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Fake news is bad for 
democracy 
(but not how you think)

Abstract
Most everyone agrees that the propagation of fake news is bad for democracy.  
The standard explanation is that fake news undermines citizens’ true beliefs 
and/or knowledge.  In other words, the primary harm of fake news is epistemic.  I 
argue that this is mistaken.  The primary harm of fake news is affective rather 
than cognitive.  Fake news is bad for democracies not because it affects what 
citizens know but because it alters how citizens feel about one another in ways 
that undermine collective action.
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