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IAN HISLOP’S FAKE NEWS: a true history
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EPISODE SYNOPSIS (SHORT) MAX 90 CHARACTERS 

Ian Hislop’s sharp provocative take on 200 years of Fake News, its causes and consequences

EPISODE SYNOPSIS (MED) MAX 180 CHARACTERS

Ian Hislop’s sharp provocative take on 200 years of Fake News and its consequences – from Victorians on the moon to 21st century deepfake (and Hislop as never seen before!)

PI

Fake news is never out of today's headlines.  But in this latest of Ian Hislop's acclaimed documentaries taking the long view of a hot-button issue, the satirist and journalist discovers fake news raking in cash or wreaking havoc long before our own confused, uncertain times.  By looking to history, Ian hopes to identify what motivates fake news - from profit, power and politics to prejudice, paranoia and propaganda – as well as figure out what to do about it. In America and back home Ian meets, amongst others, someone whose fake news stories have reached millions and a victim of fakery alleged to be a mastermind of the spurious ‘Pizzagate conspiracy’.

Before the 21st century’s information and culture wars, America was also the pioneer of mass-market news. Ian explores this ‘new media’ revolution where fake news thrived.  In 1835, New Yorkers were fooled by one of the most entertaining and successful fake news scoops of all time - an, er, lunatic tale of flying man-bats spied on the moon through the world’s most powerful telescope. The Moon Hoax story ran in a cheap, new, sensationalist tabloid aimed at everyday people - its appropriate name: ‘The Sun’.  Within decades, the stakes had got considerably higher and a circulation war waged between two pioneering press barons, Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, was seen by many as causing a real war - between America and Spain.  Meanwhile, another American conflict, the Civil War of the 1860s, had proved that photography, which initially promised new standards of accuracy, also brought new ways of lying.    Ian looks at the battlefield images of pioneering photojournalist Alexander Gardner, who achieved ends by means which would be judged unethical today. He also encounters the spooky 'spirit photography' of William Mumler.

Back at the London offices of ‘Private Eye’, Ian digs into one of the most pernicious conspiracy theories of all time, ‘The Protocols of the Elders of Zion’. Ian is disturbed to find this virulently anti-Semitic tract available with one click and rave reviews on Amazon, despite comprehensive factual debunking a century ago which exposed it as nothing more than fabricated lies.  Ian also ponders the consequences of official British fake news-mongering.  During WW1, lurid stories were craftily spread about German factories manufacturing soap from corpses. But a consequence of such black propaganda was to undermine the currency of trust in government - rather like the absence of WMDs in Iraq has more recently.     

To understand more about the current crisis, Ian meets the owner of a Washington DC pizzeria, James Alefantis, victim of online conspiracy theories with terrifying real-world consequences. Ian also meets a controversial figure sometimes dubbed 'the godfather of fake news'. Christopher Blair prefers to describe his work as 'satire', prompting some tough questions from fellow satirist Ian.   Viewers also get to see Ian doing something that's never been captured on film before – as he gets a taste of what it's like to be 'deepfaked'.

To explore what might be done to stop it, Ian quizzes Damian Collins MP who chaired the Parliamentary Inquiry into Fake News.  Is it really a 'threat to democracy'?  Why are people particularly alarmed about Russia?  Collins argues that today's technology giants - especially Facebook, Google and Twitter - should be taking more active steps to fact check and take down disinformation.  But those paths also have their perils, as Ian finds out when he looks at the extraordinary story of a woman who sued the British Museum for libel in the 1890s, Victoria Woodhull. This pioneering American feminist - the first woman who ran to be President - was an early victim of what today would be termed "slut-shaming". But did that injustice give her the right to censor the historical record? 

Contributing throughout the programme is one of the world's leading experts on the history of fake news, Professor Andie Tucher from the Columbia School of Journalism in New York.  Also joining Ian is visual artist Eric Drass; and the chief executive of what President Trump calls ‘the failing New York Times’ – ex BBC boss Mark Thompson.  Can good journalistic values survive this sustained attack from all sides?

 Notes: ‘Ian Hislop's Fake News: A True History’ is a Wingspan Production for BBC Four. It is produced and directed by Peter Sweasey. The Executive Producer is Archie Baron. The BBC Commissioning Editor is Mark Bell. 

