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SUMMARY
THIS ESSAY EXAMINES how President Trump has become a stress test for journalism –
one that many journalists repeatedly fail. The issue is not whether he deserves criticism, but
why his name so often lowers the normal standards of proof, proportion and restraint. Using
recent newspaper articles the essay shows how moral certainty, insinuation, metaphor and
audience prejudice are replacing rational argument. Trump is now less a politician whose
actions must be examined than a trigger for assumptions already held by the writer and
reader. The result is a confirmation loop: journalism feeds readers their own assumptions,
then returns them with the authority of serious commentary.

INTRODUCTION
In Goodbye Trust I argued that journalism had become more partisan, more narrative-led
and more inclined to satisfy its audience than to challenge it. I also argued against the lazy
habit of explaining institutional disorder by blaming everything on one convenient bogey-
man, whether ‘woke’, Brexit or Donald Trump. This essay keeps the same method: establish
the facts, discard the prejudice, decide what it means. But it narrows the field to one stubborn
question: why does mention of Trump so often permit a different kind of dialogue?

I began not with theory but with a small, recurring irritation. People whose judgment I
normally respect, and who on most subjects are measured, balanced and wary of exaggera-
tion, become moralistic and imprecise when Trump is mentioned. The language hardens, the
temperature rises, and the argument moves very quickly from an event’s specifics to his
character. Words like dangerous, authoritarian, evil, reckless, deranged, corrupt and unfit
appear not as conclusions laboriously reached, but as if they had already been settled some-
where else and now merely need to be invoked. It may not be universal, but it is common
enough to be worth examining.

This is not an essay about whether Trump is good or bad in the abstract. It is about what
happens to language, judgment and standards of proof when Trump is the subject. That
distinction matters. I am not trying to smuggle in a defence brief under the cover of scepti-
cism, nor am I arguing that criticism of Trump is illegitimate. The question is narrower and, I
think, more revealing. Why do people who would normally insist on proportion, evidence
and qualification so readily suspend those habits in his case? Why does balance, in his pres-
ence, begin to look to some like weakness, evasion or even complicity?

One small episode while drafting sharpened the point for me. In working with an AI
assistant, the first response inserted the usual moral disclaimer before any analysis had
begun: “This is not because Trump has done nothing objectionable. Plainly he has.” The
revealing thing was not whether that sentence might later be defended. It was that it arrived
before the evidence. Analysis seemed required to pay a verbal tax before it could begin, a
quick declaration of moral membership to reassure the reader that nothing improper was
about to happen. I mention this not because it proves anything decisive about Trump. It
proves nothing of the sort. I mention it because it shows how settled the pattern has become.
Even my AI chum seemed to know that when Trump appears, judgement must be signalled
early.
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That was when I began to suspect that Trump is often treated less as a politician to be
examined than as a figure to be recognised. He enters the conversation with moral baggage
already attached. Once that happens, the burden of proof changes. The writer or speaker
does not need to begin from zero and establish a conclusion step by step. He can begin
halfway there, leaning on assumptions the audience already holds. The reader supplies part
of the case before the article has done any work. Hint turns into assertion, assertion into
explanation, explanation into moral certainty.

This, in essence, is what I mean by the confirmation loop. Trump arrives in Britain
already wrapped in a bundle of associations: vulgarity, chaos, narcissism, bad taste, threat,
recklessness and American excess, and both journalist and reader know that those associa-
tions are already in play. In that setting, the article does not always need to persuade so
much as activate recognition. The audience’s prejudice is returned to it in the polished
voice of journalism, and because it comes back under a masthead, in a column, from a
recognised journalist it acquires a little more authority than it had before. Then the cycle
repeats.

HOW THE CONFIRMATION LOOP WORKS
Trump is not the whole explanation for journalism’s decay, and it would be foolish to pretend
he is. The media problems described in Goodbye Trust were structural: collapsing trust,
shrinking newsrooms, digital competition, social media, the increasingly metropolitan char-
acter of the profession, and the gradual shift from reporting as explanation to moral advo-
cacy. The press ever a pure instrument of truth: it always had allegiances, class biases,
commercial pressures and favoured causes. The issue is not that partisanship exists, but that
it has become harder to tell where reporting ends and proselytising begins, which is why
Trump matters here: he makes that boundary visible.

