
Chapter 1: An Introduction to Truthiness 

Truthiness Defined 

 Supposing truth is a commodity—what then?i  A commoditized truth would bear 

all the same characteristics of any commodity: an article of trade, which can be beneficial 

or turned into an advantage, commercial or otherwise, and is subject to the forces of 

supply and demand as determined by the market. Does such a conception of truth ring 

totally foreign and unfamiliar?  Should it?  The more idealistic among us might try to 

deny the ongoing shift in our conception of truth from identifying objective facts to 

interpreting subjective claims.ii  However, one need only recall a few of the major 

political stories of the past few decades to realize the ongoing predicament created by the 

market for truth: Reagan’s Iran/Contra scandal, “Voodoo Economics,” Clinton’s perjury 

and impeachment, Bush’s “tax cuts for the wealthy,” and the war in Iraq propounded as 

an effort to prevent the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction. A cynic would 

attribute this to a failing of the integrity of politics, not truth itself, but other examples 

abound. For one, James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces created controversy when it was 

demonstrated that Frey had fictionalized large parts of his “memoir,” despite his previous 

protestations amounting to, “I think I wrote about the events in the book truly honestly 

and accurately.”1  Even examples lacking overt falsification of information, such as 

                                                
i Written to mirror Friedrich Nietzsche’s opening line in Beyond Good and Evil: “Supposing truth is a 
woman—what then?...What is certain is that she has not allowed herself to be won—and today every kind 
of dogmatism is left standing dispirited and discouraged. If it is left standing at all!”  The allusion indicates 
the role of Nietzsche’s philosophy in the practice of destroying absolutes and objectivity, the modern 
source of the commoditization of truth. 
ii In the context of this thesis, facts may be understood as the actual events or objects of reality themselves 
and are not subject to any assessment of truth. Facts simply are, whereas propositions about facts may be 
termed “true” or “false.”  In this sense, facts cannot be legitimately questioned because facts are not 
propositions. While what qualifies as a fact may be rhetorically subject to linguistic interpretation and 
manipulation, for the purposes of this work, facts are the simple, uncontroversial, uninfluenced raw data we 
acquire with our sensory experience and intellectual faculties.  
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media frenzies over statistically insignificant shark attacks and child abductions indicates 

that the importance of truth and those who convey it is being taken lightly. Most recently, 

and perhaps most fundamentally exposing the quandary of truth, the Intelligent Design 

“controversy” has evoked high amounts of energy, attention, and conflict of opinion, 

despite the fact that the terms of the debate still have yet to be adequately defined and 

agreed upon. Because the stakes of having truth on one’s side have become so high, 

especially in politics, the market has encouraged the creation of a more devious method 

of maintaining a profit: the substitution of truth in favor of an inferior good. 

A particularly effective, yet egregiously abusive, substitute for truth, dubbed 

“Truthiness” by Stephen Colbert has been lamentably rising in implementation and 

efficacy. The word truthiness, brought into usage by Colbert on the inaugural episode of 

the Colbert Report and explained in Colbert’s ensuing sarcastically deadpan, in-character 

diatribe, crystallizes the ongoing crisis in our current method of collective inquiry: 

I will speak to you in plain, simple English. And that brings us to tonight’s word: 
‘truthiness.’ Now I’m sure some of the ‘word police,’ the ‘wordanistas’ over at 
Webster’s are gonna say, ‘Hey, that’s not a word.’ Well, anyone who knows me 
knows I’m no fan of dictionaries or reference books... 
I don’t trust books. They’re all fact, no heart. And that’s exactly what’s pulling 
our country apart today. ‘Cause face it, folks; we are a divided nation. Not 
between Democrats and Republicans, or conservatives and liberals, or tops and 
bottoms. No, we are divided between those who think with their head, and those 
who know with their heart... 
Consider Harriet Miers. If you ‘think’ about Harriet Miers, of course her 
nomination's absurd. But the president didn't say he ‘thought’ about his selection. 
He said this: 
(video clip of President Bush): ‘I know her heart.’ 
Notice he didn’t say anything about her brain? He didn’t have to. He ‘feels’ the 
truth about Harriet Miers. 
And what about Iraq? If you ‘think’ about it, maybe there are a few missing 
pieces to the rationale for war. But doesn’t taking Saddam out ‘feel’ like the right 
thing?...2 
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By referring to examples of then-unpopular choices made by the Bush Administration, 

