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Introduction

What does propaganda have to do with academic research and teaching? Citizens can
reasonably expect the academic community to generate scholarly understanding and public
awareness  of  what  propaganda  is  and  how  propaganda  operates.  Academics  should
certainly aim to ensure their  own research and teaching are not influenced by it.  But how
well does the academic community actually deal with propaganda? Addressing this question
means  considering  both  how  propaganda  should  be  dealt  with  and  how  academics
actually deal with it.

Given the distinctive social role of academics, there are five general responsibilities that it is
reasonable to expect them to fulfil in relation to propaganda. The most basic is to engage in
research and teaching with methods of developing and communicating knowledge quite
different from those that constitute propaganda. Whereas propaganda involves strategically
communicating information selected on the basis of a prior agenda, the methods of science
and scholarship  involve  collaborative  deliberation  and  openness  to  new discoveries.  A
second general responsibility directly follows: academics should endeavour not to succumb
to the influence of propaganda in their teaching and research. While seemingly a negligible
risk in some fields of inquiry, something to be alert to regarding topics of public controversy
is how an academic may, unaware, have passively absorbed assumptions and framings of
propagandistic genesis.  A third responsibility is  to avoid reproducing propaganda, even
inadvertently,  in  teaching  and  written  works.  A  fourth,  more  imperative  still,  is  the
responsibility not to engage in the active (re)production of propaganda.

The four responsibilities just referred to do come with certain caveats: not all  forms of
propaganda are necessarily pernicious; perhaps not all  instances of it will  ever be fully
identified;  and  academics  are  not  necessarily  less  vulnerable  to  being  deceived  by
propaganda than are their fellow citizens. But while there is scope for discussion of caveats,
the important point is to be clear about the responsibilities themselves. While recognizing a
place for reasoned critiques of particular studies of propaganda, in fact, we need also to be

https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/tim-hayward
https://propagandainfocus.com/propaganda-in-academia/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/region/europe
https://www.globalresearch.ca/region/usa
https://www.globalresearch.ca/theme/media-disinformation
https://lp.constantcontactpages.com/su/IJiNQuW?EMAIL=&go.x=0&go.y=0&go=GO
https://www.instagram.com/globalresearch_crg/
https://twitter.com/CrGlobalization
https://www.facebook.com/Global-Research-109788198342383


| 2

aware of one further general responsibility, namely, to ensure that the critical study of
propaganda  is  not  actively  obstructed  or  attacked.  This  distinct  fifth  responsibility
unfortunately needs mentioning because, as we will  see,  the active discouragement of
critical study of certain cases of propaganda comes not only from representatives of vested
interests outside academia but even sometimes from people who hold positions within.

The purpose of this article is to heighten awareness of why a conscious commitment to
fulfilling  those  responsibilities  is  important  for  the  academic  community  and  the  wider
society it serves. Illustrations will generally be drawn from cases I happen to have some
familiarity with, but the aim is to discern certain patterns of propaganda at work that others
will be able to trace across a wider range of topics of public interest.

Propaganda as a subject matter of academic study

The  first  thing  to  be  aware  of  is  that  effective  propaganda  exercises  its  influence  largely
unnoticed. Any of us, including those who happen to be academics, may not necessarily
recognize it in practice, because it can be designed to work by eliciting psychological and
emotional  responses  that  bypass  the  more  rational  faculties  involved  in  conscious
deliberations such as are honed through academic study. Propaganda involves forms of
communication that can be described as strategic  because their purpose is to promote
certain beliefs regardless of how well these are supported by evidence or dispassionate
reasoning. Contemporary methods of strategic communications – often branded as ‘public
relations’  –  have  been  honed  in  the  business  world,  but  they  are  also  deployed  by
governments and other state and non-state actors, including as a ‘soft’, or ‘non-kinetic’,
aspect of military operations. They can involve complex and extensive organisation.