He is so rarely encountered as a normal political subject. He does not arrive as a policy
platform or a sequence of decisions waiting to be weighed one by one, but already
surrounded by associations: boasting, bad taste, chaos, celebrity politics, masculine bluster,
vulgarity, the coarsening of public life. Whether those associations are fair in whole, in part
or not at all is not yet the question; the point is that they arrive before the evidence does, so
that each fresh event is fitted into a pre-existing picture and the argument moves very
quickly from particulars to character. The question is no longer what happened here, exactly,
but what else one would expect from a man like that.

In Britain this seems to happen with unusual ease, perhaps because distance helps. We
are close enough to be saturated by American politics, but distant enough to experience
Trump partly as spectacle. He is not our prime minister, yet he occupies probably more space
in British commentary and conversation, and in that setting becomes more than a foreign
politician: an emblem, a screen onto which anxieties about populism, democracy, coarseness,
the crowd and the collapse of polite politics can be projected. That makes him especially
useful to writers, because he can stand in for many fears at once.

As soon as a figure reaches that symbolic status, the rules of language begin to change
around him, and caution is the first thing to look morally dubious. With most subjects, quali-
fication is a sign of seriousness; with Trump, it can easily be read as weakness, bad faith or
covert sympathy. That is why the ‘verbal tax’ matters: one has to signal immediately that one
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is not a dupe, not an apologist, not insufficiently alert to the danger; only then can the actual
thinking begin, and by then it is already under pressure.

The second change is that reputation begins to substitute for proof. Journalism, one
would hope, ought to move from evidence to conclusion. Yet when the subject is Trump, it
often seems to move from impression to conclusion, with evidence playing a supporting
rather than determining role. Because the reader is assumed already to know what sort of
man Trump is, motive can be inferred rather than established, consequences expanded rather
than demonstrated, and analogies inflated rather than earned. The rhetorical temperature
rises while the evidential burden grows lighter, and the article, without necessarily lying,
draws on conviction the reader already has and returns it in more polished form. As long as
the journalist can find a few ‘facts’ about Trump that buys them free reign to purge their
moral distance on any subject.

That matters because legacy media still carries authority even while trust in it has
declined. People complain about journalists, mock them, distrust them and suspect them of
manipulation, yet the serious interview, the broadsheet column, the long read and the major
broadcaster still retain a prestige that random online commentary does not. When those
outlets start writing from inside the audience’s settled assumptions rather than testing them,
the result is more corrosive than ordinary bias, which is at least recognisable; what is harder
to resist is the transformation of assumption into common sense.

The confirmation loop is not best understood as a factory for lies, but as something more
elusive than that, and in some ways more damaging, because it diminishes the standards of
proof. The piece still contains facts, quotations, names, episodes and fragments of real report-
ing. But the connection between those materials and the conclusion grows looser than it
ought to be, so that what holds the piece together is often not the strength of the evidence but
the audience’s readiness to complete the pattern for itself. The writer supplies the outline, the
reader supplies the certainty, and the authority of the publication fuses the two into some-
thing that feels more solid than it is.

If that sounds too abstract, let’s look closely at actual examples, for the test is simple to
state, though often uncomfortable to apply. When Trump is the subject, what exactly is being
claimed? What evidence is actually offered, and what is asserted rather than shown? How
much of the work is being done by mood, analogy, insinuation and moral labelling? Above
all, would the piece still persuade a reader who had not arrived already disposed to agree?

MORAL INFLATION AND RESPECTABLE INSINUATION
The first example, a Rory Stewart interview, shows how quickly a serious exchange can shift
from analysis of events to something closer to moral narration. The tone is set immediately
by the interviewer’s invitation to speak about ‘extreme political evil’, which is not a question
about a policy, a decision or a sequence of actions so much as an invitation to begin at the
highest available moral pitch, and Stewart accepts it willingly. He defines evil as carelessness,
as reckless disregard for consequences, and then moves almost immediately to an imagined
inner picture of Trump waking up, deciding that Israel is going to bomb Iran anyway, and
casually joining in. What matters is the sequence, for Trump is not examined first and then
judged; the judgment of his inner character is already in place before the supporting case
arrives.
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If at this point you are saying ‘well yes, that’ what Trump is like’ then let me save you the
time of reading further.

