have a whole team of fact-checkers. Take the newspaper 

The New Yorker as an example. They are said to have a legendary team of fact-

checkers that go over every story published. Not only do they need a broad knowledge 

of current topics, but they also follow up on every source mentioned for a story, even 

if these are not quoted. Even cartoons are fact-checked to a certain degree. These 

fact-checkers have no relation to the writers they are checking. The chief fact-checker 

of The New Yorker explains that his team has doubled over the years, but he also 

mentions that they wouldn’t be able to keep up with the publishing pace without the 

internet.24 

The speed at which information travels can be a handicap when false information is 

involved, but when that information is necessary or even lifesaving, the benefits 

outweigh the disadvantages. Due to the increase of natural catastrophes happening 

 
22 Mitchell et al. 2018 p. 6 
23 Figure 2 
24 Hepworth 2017 
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all over the world, mobile apps are being used to spread the right information to the 

people who are affected to ensure the lowest number of victims as possible. This can 

also help with the organisation of volunteers, spreading information where resources 

are located or where victims can find help. This way the information is more likely to 

reach every place it needs to.25 

Those who also seem to benefit from the internet’s overall access are people in 

countries where all forms of media are controlled by the government. Take Turkey as 

an example. President Erdogan can influence what the radio broadcasts and what TV 

networks can or can’t cover. He has also banned more than 220,000 websites, one of 

them being Wikipedia. That is due to critical articles claiming Turkey supported ISIS 

and Al-Qaeda. When censoring what websites the public can access, the places 

where people can get their information from are limited. Fortunately, there are ways 

around these sorts of blocks. Sometimes, a “virtual private network” also known as 

VPN allows an internet user to keep their location anonymous and thereby enabling 

them to access websites that may otherwise be blocked in the country they live in.26 

However, the control of information goes both ways. The governments of some 

countries do not only control what information gets into the country but are also very 

controlling of what information leaves the country’s borders. A very recent example is 

a nuclear accident in Russia. On the 8th of August 2019, an explosion was seen at the 

Nyonoksa testing range. Videos of an explosion were posted online and global 

monitors for radiation showed peaks in the amount of radiation that was found. 

Ironically, the video that circulated was a Russian video of a nuclear explosion but 

from another accident in 2015.27 This video was used anyway to have a larger impact 

in spreading the story. Russia immediately denied any sort of nuclear explosion 

although conveniently several local nuclear monitoring stations went offline around the 

same time. It even went so far, that the doctors treating the injured victims of the 

explosion were not warned that these people had been exposed to radiation. Doctors 

and nurses were forced to sign nondisclosure documents and when one of the doctors 

had radiation in his muscle tissue it was stated that the radiation was from something 

 
25 Yeoh 2019 
26 Ahval 2018 
27 Echtermann 2019 
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he ate.28 A nuclear accident isn’t something that is limited to a single country. It is 

unfortunate that Russia tried to cover up the explosion and at first stated that no 

nuclear radiation was involved when they are not the only ones affected by that sort 

of accident.2930 Fortunately, the news spread so fast that Russia wasn’t able to keep 

a lid on the information which might have been a possibility during a time when stories 

were printed several hours later. 

 

Conclusion 

When looking at the question “Is truth dead in the information age?” literally, the 

answer would be, “no, truth is not dead.” Fact-checkers prove that true information can 

still be found. But when weighing both sides, I would say it depends on how you look 

at the situation. On the one side, it seems like the quantity of false or non-verified 

information outweighs the number of reputable sources for information.  

On the other side, although it is difficult, a reader can notice the difference between 

reliable and fake information. The internet is full of fake news, opinions disguised as 

facts, exaggerated stories or rumours. It is up to every individual to decide what to 

believe, where they get their information from and to question anything that seems 

farfetched.  

That being said, this was a problem I spent a lot of research time on. When you start 

thinking about a topic and are set on a certain direction or outcome, research becomes 

harder. I found myself looking for the definition of truth in several reputable English 

dictionaries. Of course, they were all very similar but when I found a definition that fit 

the point I was trying to make, it was easier to simply try to ignore the other possible 

definitions. Thereby I was tempted to select specific sources and information and 

ignore the rest.  

The other difficult aspect was finding a variety of different sources. Due to limited 

access to a library with the sort of sources that would help in this essay, I almost 

completely relied on the internet to give me the information I needed. Ironically, the 

 
28 Pickrell 2019a 
29Pickrell 2019b  
30 Robins-Early 2019 
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internet seemed like the best source about the internet and many of the topics 

mentioned have developed very recently. During the writing of the essay, I needed to 

remind myself to take the time and check if the author of an article had any credentials 

to write about the subject. Though a few sources may not be as credible as I would 

like them to be, I feel confident that I was not a victim of believing every word written 

on the World Wide Web. 
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