Strategic  communication contrasts  quite starkly  with a model  of  communicative action
describable  as  deliberative,  which  is  what  scholars  and  scientists  aim  to  engage  in.
Academic methods and procedures, which are intended to make reliable knowledge and
understanding possible, involve promoting the values of careful and thorough investigation
of evidence combined with intellectual integrity in the application of reason and argument.
Thus the deliberative communication of ideal academic inquiry stands opposed to the aims
and methods of strategic communication.

Insofar  as  strategic  communication  is  the  antithesis  of  what  academic  inquiry  ideally
involves, there should in principle be no place for it in the practices of scholarship and
science other than as an object of study. Study of it should also be suitably critical. For
although there is much to be learned from the writings of practitioners – such as the seminal
study, Propaganda,  by Edward Bernays in 1928 or the more recent NATO Handbook of
Strategic  Communication  –  academic  study  of  its  use  requires  the  application  also  of
epistemological and ethical judgement in assessing the status of its truth claims and its
wider socio-political impacts. The need for critical attention is accentuated by the fact –
emphasised by practitioners themselves – that the most effective propaganda is not readily
noticed as such. Yet, despite some notable contributions (from e.g. Bakir et al, Herman and
Chomsky, Miller and Dinan), critical scholarship regarding propaganda remains a marginal
activity within academia. As for the idea that propaganda could be a problem in academia,
this is little discussed.

So having set out a clear contrast between the deliberative communication of academic
work and the strategic communication of propaganda operations, it has to be acknowledged
that  how  things  ideally  should  be  is  not  always  how  they  are.  In  reality,  the  influence  of
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strategic communications can affect academic research in a variety of ways.

Passive absorption of assumptions from propaganda

Although academics characteristically have epistemological capabilities that can help them
resist propagandistic claims, some potential vulnerabilities to deception are attendant on
those epistemological advantages.

For one thing, because academic research develops in depth as a result of specialisation,
researchers can sometimes become ‘siloed’ in their narrow field, and some kinds of cross-
disciplinary expertise needed for  the identification of  propaganda may simply not  be well-
developed by any particular grouping of academics.

A  second  disadvantage  is  attendant  on  the  virtue  of  academic  research  in  creating
authoritative bodies of knowledge and procedures for validating them. For the academic
requirement of duly acknowledging the accumulated knowledge on a given topic of inquiry,
before presuming to innovate on it, can sometimes trap researchers in ways of thinking that
are not well-suited to a discerning analysis of novel problems. They may find themselves at
an  epistemic  disadvantage  –  i.e.  liable  to  deception  –  in  relation  to  strategic
communications,  particularly  innovative  forms  of  these,  since,  unlike  academic
communications, these are not constrained to observe principles of what we might call
‘epistemic due process’.

A third disadvantage attends academics’ professional freedom to pursue the ‘life of the
mind’ in their highly focused endeavours, for this can mean being to some extent cloistered
from the wider gamut of human affairs. Certain kinds of naivety can prevail. In the context
of propaganda, an illustration would be a degree of reliance on the accuracy and good faith
of reports published in the established press, with the media being considered ‘a properly
constituted epistemic authority’ and, ‘in the main, trustworthy’. Of course, by no means all
academics are naïve or cloistered, and not all cite non-academic publications in their work,
at least uncritically,  but it  is  not hard to find examples of academic writings influenced by
assumptions  generated  through  strategic  communications  that  are  relayed  through
mainstream or corporate media. In fact, this can even happen when a researcher’s actual
aim is to diagnose the propaganda of a disinformation campaign, as the following case
illustrates.