Ian’s previous BBC hot-button histories include films on Immigration (‘Who Should We Let In? Ian Hislop on the First Great Immigration Row’), Welfare (‘Workers or Shirkers? Ian Hislop’s Victorian Benefits’) and Financial Scandal (‘Ian Hislop: When Bankers Were Good’).
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Fake news is never out of today's headlines.  But in this latest Ian Hislop documentary taking the long view of a hot-button issue, he discovers fake news raking in cash or wreaking havoc long before our own confused, uncertain times.  Ian mines history to identify what motivates fake news - from profit, power and politics to prejudice, paranoia and propaganda – as well as to try to figure out what to do about it. In America and back home Ian meets, amongst others, someone whose fake news stories have reached millions and a victim of fakery alleged to be a mastermind of the spurious paedophile ring ‘Pizzagate’ conspiracy. Viewers also get to see Ian doing something that's never been captured on film before – as he gets a taste of what it's like to be 'deepfaked'.

In 1835, New Yorkers were fooled by one of the most entertaining and successful fake news scoops of all time - an, er, lunatic tale of flying man-bats spied on the moon through the world’s most powerful telescope. The Moon Hoax story ran in a cheap, new tabloid - its appropriate name: ‘The Sun’.  Within decades, a circulation war waged between two pioneering press barons -  Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst -  was seen by many as causing a real war - between America and Spain.  Meanwhile, another American conflict, the Civil War of the 1860s, had proved that photography, which initially promised new standards of accuracy, also brought new ways of lying.    Ian looks at the battlefield images of pioneering photojournalist Alexander Gardner, who achieved ends by means which would be judged unethical today. He also encounters the spooky 'spirit photography' of William Mumler.

Ian also digs into one of the most pernicious conspiracy theories of all time, ‘The Protocols of the Elders of Zion’. He is disturbed to find this virulently anti-Semitic tract available with one click and rave reviews on Amazon, despite comprehensive factual debunking a century ago.  Ian also ponders the consequences of official British fake news-mongering.  During WW1, lurid stories were spread about German factories manufacturing soap from corpses. But a consequence of such black propaganda was to undermine the currency of trust in government - rather like, Ian notes, the absence of WMDs in Iraq has more recently.     

To understand more about the current crisis, Ian meets James Alefantis, owner of the Washington DC pizzeria who fell victim to the ‘Pizzagate’ conspiracy. He also quizzes ex-construction worker Christopher Blair, a controversial figure sometimes dubbed 'the godfather of fake news'. He discusses how frightened we should be about fake news, and what can be done about it, with Damian Collins MP who chaired the Parliamentary Inquiry into Fake News.  

Collins argues that today's tech giants – Facebook in particular - should be taking even more active steps to take down disinformation.  But that path also has its perils, as Ian finds out when he resurrects the extraordinary story of  Victoria Woodhull, a woman who sued the British Museum for libel in the 1890s. This pioneering American feminist - the first woman who ran to be President - was an early victim of what today would be termed "slut-shaming". But does combatting lies give anyone the right to censor the historical record and limit free speech? 




CLIP DESCRIPTIONS


[bookmark: _Hlk499561346]A SHAGGY DOG STORY
TITLE – A Shaggy Dog Story
90 CHARACTERS MAX SHORT DESCRIPTION
Gunfight over a pet dog: Ian Hislop encounters an amazing, 100-year-old fake news story. 

180 CHARACTERS MAX MEDIUM CLIP DESCRIPTION
Ian Hislop tells a heartrending tale of immigrants, a gunfight and a pet dog -and shows fake news has been making headlines far longer than you might expect.


THE MOON & THE SUN
TITLE – THE MOON AND THE SUN
90 CHARACTERS MAX SHORT DESCRIPTION
From the dawn of mass-media, the first great fake news report - a 'lunatic' tale!

180 CHARACTERS MAX MEDIUM CLIP DESCRIPTION
From the dawn of mass-media, the first great fake news report.  New Yorkers fell en-masse for a 'lunatic' tale of bat-men on the moon - printed by the pioneer of tabloid newspapers
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