Colbert indirectly criticizes the decline of public deliberation, participation and 

cooperation in our democracy, which has led to the widely observed sharp rise in 

partisanship and political infighting. Through sarcasm, Colbert points out that in policy 

formation, inquiry appealing to narrow, subjective claims or personal rationales, rather 

than dispassionate thought or objective examinations, precludes the establishment of a 

wide consensus; indeed, the lack of some objective or universal standard to weigh 

competing claims prevents any kind of consensus or agreement simply because people 

are fragmented in their beliefs, attitudes, and opinions.  

Throughout the history of inquiry, the facts of a situation have typically enforced 

some kind of objectivity and universality because everyone is supposedly constrained to 

agree on the facts. Flying in the face of this tradition, truthiness, revealingly declared the 

2005 word of the year by the American Dialect Society, according to the usage coined by 

Colbert, “refers to the quality of stating concepts or facts one wishes or believes to be 

true, rather than concepts or facts known to be true.”3  Truthiness blatantly suggests that 

statements about facts be treated as necessarily subjective assertions and claims, rather 

than as potentially objective assessments of reality, especially if such an attitude towards 

truth confers political benefits. In this way, truthiness requires a subjective assessment of 

the value of a claim, commoditizing it, while truth requires an objective assessment of the 

content of a claim, ensuring its universality.iii   

                                                
iii I am aware that a functional definition of truth has not yet been offered, hampering the comparison 
between truth and truthiness, but I will formally discuss several theories of truth later, and a further 
comparison will be warranted then. For now, using a non-technical, dictionary definition of truth as an 
accurate interpretation of reality will suffice; I believe my arguments will remain valid. 
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Looking back, truthiness seems to accurately describe the instinctively 

inappropriate manipulations of facts in several of the aforementioned instances of truth in 

crisis, ranging from media hype to political scandal. Whether truthiness was employed to 

advance a private goal or avoid negative public perception, in each example, truthiness 

corrupts the public’s ability to draw sound conclusions or even achieve a consensus, 

further dividing the nation politically, while eliminating comfort and certainty in our 

political choices. Truthiness, though, should not apathetically disregarded as regular, run-

of-the-mill manipulation in politics; the flagrant abuses of the value of truth, 

transparency, and the public’s trust in its political institutions amount to a serious attack 

on the foundations of democracy. Because truthiness allows for an alternative to 

acknowledging the facts of reality, the one incontrovertibly objective and unifying 

element of inquiry, the products of public inquiry are dangerously subject to subversion.  

Truthiness poses a fundamental challenge to inquiry precisely because the market 

values it as a reasonable substitute for truth. The effect of truthiness on political 

deliberation can be seen by the damage rendered to John Kerry’s presidential campaign 

by simply creating the appearance of factual inaccuracy in something as irrelevant as his 

war record; by simply denying previously established fact, the Swift Boat Veterans for 

Truth, a group which questioned the legitimacy of Kerry’s service and three Purple Heart 

awards, did more to damage Kerry’s campaign than his wife Teresa (which is saying a 

lot). Competing claims today appear, on face value, to have no relative value or authority 

over one another; different modes of inquiry are viewed as equally legitimate because of 

an underlying profoundly cynical view towards truth and objectivity in our increasingly 

relativistic society. Because of the devaluation of the objectivity of claims about facts, 
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there is no longer a necessarily common ground to enter into a debate; arguments today 

fail to clash, though appearances of debate and deliberation are adequately generated. 