In a 2017 Guardian article, Olivia Solon presented what she called ‘a neat case study in the
prevailing  information  wars’.  She  identified  what  she  claimed  was  a  Russia-backed
disinformation  campaign  deploying  a  ‘network  of  anti-imperialist  activists,  conspiracy
theorists and trolls’ whose purpose was ‘to discredit the White Helmets rescue workers in
Syria’. The article has since been cited in dozens of academic discussions. What many of
these have not noted, however, is the fact that regardless of how reliable the information
promoted by the White Helmets and supporters may be, it  was conveyed as part of a
demonstrable propaganda campaign: the White Helmets were founded under the auspices
of  a  UK-funded  strategic  communications  operation;  they  were  funded  by  Western
governments, including the UK which expressly acknowledged the value of their testimony
in  providing  confidence  to  its  statements  made in  condemnation  of  Russian.  Furthermore,
although  Solon  alleges  that  criticism  of  the  White  Helmets  stems  from  a  Russian
disinformation campaign, the earliest sceptical publications actually came from independent
journalists in Canada (Cory Morningstar) and the US (Rick Sterling). Solon ignores these and
also dismisses the influential work of independent journalist Vanessa Beeley, on the advice
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of  James Sadri,  Director  of  the  organisation  responsible  for  the  White  Helmets’  public
relations campaign in the West. All of the other sources that Solon cites in support of her
argument also have traceable connections to NATO strategic communications operations.
Neither she nor The Guardian  would respond to questions about the article, which was
closed to readers’ comments.

So an academic who has not independently researched the matter, but cites claims from
Solon’s article as established findings, can be said to have passively absorbed propaganda.
They  may do  this  because  the  focus  of  their  own work  is  on  a  different  subject,  and  they
mean simply to offer an indicative reference standing for a more generic phenomenon (e.g.
Bunce 2019, Clay 2021). They may also appeal to the general defence that we all have to
take some things on trust, for reasons Neil Levy has examined. Yet it is still objectively
problematic,  since  even  offhand  references  do  help  sediment  propaganda  claims  in  the
academic  literature.

Uncritical reproduction of propaganda claims

More problematic, nevertheless, is when a researcher does not merely cite a propaganda
claim inadvertently when writing about something else but actively reproduces one by
taking it as a substantive premise of their own work. With regard to the Solon article, for
example, we find several academics have advanced their own research contributions on the
premise of a disinformation campaign with the features and protagonists Solon claimed
(e.g., Brandt 2021; Cosentino and Alikasifoglu 2019; Freeman 2019; Hernandez et al 2020;
Horawalavithana et al 2020); Lester 2018; Levinger 2018; Martin and Shapiro 2019; Merlan
2019; O’Shaughnessy 2020; Pacheco et al 2020; Starbird et al 2019; Vilmer et al 2018;
Wilson and Starbird 2020).

More  problematically  still,  some  academics  have  uncritically  reproduced  specific  claims
about important matters of fact – even serious crimes – that have been recorded in the
literature on the basis of propaganda rather than as a result of good faith investigation.

An example concerns an event in Douma, Syria, in 2018, where 43 civilians were found
dead. The Western media reproduced the claim that the deaths were a result of a chemical
attack by the Syrian government – a claim cited as justification for US, UK, and France firing
missiles into Syria a week later. Yet the evidence appealed to in the allegations was found
by inspectors from the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) not to
support them. However, the OPCW’s management excluded the inconvenient evidence in
their  official  report which was then seized upon by the Western powers as confirmation of
their  claimed justification for their  missile attack.  Whatever is  the truth of  the matter,  any
academic  researcher  would  know,  especially  since  the  inspectors’  original  report  and
documented  misgivings  came  to  light,  to  be  cautious  about  accepting  the  official  version
and would certainly not uncritically reproduce it. Thus, several authors do treat the matter in
an academically responsible fashion (e.g. Al-Kassimi 2021; Beal 2020; de Beer and Tladi
2019; de Lint 2021; Gray 2019; Kleczkowska 2020; Olsen 2019; Portela and Moret 2020;
Tomić 2020; van der Pijl 2020; Yue and Zhu 2020), and some are quite thoroughly critical
(see in particular publications by members and associates of the Working Group on Syria,
Propaganda and Media).  Yet we find a number of articles in academic publications that do
insufficient epistemic diligence. This might be because the focus of discussion is elsewhere
and  reference  to  the  event  simply  reproduces  the  assumption  that  the  official  Western
version of it is authoritative (e.g. Ekzayez and Sabouni 2020; Orchard 2020 and Watkin
2020). Some authors are one-sided in selecting sources, but without necessarily making
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specific  controversial  claims  (e.g.  Notte  2020;  Van  Schaack  2020).  Some  do  explicitly
uncritically  affirm  the  West’s  version  (e.g.  Anthony  2020,  Mitton  2019,  Newlee  2020),  or
confusedly do so (Reynolds 2020). Some who follow these matters closely are aware of
critical questions yet ignore them (e.g. Koblentz 2019). Some choose even to disparage the
critical questions and those asking them, as is the case with authors from the Bellingcat
organisation (Fiorella et al 2021).

