
 

 
The Meticulous Disassembling of Trust — The Media as a Vessel for Untruth 

 
The word “media” is itself empty. A medium is a container or a vessel and can therefore not be 
labelled as either “good” or “bad”. As with so many other things in life, the extent of its power over 
us will be what we allow it to be. If we are to trust the media as a source of reliable information, we 
must also — either as an active, conscious choice or by subconscious default — trust those 
responsible for sifting through the noise of ever increasingly available information. We have to place 
our faith not only in their objectivity and impartiality, but also in their judgement. While society 
would not be able to function without mutual trust — just consider how much belief in our fellow 
humans it takes to get on an airplane, to deposit money in a bank or to leave a child at daycare — it 
also opens us to a state of vulnerability. This vulnerability has been taken advantage of for much 
longer than Donald Trump has been around in the political arena, and the so-called era of post-truth 
politics was exclaimed.1 This essay will discuss how, while we may laugh at comments such as “look 
at what happened last night in Sweden,”2 the conscious or merely reckless proliferation of untruth 
has to be taken seriously, lest we allow it to create rifts so significant that they come to threaten our 
very way of life. 
 
It is of interest to note how once one of the major victims of fake news has now become one of its 
main distributors. In the riverside town of Veles in Macedonia, a group of teenagers receive a 
handsome monetary sum to run over a hundred US political sites containing pro-Trump propaganda.3 
While these young individuals may now be profiting from the distribution of disinformation, it cost 
the previous generation in Macedonia dearly. During the Balkan Wars, the propaganda machine of 
Milosevic’s government was unrelenting. Nenad Penic, former controller of TV in Sarajevo, goes so 
far as to say that “Without the media, and especially without television, war in the former Yugoslavia 
[was] inconceivable.”4 An intensive campaign was also waged internationally to promote the belief 
that this was a civil war were all sides were equally aggressive.5 What began as direct misinformation 
intended to rally supporters around a nationalistic agenda, caused people that had peacefully coexisted 
for decades to go to war with one another, resulting in acts of ethnic cleansing with hundreds of 
thousands displaced. 
 
At the time of the commencement of the war in former Yugoslavia, events where unfolding in Africa 
that developed into what was to become the worst genocide in recent human history. Though the 
killing of over 800,000 Tutsis in Rwanda that began in 1993 was planned by the Hutu government, a 

 
1The Guardian, Post-Truth Named Word of the Year by Oxford Dictionaries, accessed November 14, 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/nov/15/post-truth-named-word-of-the-year-by-oxford-dictionaries 
2 Donald Trump, quoted in BBC News, accessed November 13, 2017, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-
us-canada-39021599/trump-look-at-what-happened-last-night-in-sweden 
3 The Financial Times, accessed November 12, 2017, https://www.ft.com/content/333fe6bc-c1ea-11e6-81c2-
f57d90f6741a 
4 Judith Armatta, “Milosevic’s Propaganda War”, accessed November 13, 2017, 
https://www.globalpolicy.org/home/163-general/29237.html 
5 Sherry Ricchiardi, “Confused Images: How the Media Fueled the Balkans War”, The Journal of the 
International Institute, accessed November 14, 2017, 
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/j/jii/4750978.0003.215?view=text;rgn=main 



 
large number of civilians actively participated in the killing of their compatriots and neighbours. This 
was made possible due to the ruthless use of the media by the aggressors, falsifying news-segments, 
claiming that it was in fact Tutsis who were viciously attacking Hutus. It has been argued that simply 
to interfere the violence-inciting radio transmissions could have slowed down the genocide and saved 
thousands of lives.6 No such measures were taken however, and the powers-that-were succeeded, 
through the spreading of false information, in creating an environment of distrust so powerful, that 
people truly believed it was kill or be killed. By playing on the fears of ordinary men and women, the 
government drove them to acts, the atrociousness of which would have been unimaginable mere 
months prior.   
  
The control of information is power. When that power is corrupted, the trickle-down effect corrupts 
every level of relationship in a society. This essay has merely touched upon two of the most 
devastating situations to have arisen in more recent times as a result of unscrupulous abuse of 
information channels by political powers to further their own agenda. The fake news of today is not 
limited to one particular cause, or to one region. It is prolific, and we are continuously vulnerable to 
it via our constant presence online. We have, as a society, reached a moment in time when it has 
become the responsibility of every single individual to be vigilant as to what intelligence-channels 
we choose to subscribe to, what we choose to fill our social media feeds with, and what we choose to 
share on these platforms. We must collectively succeed in reversing the trend of the post-truth era if 
we are to continue living in open, free societies characterised by trust in our fellow human beings.  
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