Truthiness is sophisticated, deceptive, and subversive; by testing the limits of human 

apathy and ignorance, those who appeal to truthiness are able to manipulate public 

perception such that it conforms to any factual interpretation of events desired, or at least 

forces the public to question whether or not a more objective, fact-based interpretation is 

correct. However, this is not necessarily because Americans willingly accept everything 

they are told; the problem is much more systematic than just that. 

The ability to manipulate the truth is exemplified by relatively new practices in 

the news media. While objectivity used to be a source of pride and regulated by the 

market mechanism of peer approval, commercial competitiveness and partisanship have 

rendered peer regulation meaningless; critiques on the accuracy and objectivity of a 

report today are treated as ad hominem attacks on one’s character and chalked up to 

irreconcilable personal differences, rather than legitimately acknowledged as challenges 

to the veracity of a factual account. Claiming that someone deviated from the facts of a 

story is taken as an insult to them as a person, rather than a correction of a factually 

incorrect account. No one publicly disagrees with the idea that an account should be 

factually correct (unless you take Colbert at his literal word), but by claiming that fact-

checkers and those who expose truthiness are only appealing to their own personal 

partisan impulses, facts themselves are perceived as subject to “partisan manipulation.”  

Because the people who make such claims are more interested in maintaining a sizable 

audience than achieving an objective, rational consensus in the course of their 
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deliberation, they do not worry that reinforcing the importance of partisan differences 

rather than objective reality denigrates the quality of public deliberation. 

From a market viewpoint, the prohibitive costs of independent, investigative 

research, combined with the media’s fear of being labeled biased (a word that has 

become an epithet lately) have reduced the standards in the search for truth and 

objectivity to a simple test of “reporting both sides,” rather than adhering to established 

facts.iv  Because those who have any interest in denying facts understand that reporting 

both sides of an argument is fundamentally associated with objectivity, anyone can decry 

the media for their bias, even if there is only one legitimate interpretation of fact. Those 

wishing to deny or suppress the impact of inconvenient facts can easily manufacture 

“another side” to an incontestable issue and generate the appearance of controversy. The 

fabricated argument does not even need any relation to facts, just the appearance or 

attitude of truth in order to inspire the amount of doubt desired. Indeed, the meanings of 

the words “truth” and “fact” themselves are under question in a world of truthiness; 

impulses towards relativism are fostered by those willing to deny or fabricate reality in 

order to manipulate the perceptions of largely apathetic and unknowledgeable voters. 

                                                
iv Today, almost all intellectual debates and inquiries incorporates the issue of bias, and for the most part, 
where conflict exists, one's bias is usually a central point for postured disagreement between experts. Even 
though the term bias generally connotes some kind of inappropriate distortion or misinterpretation of facts, 
I will use the term bias to discuss the subjectivity inherent in human observation, reason, and reflection. In 
this sense, bias can be likened to a frame of reference: inescapably adding a layer of context and 
subjectivity to any analysis or inquiry. Whether it is one's religious background, one's political affiliations, 
the culture promoted by one's society, the language that governs one's thought processes, one’s 
subconscious sense of morality, one’s basic desires, or even the nature of one’s consciousness, there is 
always some particular, non-universal fact of life that can be labeled bias, even if that bias does not lead to 
an unsound or untruthful conclusion. Because this view of bias tends to guarantee at least a minimal 
presence of bias everywhere, one must acknowledge that any solution to a conflict where bias is a factor 
must acknowledge the possible influence of subjectivity, error or fallibility; outright disputation on the 
basis of any bias guarantees nihilism. 
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Public awareness polls demonstrate this lack of concern for truth, even if people 

are concerned with the issues involved. Despite bipartisan committee reports and 

admissions by senior officials of the Bush Administration that there were no weapons of 

mass destruction in Iraq, as recently as March 2005, an ABC News/Washington Post poll 

indicated that 56 percent of Americans believed that Iraq had weapons of mass 

destruction before the United States invaded.4  One might argue that this is an 

oversimplification, but a more detailed poll by Fox News/Opinion Dynamics in 

November of 2005 showed that 42 percent of Americans think that Iraq had weapons of 

mass destruction that were moved or destroyed prior to the United States’ invasion, and a 

significant 19 percent still believed there to be weapons of mass destruction in Iraq.5  