A more general kind of problem is that whole research programmes can sometimes become
skewed in favouring one view of the world over another. Indeed, ideologies are sometimes
nurtured  within  academia  that  can  have  significant  propaganda  value.  For  instance,
Inderjeet Parmar suggests that some social sciences, including the discipline of International
Relations (IR), developed as ‘products of Anglo-American early twentieth-century hegemonic
elite knowledge networks aimed at securing elite and imperial-state interests’. Relatedly,
critics  of  the  way  Economics  is  taught  in  universities  complain  that  the  dominant
neoclassical  paradigm enjoys  a  virtual  monopoly  from which  it  promotes  ‘free-market
propaganda’.  Indeed,  Peter  Söderbaum  has  lamented  that  universities’  economics
departments  have  become  ‘political  propaganda  centers  not  very  different  from the  think
tanks that we see these days in the USA and Europe.’

When the activities of a university are not clearly distinguishable from those of a think tank,
there is a heightened risk of not only reproducing but actually producing propaganda.

Production of propaganda

Although the rigours of academic procedures provide reasonable safeguards against the
production of propaganda within universities, more insidious opportunities for it arise in
what we might call the ‘para-academic’ sphere. Here the reputation of universities is in one
way  or  another  leveraged  to  give  credibility  to  communications  that  have  not  been
subjected to the rigours of good faith peer review and would not necessarily have survived
them. This sphere notably includes think tanks and NGOs with campaigning agendas and
influential  backers.  When such organisations promote research dedicated to the pursuit  of
specific objectives, the publications they authorize will not necessarily disseminate the best
available  knowledge  on  a  subject  but  may  instead  present  claims  that  fit  with  their
particular agenda. In this respect, their approach differs decisively from that of independent
academic  working  groups,  and  the  same  is  true  of  their  preparedness  to  suppress
knowledge found inconvenient for their purposes. (Strategic omission of information is itself
an  important  part  of  propaganda.)  Yet  such  organisations  might  employ  academically
qualified researchers – who may also hold or have held university positions – and thus lay
claim to academic credibility in virtue of those credentials.

The  blurring  of  boundaries  between  universities  and  think  tanks  can  undermine  the
academic community’s fulfilment of responsibilities regarding propaganda in several ways.
As well as leveraging the academic reputations of individual researchers to the purposes of
special interests, para-academic activities can also involve leveraging the reputation of a
university itself. For instance, individuals whose principal employment is in journalism, or at
a think tank or NGO, may take visiting or honorary fellowships at universities and enjoy the
reputational  benefit  of  the  association  without  necessarily  making  a  commensurate
academic contribution. Or they may publish working papers or blogs under a university’s
banner  whereby a  veneer  of  credibility  is  lent  to  material  that  independent  academic
reviewers might have regarded as partisan polemics. It is also possible for businesses to
leverage university connections so as to imply academic respectability for activities that
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might be regarded as propagandistic. An example is the teaming up of a business ‘based at’
Goldsmiths, University of London, with Bellingcat to produce a reconstruction of the Douma
‘chemical  attack’  that  supports  OPCW  management’s  official  version  against  that  of  the
OPCW’s actual inspectors. This involved ‘modelling’ of a situation that failed to accord with
the actual records and measurements gathered by inspectors on the ground, or even with
visual evidence incidentally broadcast by the BBC (Hayward 2019a; Watson 2020a, 2020b).
Yet the piece, published in the New York Times, has been approvingly cited in academic
literature.