Once that move has been made, the rest of the argument comes easily. Trump is said to
have upended Gulf economies, damaged poor farmers in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin
America by making fertiliser harder to access, crippled Europe, unleashed misery on Iran
and accelerated nuclear proliferation. These are enormous claims, and any one of them
would require evidence, proportion and a serious chain of reasoning. Yet in the interview
they arrive in a single moral stream, held together less by proof than by the prior conviction
that Trump is the sort of man who would do such things and not care. Stewart even says as
much: ‘my guess is he just doesn’t care.’ The phrase ought to weaken what follows, but in
practice it does the opposite, licensing speculation while allowing it to retain the force of
insight.

The same pattern continues in the repeated phrase ‘they will have concluded’: Iran will
have concluded this, Hezbollah will have concluded that. Whole actors in the system are
being mind-read, and we are told not simply what happened, but what states and factions
inwardly learned from it. Some of these judgments may contain truth, but the interview does
not earn them; it glides over the distance between observation and attribution.

What is striking is how little resistance the format provides. This is a serious interview,
not a rant on social media, yet the obvious questions never bite. Which data supports the ten-
year damage claim? In what sense have Europe’s economies been crippled? Which European
states are now likely to pursue nuclear weapons? How is the fertiliser claim being estab-
lished? What makes ‘evil’ an explanatory category here rather than a flourish? Those ques-
tions never seriously interrupt the flow. Interviewer and interviewee move together inside a
shared moral frame in which Trump’s supposed recklessness becomes the master explana-
tory device, and once that frame is in place the demand for proof weakens.

The labels do a great deal of the work. ‘Extreme political evil’, ‘slick, charming reckless-
ness’, ‘basically racism’ and ‘completely demented’ are not patient conclusions reached at the
end of an argument, but signals about the moral position the listener is meant to occupy;
once uttered, they make later claims feel more plausible than they have strictly earned, so
that the moral frame begins to perform an evidential function.

Of course the key question goes unanswered – was the military engagement with Iran
necessary – what are the consequences of doing nothing?

Jeremy Warner’s Telegraph column shows a more disciplined and, in some ways, more
revealing version of the same mechanism. Its title alone is a good place to start: Trump’s
America is fast becoming a banana republic. That is no small claim, but a sweeping verdict on
American society, and the standfirst deepens it by saying that apparent tolerance of the presi-
dent’s behaviour is shredding America’s reputation. Before the reader reaches the first para-
graph of argument, the interpretive frame is already firmly in place.

If America is becoming a banana republic despite being manifestly more successful
economically, technologically and militarily than Europe what does mean for UK – answers
on postcard.

To Warner’s credit, the piece is not fact free. It includes real episodes, real names, frag-
ments of data and a number of apparently careful concessions: wealthy donors receiving
powerful roles, Trump’s changed posture on cryptocurrency, suspicious market activity
around tariffs and conflict, his ‘THIS IS A GREAT TIME TO BUY!!!’ post, and official denials
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from the White House. That is precisely why the column is useful: it has the surface texture
of seriousness and sounds like a man reasoning from evidence.

Yet the weight of the conclusion is much greater than the evidence comfortably carries.
Trump ‘seems’ to have no understanding of the line between public office and private inter-
est. Inauguration guests ‘expected’ contracts and concessions. Favours ‘seem’ to be available
for a price. Some cabinet posts give ‘the impression’ of being partially bought. These are not
incidental turns of phrase but the load-bearing beams of the piece, and they are mostly infer-
ences, suspicions or impressions rather than demonstrated facts. The language gives the
column room to imply much more than it can prove. Let’s be honest, it is much easier writing
when you don’t have to muster the facts to support you commentary.

The rhetoric is theatrical while presenting itself as sober commentary. America is
described as a ‘banana republic’, Trump as ruling like a ‘mediaeval king’, the administration
as consisting of ‘fawning courtiers’, some with their ‘snouts in the trough’, and the inaugura-
tion as a ‘sickening display of competing sycophancy’. Such phrases may be vivid, and some-
times fair in spirit, but they do not clarify the case. They colour it, inviting the reader to
experience the article morally before judging it analytically; in another setting, such
metaphor would be recognised for what it is, but here, because the subject is Trump, it passes
as a kind of moral proof.