Despite concern for important issues, it seems as though Americans are at least partially 

ambivalent as to the accuracy of their perceptions of facts and at worst unable or 

unwilling to weigh competing claims of truth. This demonstrates truthiness at its worst: a 

society unable to evaluate the quality of its own factual interpretation of reality.  

One particularly compelling and pertinent example of this “crisis of inquiry” is 

the Intelligent Design “controversy.”  In 2003, a critique of Darwinism, known as 

“Intelligent Design Theory,” emerged and was lauded by Creationists as a “scientific 

alternative” to Darwinism. By misquoting and inappropriately summarizing and 

characterizing their opponents’ arguments, proponents of Intelligent Design create the 

appearance of controversy by forcing their opponents to respond and point to the ensuing 

exchange as “legitimate debate.”  Despite the fact that many actions taken by the 

proponents of Intelligent Design would constitute a violation of academic integrity, the 

mainstream media interpreted this debate with truthiness in mind; each side was 
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presented as more or less equal in qualifications, objectivity, rationality, and so on. The 

media made no evaluation of the cogency of either claim, or their relations to facts, 

market forces again dictating an economic outlook on objectivity. Because denying one 

side of the debate could powerfully alienate up to 50 percent of a potential audience, it 

makes much more economic sense to simply “report both sides,” and let the public 

evaluate for themselves. Leaving such a complex responsibility to a relatively 

uninformed public, which may not consider understanding the truth of an issue as worth 

the effort, is the key to the political efficacy of truthiness.  

Perhaps a world increasingly aware of, and subject to, the pressures of market 

forces has indeed commoditized truth; when the costs are too high or the benefits are too 

low, truth is simply not produced willingly. In addition, the converse is true: if the cost of 

producing truth is too high, implying that the benefit for producing an inferior substitute 

for truth is also high, often a substitute for truth may be produced: truthiness. Whether 

truthiness takes on the form of false objectivity or blatant lying, objective truth is the 

victim of truthiness’ commoditization of knowledge. Some would even argue that truth 

has lost some of its credibility as a functional concept. The gatekeepers of the 

information we rely on to formulate our beliefs possess the ability to tamper with the 

facts and manipulate public perception if it is in their interest to do so, a situation not hard 

to imagine. While the world may believe that “the elections in Iraq went smoothly and 

democratically,” the only information one could use formulate a belief on such a claim is 

filtered through the United States Armed Forces, an organization with clear interests in 

the public perception of such a claim. It is important to note that the presence of interests 

does not guarantee manipulation, but it does motivate it by increasing the value of 
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betraying the public. Facts, when concentrated in the hands of the few, allow for outright 

manipulation and a denigration of truth and inquiry.  

By viewing truth as a commodity, it is possible to attribute the manipulation of 

facts to rational choices made by profit-maximizing actors, rather than the result of evil 

or malevolence. Like any commodity, monopolistic control of facts forces the consumer 

to accept whatever product is produced, even if it is inferior (truthiness) or expensive 

(costly in terms of time, knowledge, etc.). On the other hand, a competitive market for 

facts allows for consumer choice, which causes producers to produce the best product 

(truth) at the cheapest prices (easy to understand) or suffer the consequences of a non-

competitive product. Academia, in particular, is designed to operate like a market; 

mechanisms like peer-review and requirements in inquiry such as testability and 

repeatability ensure that factual errors suffer the fate they deserve: obsolescence. For 

example, David Irving, who denies that the Holocaust took place, had long lost 

professional respect and legitimacy in the academic world, and received inattention and 

academic obscurity as a result.6  However, Austria imprisoned Irving in November, 2005, 

for his Holocaust denial, dramatically augmenting the amount of attention his arguments 

received by the general public, undermining the purpose of anti-Holocaust denial 

legislation in the first place. As is almost always the case, government intervention in free 

markets leads to undesirable results; the same is true in the market for truth, as will be 

demonstrated later.  