The use of modelling in place of real-world evidence is more generally a versatile tool for
propaganda.  This  was  illustrated  by  the  UK’s  response  to  Covid-19,  which  relied  on
modelling by Neil  Ferguson, the Imperial College professor with a track record of over-
estimating the threat to life posed by new pathogens. Simon Ruda, one of the government’s
leading behavioural scientists involved in generating public fear on the basis of Ferguson’s
projections, conceded in retrospect that there had been an overemphasis on modelling and
data that was ‘propagandistic’. Ruda had come to regret how the ‘nudges’ instigated by the
behavioural scientists ‘inadvertently sanctioned state propaganda’. This was ‘unethical and
undemocratic’ according to a group of healthcare professionals led by Gary Sidley.

In general, a degree of intellectual humility would be an appropriate element of academic
diligence on the part  of  the  media-promoted experts.  It  would  have been helpful,  for
instance, in the case of a high profile academic claiming on a BBC programme shown in UK
schools that ‘Covid-19 vaccines are 100% safe, children should get the vaccine to protect
their  parents,  and  the  benefits  to  children  outweigh  any  risks.’  According  to  a  complaint
made on behalf of independent medics, ‘such a simplified and biased message’ was ‘deeply
irresponsible’ and ‘amounts to propaganda’. Even assuming academics who promote one
side of a debate do so in good faith, the point is that scholarship and science develop by
means of debate and disagreement, which does not happen if only one side of an argument
is heard.

This  issue  is  all  the  more  significant  with  matters  attended  unavoidably  by  a  degree  of
secrecy, as when they concern national security or intelligence. Given this is the situation
for some of the most momentous decisions that elected representatives must decide on –
such as going to war – there is a need for scrupulous alertness to the possibility of being
swayed by propaganda. This was made very clear in the wake of the 2003 Iraq war.

Nevertheless, some academics appear to have been drawn into propaganda operations that
serve  to  heighten geopolitical  tensions.  For  instance,  we are  aware,  thanks  to  leaked
documents, of the so-called Integrity Initiative, supported by the Institute for Statecraft, that
has involved academics as well as journalists in clusters engaged in covert operations to
present a one-sided view of relations with Russia (Hayward 2018, Klarenberg 2019, King and
Miller 2020). Nor is the problem simply with covertly directed activities. There is a university
research centre overtly funded by UK security and intelligence agencies whose publications
‘are subject to review by the Security and Intelligence Agencies’. This means their readers
cannot  be sure there are no ‘key omissions in  data,  analysis  or  argumentation’.  Such
concerns  are  intensified  when  researchers  find  themselves  obliged  to  sign  the  Official
Secrets Act. This, as Massoumi and colleagues observe, ‘opens up the possibility for secret
or covert research’, which ‘cannot be properly tested by others since none of the data from
the research is available.’
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Another use of social science for potentially propagandised ends is in manipulating online
discourse  and  activism  to  generate  outcomes  congenial  to  its  sponsors.  The  tactics
deployed by a formerly secret British propaganda unit called the Joint Threat Research
Intelligence Group (JTRIG) aimed to ‘“discredit”, promote “distrust,” “dissuade,” “deceive,”
“disrupt,” “delay,” “deny,” “denigrate/degrade,” and “deter”’. Although criticised by other
psychologists, a psychologist involved in this work defended it on the speculative grounds
that the harm it would do might be outweighed by harms it could help avert. Such tactics
have  received  academic  support  also  from other  quarters.  The  case  for  governments
intervening  in  citizens’  conversations  –  through  ‘cognitive  infiltration’  –  has  not  only  been
approved  but  even  positively  advocated  by  certain  academics  with  government
connections,  notably  the  US  legal  scholar  and  government  advisor  Cass  Sunstein.