The cleverest move comes when the article appears to pull back. Warner acknowledges
that no evidence has been presented showing Trump or his immediate team profited from
relevant trades and says official denials must be taken at their word. That sounds scrupulous,
yet the piece immediately rebuilds suspicion by asking why there has been no official investi-
gation and suggesting that, if money-making is not the point of the Truth Social roller-
coaster, it is hard to know what is. The is clever to wear the veil of of caution while
preserving the emotional effect of accusation. It does not quite say the crime occurred, but it
leaves the reader in a world where it is hard not to feel that something very like it must have
happened.

This is why the Stewart interview and the Warner column belong together despite their
differences in tone. Stewart gives us moral inflation: Trump as evil, followed by a chain of
grand consequences the evidence never fully bears. Warner gives us respectable insinuation:
real facts, a mist of interpretive language, and a conclusion much larger than the demon-
strated case. In both instances, Trump’s character is treated as partly known in advance, and
that prior knowledge lightens the burden of proof, allowing the writer or speaker to move
faster than the evidence properly permits. Both are a feast of tasty morsels for the those
wanting their daily dose of confirmation bias.

RESISTANCE THEATRE AND ELITE DISDAIN
The next two examples are useful precisely because they are less straightforward. They do
not merely rant. They are more polished than that, more culturally self-aware. In one case the
writer clearly sees the absurdity of the anti-Trump milieu he is describing; in the other the
argument is wrapped in wit, nostalgia and cosmopolitan disappointment rather than open
fury. That matters, because it helps clarify what the confirmation loop is not. It is not just
journalists shouting abuse. It is the subtler habit of allowing mood, status and shared
assumptions to do work that evidence ought to do.

The Confirmation Loop
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The Robert De Niro profile is revealing because the writer is not wholly in thrall to the
resistance culture he is covering. Much of the piece is faintly contemptuous of it. The inflat-
able frogs, the pink dildo, the chanting crowd, the sold-out event pitched as a riposte to
Trump, the audience there “to emote in unison” — all this is presented with irony and
distance. The article sees the theatricality of the scene. That is what makes it interesting. It
half sees the absurdity and half indulges it.

Yet for all its knowingness, it leaves the central anti-Trump assumptions almost
untouched. De Niro is allowed to reach for words like “totalitarianism” and “tyranny” to
describe Trump’s America. He speaks of “this regime”, of ending Trump’s “reign”, of the fear
of living in a totalitarian society, of Trump as a “lunatic driving a fucking tank around the
city”. He even suggests that Trump should never have been allowed to become eligible to
run for president, as though some prior screening process ought to stand above elections.
These are not minor claims. They are among the strongest claims available in democratic
politics short of alleging literal dictatorship. Yet the article provides almost none of the
evidential labour such language would require.

What it provides instead is atmosphere: De Niro’s age, his symbolic status, the darkness
of the room, the plate of fruit, the late hour, the screaming crowd, the old patriot wounded by
what his country has become. It is beautifully arranged. The trouble is that arrangement
takes the place of proof. The reader is not led through a case that the United States is plau-
sibly entering a condition describable as tyrannical or totalitarian. He is invited to feel the
moral intelligibility of that claim because Robert De Niro believes it with sufficient intensity.

The interviewer does offer some resistance. He asks whether De Niro’s own attitude is
part of the reason people voted for Trump. He points out that the “screening process” De
Niro seems to want is, in fact, what elections are for. The final line gently exposes the irony of
De Niro ending with “We will take our country back.” But these moments do not really
disturb the central frame. They give the piece texture and a show of balance while leaving
intact the deeper assumption that Trump may naturally be discussed in the language of
regime, reign, tyranny and national betrayal.

The most revealing line in the profile may be the writer’s own: De Niro is “less interested
in understanding Trump than ending his reign.” That is very close to the larger problem.
Once the verdict is settled, understanding becomes secondary. For all its irony, the article
accepts the same order. It does not seriously ask whether this apocalyptic language is propor-
tionate to the facts. It turns resistance theatre into stylish journalism.

Janice Turner’s Times column works differently but reaches a similar destination. Here the
tone is not carnival but cultivated disdain. The piece opens with the moon landings, with a
memory of America as the expansive, optimistic country of the space age, the nation that
could make the future happen while Britain remained pinched and querulous. Artemis
briefly revives that old feeling. Then Trump appears and, in the column’s own words, spoils
everything. From there the argument moves quickly to its large conclusion: Europe once
admired America, but now, thanks to Trump, it is learning to live without it. America offers
nothing to envy.