Like all markets, imperfect information between producer and consumer 

encourages the viability of inferior products in the market for facts; consumers of truth 

today are blissfully unaware that most fact conveyors (major media outlets, experts, and 
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politicians) increasingly appeal to truthiness rather than truth, most likely because the 

distinction between the two is deliberately unapparent. This phenomenon is observable in 

the change in the style and method of public debate and inquiry, brought on by those 

wishing to promote values that do not derive from an objective truth. Supporters of 

Intelligent Design, politicians instigating wars, and economists calling for the Bush tax 

cuts as a way to solve the country’s economic woes have learned to never over-estimate 

the diligence and scrutiny of the American people at large; Americans are only too happy 

to receive justifications, no matter how convincing, for the beliefs they already wished to 

hold. That news media are still extremely profitable as an industry (indicating an implicit 

consumer sanction), despite the increasing frequency of major shortcomings in its 

principle task of communicating objective facts rather than subjective accounts; that 

President Bush was reelected despite the incomplete rationale for war in Iraq; that Oprah 

had commended Frey’s Million Little Pieces even after discovering that the book was 

almost entirely false because she “loved the message of the book,” (though she has since 

retracted such support);7 and that scientists are able to achieve support for a vague, 

unexplainable theory by abjuring the scientific method demonstrate the severity of this 

crisis in objectivity, truth, reasonv, and inquiry.  

                                                
v For the purposes of this thesis, reason may be understood as the process of best adapting means to ends (a 
form of analyzing facts to best enhance one’s abilities at problem-solving), a fairly standard philosophic 
definition of reason. However, this small statement implies a lot about how humans use reason; for one 
thing, it notes that reason performs the functions of identification and discrimination to allow for more 
complex intellectual processes like evaluation and comparison. Also, this definition implies that reason is 
primarily a tool used in inquiry to determine truth, since truth comprises full understanding of the 
interaction of the facts at hand, which would allow for the realization of the best means to achieve a given 
end. As such, this definition also precludes the conscious denial of known facts. Furthermore, the 
qualification of best implies that reason is able to qualitatively evaluate costs, benefits, and efficiency in 
achieving one’s ends, however they are determined. Because of its central role in inquiry, I will continue to 
qualify and discuss of the composition of reason through the entirety of this work. 
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In order to go about discussing this crisis of inquiry, I will examine the 

philosophical and historical events that have shaped the general conception of truth and 

turned inquiry into the commercial, commoditized form it assumes today. After 

considering the developments which have left truth as it is today, I will investigate further 

into the nature and consequences of the problem itself, using the Intelligent Design 

controversy as a case study in examining the impacts of the crisis of inquiry. Though I 

am no expert on the scientific arguments used in favor and in opposition to Intelligent 

Design, I will assess the methodology used on each side, assessing the rationality and the 

style of truth advanced by both claims. After laying out the various aspects of this 

problem and pointing out the presence of truthiness in other aspects of political life, I will 

analyze the current functions and purposes of reason and inquiry, and determine how they 

best operate in a society such as ours. I will use this understanding of reason to 

recommend various structural and political reforms that may be necessary to rehabilitate 

the revered status of reason and inquiry in our society. It is my hope that this work will 

demonstrate the necessity of both truth and reason in public or private inquiry, while 

exposing the passively accepted subversion of truth in inquiry as encouraging rent-

seeking and favoring the narrow, private interests that have made truth a commodity. 
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