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Ten years ago, on November 15, 2016, the lexicographers at the Oxford Dictionary announced that the word of the year was “post-truth.” That verdict brought into focus not just a single year, but an entire era of our lives, one that continues to this day. If we look around us, we see that a significant portion of digital activity is dedicated to the falsification or manipulation of reality. This is done for sport, with malicious intent, for hidden agendas, or even with the best of intentions. It is carried out by human beings or by algorithms trained for this very purpose. It is as though we are utilizing increasingly powerful technology to settle our accounts with reality.
I have attempted to catalog the various techniques of manipulation, and I apologize if the list is long, but it is precisely the sheer volume of these behaviors that reveals how deeply rooted and pervasive the phenomenon is.
There is pure and simple lying, which is the most ancient form. A fact that never happened is invented; a statement someone never uttered is attributed to them; a date, a figure, or a location is altered; testimonials or personal experiences are fabricated. Thanks to the Web, a lie can reach millions of people before anyone has time to verify it.
There is the falsification of documents, which we typically consider to be traces of reality.
There is photomontage and image manipulation.
There is the fake video.
There is voice falsification, utilizing a technology that not only produces falsehoods but also creates the capability to cast doubt upon the truth.
There is identity falsification. Online, I can pretend to be someone I am not. This is a form of falsification that runs rampant on social media and sometimes has tragic consequences, particularly among adolescents. It is the legacy of that “second life” built on bogus identities that, over the years, has been periodically re-proposed to us as a solution to our social or existential problems. Its latest iteration was called the Metaverse: an environment where we were to be welcomed, regenerated, and replaced by clones.
There are fake endorsements. Thousands of accounts can be created; comments can be artificially multiplied; followers and views can be bought; “likes” can be automated; a minority opinion can be made to look like a majority one, and vice versa.
There are fake reviews. Digital media thus transforms reputation into a manipulable commodity.
There is the manufactured social consensus produced by algorithms, which can decide that certain comments are displayed far more prominently than others.
There is manipulation through selection. It is not necessary to state what is false; it is enough to show only a fraction of the truth.
There is context manipulation. A genuine photograph can become false if paired with the wrong caption. An authentic video can become disinformation if attributed to a different event. A correct statistic can become misleading if compared against the wrong data. A true statement can have its meaning distorted if stripped of its context.
There is temporal falsification. Authentic content can be made to appear contemporary when it is old.
There is falsification via automation. A single human being might write a hundred messages; an automated system can write millions. Bots - meaning automated programs - can publish, reply, “like,” follow accounts, spark discussions, spread links, generate reviews, impersonate users, and automatically re-broadcast only specific content.
There is the personalization of reality, made possible by artificial intelligence. Two people can perform a search with the exact same queries on the exact same topic and receive entirely different results. This does not necessarily mean someone is lying; it means reality is being filtered individually. Yet if each individual lives within a different curated selection of the world, maintaining a shared public reality becomes exceedingly difficult.
There is manipulation through ranking. An algorithm decides: this comes first, this comes later, this never appears at all.
There is emotional manipulation. Content can be engineered to elicit fear, indignation, outrage, disgust, enthusiasm, desire, nostalgia, or a sense of belonging. In certain instances, falsehood is not even the ultimate objective: it is simply the fuel for attention.
There is the misleading headline and sensationalism, taught in online journalism schools to capture attention and clicks.

Why falsehood runs rampant
There are several hypotheses regarding the reasons behind this flight from reality.
We do it for money. A falsehood that generates clicks can produce revenue. A fake review can drive sales. A manipulated image can attract an audience. The internet, as we know, has transformed attention into an economic commodity.
We do it for power. Falsification can serve to conquer consensus, delegitimize an opponent, alter an election, construct an enemy.
We do it for play: through memes, parodies, dummy accounts, imaginary worlds, absurd images, and fake videos. Human beings have always played with reality. The difference now is that the game can be indistinguishable from serious communication.
We do it for belonging. An individual may share something false not because they are convinced it is true, but because they wish to belong to the group that considers it true. The question is no longer “Is it true?” but rather “Whose side are the people saying it on?”
We do it to maintain belief in ourselves. We construct a version of facts that allows us to appear innocent, consistent, victimized, courageous, intelligent, or morally superior. This form of falsification is ancient; the internet merely provides extraordinary tools to construct and share it.
We do it because reality is frustrating.
We do it because human attention is not neutral. We are drawn to what surprises us. What surprises us is remembered. What is remembered is shared. What is shared is displayed further still.
A democratic society relies on far more than just the capacity to distinguish truth from falsehood. It depends upon the ability to share a baseline of reality upon which to deliberate. If that foundation dissolves, we do not merely end up with more falsehoods. We are left with private, customized, and mutually incompatible realities, with each individual living peacefully alongside their own convictions and prejudices.

The responsibility of journalism
Journalism bears the duty of rendering the distinction between truth and falsehood visible once more. There is no rigid manual, no singular recipe; rather, there is a posture, a principled stance toward facts and the craft itself.
The first step is to reclaim verification as a core trade rather than an exception.
What no bot, influencer, or algorithm can structurally accomplish is the independent and traceable verification of a fact. This must become the defining identity of the profession, rather than being treated as a specialized department (with “fact-checking” relegated to a separate column) or a standard applied selectively. In practice, this means: always tracing claims back to primary sources; explicitly distinguishing what has been verified from what is merely being reported because “others say so”; and signaling the degree of certainty attached to every assertion rather than flattening everything into the same assertive tone. It is less theatrical work, but it is the sole labor that cannot be automated at zero cost, and therefore it is the only one that can justify the economic value of the profession.
It is equally important to make the methodology visible, not just the result.
Do not merely assert “this is true,” but demonstrate how that conclusion was reached. Make news traceable. Publish sources, documents, and raw data; explicitly acknowledge margins of uncertainty. This is a commitment that should concern both journalists and publishers, who share a common interest in producing verifiable work.
There must be an assumption of responsibility when errors occur. A news organization that corrects its mistakes openly builds, over time, a capital of trust that no amount of sensationalist headlines can ever purchase.
We must champion “slow journalism”, which dispenses with clickbait and metrics of pure virality. It does not publish news merely to drive traffic, but elucidates contexts. It rejects misleading headlines and explains complexity without emotional shortcuts.
We must restore the richness of language by returning to clear distinctions between a report, an investigation, an analysis, and an opinion, stepping away from the umbrella term “content.”
Furthermore, we must move beyond the logic of attention as the sole economic model. Much of the manipulation we have discussed does not stem from individual bad faith, but from a business model in which clicks monetize attention independently of quality. The model that appears to offer a genuine alternative is rooted in subscriptions and a direct relationship with the reader: selling trust to a community of readers who pay precisely because they recognize the value of verification, rather than selling attention to an advertiser. It is no coincidence that the news outlets that have weathered the crisis of the past fifteen years most successfully are those that built direct relationships - through subscriptions, newsletters, and communities - rather than chasing traffic generated by platforms.
Yet, if I were to name the principal antidote, I would say it is curiosity. We place immense emphasis on skepticism, which is often a defensive posture—almost one of withdrawal. Curiosity is the exact opposite: it is openness, the desire to truly understand. It is the capacity to ask oneself: What if I am wrong?
In conclusion, journalism must not attempt to defeat digital platforms on the terrain of speed or emotional impact. Its defense lies in the exact opposite: slowing down, verifying, contextualizing, and reclaiming the complexity of reality, serving as a “common ground” upon which a democratic society can continue to debate on the basis of facts, rather than illusions.