Again, one has to be fair. The column does not offer nothing. There are some European
polling figures, a decline in summer bookings, a remark from David Miliband, and the
writer’s own impressions of Boston. That is enough to support a modest claim that Trump
has damaged America’s image in Europe and weakened some of the old attachment. It is
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nowhere near enough to sustain the much larger verdict of the title. “America offers nothing
to envy” is an enormous statement. It would require formidable evidence to be more than a
sweeping claim, yet the piece rests instead on moral certainty, anecdote and insinuation.

Trump is described as “utterly amoral”. Each morning “we wake wondering what new
hell America has wrought”. He provokes in Europeans the “Bond villain terror” once associ-
ated with Putin or a rogue Islamist despot. “Maybe even the nuclear codes look tempting to
him.” Notice how much work is being done by rhetorical suggestion rather than proof.
“Maybe even” is not evidence. It is theatrical implication. It allows the writer to insinuate a
frightening possibility without needing to establish it. The piece does not so much build an
argument as stage a mood of disdainful alarm.

The Boston travelogue is especially revealing. Dirty chemists, grim supermarkets, dull
retail, a rubbery lobster roll, rattling transport, crumbling infrastructure, the sense that Seoul
or Tokyo now better represent the future once promised by America — all this is folded into
the same anti-Trump story. Yet much of it has little or nothing to do with Trump specifically.
Once the moral frame is in place, however, almost any detail can be recruited as supporting
scenery. Trump becomes not one cause among others, but the organising symbol through
which an entire civilisation is judged to have become shabby, threatening and spiritually
spent.

That is what makes the column a good example of disdain. It does not howl. It smiles
thinly. It assumes a reader who already shares the emotional premise that Trump is a
grotesque embarrassment and that America under him is becoming a place Europeans can
regard with a mixture of pity and alarm. Such a reader does not need much evidence to
travel from a boastful Truth Social post to the conclusion that America offers “nothing to
envy”. They already know, or think they know, what kind of country Trump represents. The
column merely refines the feeling.

I cannot help but slip in a fact (apologies for being so awkward). The Institute of
Economic Affairs conducted research to understand how well-informed Brits are about
various aspects of economics. On question was to place where the UK ranks in average
income per person (GDP per capita) compared to the US states. They answered it would
come seventh when the truth is it would be below all the 50 states. Those poor Americans
that is fast descending to banana republic status are doing that much better than us pros-
perous Brits.

THE PRICE OF SAYING ANYTHING ELSE
These examples have all been outright anti-Trump tirades, but this is example is more
complicated: the column that wants to talk about America and can only get there by first
paying a price in denunciation. One might call it a tax, an entry fee, or simply a ritual assur-
ance to the reader. Before the writer is allowed to say something less predictable about the
United States (something positive), they must first demonstrate that they know the moral
code, share the approved disgust and can be trusted not to go soft. The point is not that the
denunciation is necessarily insincere. It is that it arrives as a condition of permission. In the
atmosphere described above, where qualification risks appearing like weakness and balance
like covert sympathy, the writer seems to feel the need to declare their hostility before
proceeding to the argument they want to make.
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Matthew Syed’s Sunday Times column is a good example. The real subject of the piece is
not Trump but America: its scale, complexity, historical adaptability, appetite for risk, tech-
nological energy and, above all, its capacity to renew itself while Britain and Europe drift
into sclerosis. That is where the article wants to reach but before Syed gets there, he pays the
mandatory charge. America’s “experiment with Maga” is declared over; Trump becomes “a
dangerous second experiment with a demagogic sociopath”; the country is invited to
emerge from the “rubble of Trumpist nihilism”. These are not calm conclusions slowly
assembled from evidence inside the column. They function more like credentials, a burst of
ritual hostility that clears the writer to say something less conventional afterwards, namely
that America remains the more dynamic civilisation and that its best days may still lie
ahead. The denunciation feels less like discovery than like throat-clearing at a very high
moral pitch.