Sunstein has specifically developed such an argument in response to what he claims is the
danger  of  conspiracy  theories.  Critics  of  this  view,  such  as  Kurtis  Hagen  and  myself,
highlight how the use of the term ‘conspiracy theory’ as a slur is used to discourage critical
discussion  of  public  malfeasance  by  implicitly  branding  critics  as  delusional.  The  effect  of
labelling certain concerns as ‘conspiracy theories’ is effectively to make discussion of them
taboo, which is the antithesis of a scientific or scholarly approach and can allow propaganda
a free pass. Arguably, a greater threat to democracy than conspiracy theories is the pre-
emption of dissenting views and the suppression of free speech this involves.

Certainly, the logic of Sunstein’s approach tends to undermine the possibility of a critical
study of propaganda. That is why, I argue, there is also a responsibility of academics to
defend such study against its attackers, within and beyond academia.

Attacks on scholars of propaganda

Mutual criticism is at the heart of academic activity and crucial to its advancement. In the
rigorous testing of ideas, new insights emerge and old illusions get laid to rest. Exchanges
can be robust, but good faith criticisms of an idea are not the same as attempts to discredit
those who advance it. Yet when one side of a controversy is actively promoted by the
dominant  media,  those  who  articulate  principled  concerns  about  it  may  come  under
personal attack.

I  learned  this  first  hand  doing  epistemic  diligence  on  media  reports  relating  to  the  war  in
Syria.  On  one  early  occasion,  academic  members  of  the  Working  Group  on  Syria,
Propaganda and Media  (WGSPM),  including myself,  were  subjected to  an onslaught  of
smears in The Times newspaper, on both front and inner pages. The attacks did not mention
anything we had published, but aimed simply to undermine our reputations. These attacks
were lent a veneer of apparent academic support by citing opinions of certain individuals
with academic credentials known for a willingness to engage in ad hominem  abuse in
defence of official narratives.

This propaganda tactic has been conspicuous in Covid-19 communications, where highly
respected  epidemiologists,  doctors  and  other  relevantly  qualified  scientists  have  been
vilified  for  articulating  views  contrary  to  those  being  promoted  in  the  mainstream  media
(Broudy and Hoop 2021; Cáceres 2022; Hughes 2021). One instance was the campaign
against the concerned scientists who issued the Great Barrington Declaration. They had
argued, ‘in view of a thousand-fold difference in COVID mortality risk between the old and
the young’, for a policy of ‘focussed protection’. But the media were ‘working 24/7 to say
that lockdowns were the only option, so anyone against them was a “Covid denier.” It was
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brutal.’ We now know from leaked emails that Dr Anthony Fauci, the US president’s Chief
Medical Advisor, responded to a colleague’s call for ‘a quick and devastating published take
down’ of the dissenters’ premises by pointing to an available example: an article by Gregg
Gonsalves,  an  academic  at  Yale.  This  was  not  so  much  a  reasoned  critique  as  the
manifestation  of  an  approach  the  author  summed up  in  a  tweet:  ‘This  f*****g  Great
Barrington Declaration is like a bad rash that won’t go away’.

Attacks on academics by academics generally take the form of op-eds, letters or tweets –
forms of communication not subject to peer review. Smears can gain considerable public
traction without peer scrutiny and without the targets having any meaningful right of reply.
Academics  subjected  to  smears  can  even  find  that  their  own  universities  are  swayed  by
them. There have been disturbing cases of universities disciplining their own academics on
the basis of externally-driven smear campaigns.

Campaigns can also target publishers who are pressured to retract items that go against
official claims. For instance, when David Hughes published an article on the silence of the IR
discipline about unresolved controversies concerning events of 9/11, this was the subject of
extraordinary  vitriol  on  the  part  of  certain  other  academics.  Fortunately,  editor  and
publisher  held  firm in  this  case,  but  other  publishers  have yielded to  pressures.  A  striking
example came to light as I was writing this article. The publisher Edward Elgar announced it
was removing a chapter by Piers Robinson from its recently published Research Handbook
on Political Propaganda. Since the chapter in question documents campaigns to silence
academics who present inconvenient truths, this occurrence is a clear case of Quod Erat
Demonstrandum! [Happily, the text of Robinson’s chapter, together with notes on the story
of its removal, is now freely available.]