Trevor Phillips’s Times column follows a similar rhythm from a different political angle.
He wants to argue that British hostility to Trump should not curdle into contempt for Amer-
ica, that the transatlantic relationship remains valuable, that Britain’s opinion-forming classes
have become lazy and prejudiced in their anti-Americanism, and that Iran, not Trump, is the
real enemy in the present conflict. Again, that is the real story he wants to tell. But again he
pauses at the tollbooth to pay the entry fee for such comments. Trump is introduced as a man
who “spends little time thinking about anyone other than himself”, who sees the world
through “the distorting lens of his own ego”; his followers are said to credit him with “mys-
tical powers”; later he is called “offensive”, “certainly a misogynist”, and a man who admires
Orbán’s illiberal democracy. The article does little to establish these claims. As with the other
journalist there’s the assumption that the writer and reader inhabit a world in which they are
self-evidently true. Their function is partly prophylactic. They reassure the audience that,
whatever unexpected case is about to be made for America, no improper softness towards
Trump is involved. 

What makes these examples interesting is that neither man is writing in the register of
activist panic. Both are established newspaper columnists trying, in different ways, to say
that America is larger than the present occupant of the Oval Office. Yet neither seems quite
free to do so directly. Each first inserts a stream of invective that sits more sharply than the
larger argument requires. In both cases the insult does a social job as well as a descriptive
one. It signals membership. It tells the reader: I am one of us; I know what must be said
about Trump; I detest him too; now let me tell you the other story. That is what makes the
episode revealing. The anti-Trump language is not only judgment. It is reputational collat-
eral, posted in advance so that a more awkward or less fashionable argument about America
can safely follow.

There is something slightly dispiriting about this, though sadness may not be quite the
right word. The more exact word may be a horrible conformity. These are not marginal
cranks but respected legacy journalists, and yet even here the pressure is visible: before
writing there desired article they must first satisfy the reader that they have paid the proper
moral dues. That is not much to the credit of the trade. A press confident in its own standards
would not need this kind of ritual self-protection. It would trust that an argument about
America could be made on its merits, without first being padded with insults as proof of
decency. The fact that it so often seems unable to do so is one more sign that the confirmation
loop is not confined to the loudest or worst coverage. It has become the thing professional
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journalists do – a bit like wearing a poppy on Remembrance Sunday and never insulting the
King.

WHY TRUST DRAINS AWAY
Taken together, these examples widen rather than blur the picture. The styles differ: Stewart
gives us moral inflation, Warner respectable insinuation, the De Niro profile resistance
theatre, Turner elite disdain, and the Syed and Phillips columns the sad sight of paying a
verbal tax to give them permission to comment.

Yet the underlying weakness is the same. In each case the negative moral picture of
Trump is substantially in place before the evidential work has been done. Language of
essence outruns language of demonstration. Motive is inferred. Consequence is inflated.
Metaphor, mood and status reassurance carry weight that ought to be borne by proof. No
doubt their writing generates lots ‘likes’ because it satisfies the readers’ need for their daily
shot of Trump insults to feed their confirmation bias.

At this point one can go a little further. What emerges is not a single syndrome but a
repertoire of related distortions operating under the same permission structure. Sometimes
the result is moral inflation, sometimes insinuation, sometimes resistance theatre or elite
disdain, and sometimes a burst of ritual hostility that needs to be paid in advance.

The pattern is not merely felt. It can be quantified, at least in outline. The model behind this
essay does not claim scientific finality, and it is not a machine for deciding whether Trump
deserves criticism. It asks a narrower question: how far has a journalist drifted from ordinary
evidential discipline when Trump is the subject? How much moral loading appears before
proof, how often are motives inferred rather than established, how much atmospheric
suggestion substitutes for demonstration, and how readily does a single figure become the
explanation for a whole field of events? Those are the factors that matter, and once they are
separated out the differences between writers become clearer.

I expect that many of those reading this essay think it is pathetic nonsense, that Trump is so
obviously evil, dangerous, boring, brash – add the list of descriptors that you usually use
when discussing the man – that any analysis of how he is portrayed is worthless. For those
who think there might be a sliver of truth to the analysis, then look at the Appendix that
summarises how I analyse articles about Trump.

APPENDIX: HOW TO ANALYSE ARTICLES
This model is designed to answer a narrower question than the one people usually ask when
they invoke Trump Derangement Syndrome (TDS). It does not try to decide whether Trump
is admirable or contemptible, nor whether criticism of him is deserved in some broad moral
sense. It asks something more specific: when Trump is the subject, how far has a piece of
reporting or commentary drifted from the ordinary disciplines of evidence, proportion and
attribution? That narrower question turns out not to be simple at all, which is why the
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scoring model breaks the problem into separate factors rather than pretending there is one
single affliction called “TDS”.