A particularly sickening instrumentalization of  universities in the service of  propaganda
involves the coaxing of students with journalistic ambitions to write attacks on academics –
regardless of whether they have even had any dealings with the academic targeted. An
egregious example of this resulted in David Miller’s recent sacking by Bristol University. That
case involved a particularly sustained and coordinated campaign, but I am personally aware
of  other,  lower  level,  attacks,  including  several  on  myself.  One  student  at  Sheffield
collaborated  with  HuffPost  senior  editor  Chris  York  –  himself  author  of  more  than  a  dozen
attacks on WGSPM – in attacking Piers Robinson, and then attempted to do the same to me.
Fortunately,  that  attack  was  aborted  when  a  student  at  my  university,  contacted  for
negative comment, instead alerted me.

Then another student journalist approached me at the instigation of producers working for
the BBC on its Mayday podcast series – itself the subject of a rare rebuke from the BBC’s
own complaints unit  –  but,  investigating the story independently,  opted to decline the
producers’ suggestion. A less principled student, however, did publish an attack on me for
the  Murdoch publication  The Tab  –  without  contacting  me or  verifying  its  defamatory
accusations. Notwithstanding this lack of journalistic ethics, her attack was praised and
amplified on Twitter by Oliver Kamm of The Times, to whom she replied ‘Thank you so much
Oliver! Always available for work experience at The Times! [“Wink” emoji]’. Kamm has since
deleted his tweets, but the sort of example he sets to aspiring journalists has already been
noted by others (Leiter 2005, Peterson and Herman 2010, Robinson 2022, Sayeed 2016).

Academics who are not as aware as they could be of how propaganda operates in practice
may  not  appreciate  the  degree  of  epistemic  diligence  that  ought  to  be  applied  to
mainstream narratives. A telling illustration was provided by the student who chose to speak
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to  me  rather  than  the  HuffPost.  This  Syrian  student  spoke  of  cognitive  unease  at  ‘the
overwhelming outlook of those around me in Scotland and at the university,’ feeling implicit
pressure to conform to a view that conflicted with personal understanding of the situation in
Syria. The student avoided writing essays on Syria. The fact that academics can contribute
to demoralising experiences like that, for want of awareness of how their own assumptions
can have origin  in  highly  coordinated propaganda operations,  should  be a  concern to
anyone working in education. When the media single out for attack those of us making this
very point it shows how their values and ethos are fundamentally at odds with the very
vocation of academics.

Attacks  on  academics  who  challenge  official  orthodoxies  are  launched  under  the  guise  of
combatting disinformation, and general concerns about disinformation are certainly now
widespread. But before presuming to combat disinformation, one needs to reliably identify
it, which means understanding the ways in which it can be purveyed and also having a
robust epistemic account of what one takes to be reliable information. These are essential
responsibilities of academics and need to be applied no less to orthodox views than to those
that challenge them.

Conclusion

Academics have unique skills and an important social role to play in maintaining open and
honest  communications.  This  article  has  argued  that  there  are  significant  responsibilities
they  should  acknowledge  and,  collectively,  work  to  fulfil.  The  wider  public  has  reasonable
expectations that universities are able to assure the integrity of knowledge available for
public discussion – which, in practice, means also being ready, when necessary, to help cut
through propaganda claims or hold officials to account.

Even if these expectations are not always fully met, they should still guide what academics
aspire  to.  This  article  has  acknowledged  that  to  engage  critically  with  the  strategic
communications of  powerful  actors can be difficult  in itself  and can even encounter active
resistance. That engagement can require a certain resolve, particularly when, as Bertrand
Russell  many  years  ago  observed,  it  means  taking  a  stand  against  ‘the  powerful
organizations which control most of human activity’. But if academics cannot hold the line
against the propagandising of information in public debate, it is not clear who else will be
able to do it.

*
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