Moral loading before proof: does the piece begin at the level of evil, tyranny,
depravity, derangement, authoritarianism or existential danger before the factual
case has been assembled?

• Motive attribution: how often does the writer or speaker claim to know what Trump
thinks, intends, desires, fears or simply does not care about without adequately establishing
it?

• Evidential thinness: how large are the conclusions relative to the actual proof presented?
A piece may contain facts and still lean on them too lightly for the scale of the claim being
made.

• Consequence inflation: are limited events made to bear vast geopolitical, civilisational or
psychological conclusions they cannot comfortably support?

• Symbolic overreach: does Trump remain one political actor among others, or does he
become the organising explanation for a whole society, era, electorate, culture or decline?

• Atmospheric substitution: places where mood, ridicule, status signalling, theatrical alarm,
sarcasm, metaphor, disgust or cultivated knowingness do work that demonstration ought
to do.

• Insinuation density: some pieces do not quite make a charge directly, but build a cloud of
suspicion through language like “seems”, “suggests”, “raises questions”, “hard to believe”,
or “one wonders whether”.

• Analogy inflation: the casual movement to terms such as fascism, tyranny, totalitarian-
ism, banana republic, court politics, monarchy, treason or dictatorship without the compara-
tive work needed to justify them.

• Narrative predetermination: does the article appear to discover its conclusion through
reporting, or does it seem to begin with a settled moral script into which the facts are fitted?

• Asymmetry of scrutiny: are hostile claims about Trump pressed forward eagerly while
exculpatory facts, counter-arguments, missing context or uncertainty are handled lightly, late
or not at all?

• Counter-evidence resistance: when material appears that ought to slow, qualify or compli-
cate the case, does the piece absorb it honestly, or merely step around it and continue at the
same rhetorical pitch?

• Source-to-assertion distance: can the reader clearly see how the article got from quotation,
fact or event to conclusion, or is it being asked to trust leaps that have not been shown?

• Mind-reading by proxy: claims about what “Europe”, “Iran”, “the markets”, “the world”,
“ordinary Americans” or some other vast collective has concluded, feared or learned without
enough support.

• Contamination by adjacency: unrelated or only loosely related details are drawn into the
anti-Trump frame simply because they match the mood of decline, vulgarity or menace.

• Adjective loading: a piece may be factually anchored at sentence level yet still guide the
reader heavily through accumulations of pejorative descriptors.

• Metaphor dependence: how much of the persuasive force comes from vivid figurative
language rather than from plainly demonstrated relationships between facts?
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• Emotional prompting: does the piece encourage the reader to feel dread, disgust,
contempt or shame in advance of judgment, so that emotion prepares the ground for the
conclusion?

• Status calibration: the extent to which the article relies on cues of sophistication, decency,
cultivation or insider common sense to signal what a respectable person is supposed to think.

• Explanatory monopoly: is Trump treated as one important cause among several, or as the
master key that dissolves complexity and explains everything from institutional decline to
cultural embarrassment to international disorder?

• Proof-economising: moments where the writer appears to assume that because the audi-
ence already knows what sort of figure Trump is, less proof is required than would be
demanded for another politician.

No single factor settles the matter. A piece may score low on motive attribution but high
on consequence inflation; low on direct moral loading but high on insinuation and
atmosphere; low on overt theatricality but high on symbolic overreach. That is why the tool
is comparative rather than absolute. It does not announce whether a writer “has TDS” in
some final and diagnostic sense. It shows how different distortions combine, and how
different writers reach similar conclusions by different routes.

Seen in that light, the simple question “is this TDS?” turns out to conceal a cluster of more
useful questions. Is the problem pre-judgment, insinuation, analogy, mood, overreach, asym-
metry, or some combination of them? Which factor is carrying most of the argumentative
weight? Where exactly has reporting ceased to test the reader’s assumptions and begun to
recycle them in a more prestigious voice? Trump is the clearest stress case because the
permission to do this is unusually strong around him. But the method is not limited to
Trump. Once these factors are made visible here, they can be used to examine distortion in
coverage of any other person, movement or cause.

The Confirmation Loop
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