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Când o problemă primește dimensiuni masive în societate sau afectează binele comun, atunci ea este considerată o 
problemă publică. Valoarea și utilitatea informațiilor pentru cetățeni ajunge uneori să fie degradată de dezinformare, 
pentru a servi unor scopuri anumite, ca instrument de influență. Eforturile actorilor puternici de a-și împinge agenda în 
discuția publică, combinate cu falsitatea informației, evidențiază o posibilă situație problematică de stabilire a agendei 
amestecată cu dezinformare. În articol discutăm cazul Pizzagate ca teorie a conspirației, conform anumitor surse, care 
a ocupat dezbaterea publică în preajma alegerilor prezidențiale din SUA. Prin acest articol, subliniem riscurile falsității 
informației pentru securitatea publică și necesitatea măsurilor de stat pentru limitarea fenomenului dat.
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INFORMATION VS MISINFORMATION: IMPACT ON THE PUBLIC DEBATE AGENDA

When a problem receives massive dimensions in society or affects the common good, then it is considered as a 
public problem. The value and usefulness of information to citizens sometimes comes to be degraded by misinformation 
in order to serve some purposes, as an influence tool. The efforts of powerful actors to push their agenda in the public 
discussion combined with information falseness emerges a possible problematic situation of agenda setting mixed with 
misinformation. In the article we discuss the case of Pizzagate as a conspiracy theory according to certain sources, which 
occupied the public debate, near the US presidential elections. By this article, we underline the risks of information 
falseness for public security and the need of state measures to limit the phenomenon. 

Keywords: misinformation, agenda setting, conspiracy theory, media scandal, Pizzagate.

INFORMATION VS DÉSINFORMATION: IMPACT SUR L’AGENDA DU DÉBAT PUBLIC

Lorsqu’un problème prend des dimensions massives dans la société ou affecte le bien commun, il est considéré comme 
un problème public. La valeur et l’utilité de l’information pour les citoyens finissent parfois par être dégradées par la 
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Introduction 

According to the literature, when a problem re-
ceives massive dimensions in society or affects the 
common good, then it is considered as a public pro-
blem. E. Neveu [1, p. 43] states that a public pro-
blem is nothing more than the conversion of any 
social event to public confrontation and / or state in-
tervention. S. Princen [2] attributes to the concept of 
conflict, thus describing its conflict character. This, 
therefore, the conflict nature of the public problem 
is the feature that makes it News, as supporters and 
opponents of opinions are opposed to a common pu-
blic arena, which in modern societies make up Mass 
Media as mentioned by D. Dearing and E. Rogers 
[3]. K. Voltmer & S. Koch-Baumgarten [4] add that 
the basic Media contribution to political themes lies 
more at the stage of emergence and the stage of defi-
nition of public problems.

The value and usefulness of information to citizens 
sometimes comes to be degraded by misinformation 
in order to serve some purposes. European Commis-
sion Communication [5, p. 3] defines misinformati-
on as the verifiable false or misleading information 
created, presented and disseminated for economic 
benefit, or to deliberately deceive the public or in 
general for public damage. It also adds that misinfor-
mation is a powerful, cheap and often economically 
beneficial influence tool. We could say that someone 
investing in misinformation is intentionally made to 
make political or economic and business profits. Ac-
cording to M. Castells [6] the media on their own do 
not possess the power to change things, but they are 
largely the stadium, where it is determined who has 
the power to push his agenda. For R. Miliband [7] 
the media are the tools through which a system of 
sovereignty is expressed, but also the means of rein-
forcing this sovereignty. Many times show views in 

désinformation, pour servir certaines finalités, en tant qu’instrument d’influence. Les efforts des acteurs puissants pour 
pousser leur agenda dans le débat public, combinés à la fausseté de l’information, mettent en évidence une possible 
situation problématique d’établissement d’agenda mélangée à de la désinformation. Dans l’article, nous discutons de 
l’affaire Pizzagate en tant que théorie du complot, selon certaines sources, qui a occupé le débat public à l’approche de 
l’élection présidentielle américaine. À travers cet article, nous soulignons les risques de fausseté de l’information pour 
la sécurité publique et la nécessité de mesures étatiques pour limiter ce phénomène.

Mots-clés: information, désinformation, débat public, théorie du complot, scandale médiatique, pizzagate.

ИНФОРМАЦИЯ ПРОТИВ ДЕЗИНФОРМАЦИИ: ВЛИЯНИЕ НА ПОВЕСТКУ ДНЯ ОБЩЕСТВЕННЫХ 
ДЕБАТОВ

Когда проблема приобретает огромные масштабы в обществе или затрагивает общее благо, она 
считается общественной проблемой. Ценность и полезность информации для граждан иногда принижается 
дезинформацией, используемой в определенных целях в качестве инструмента влияния. Усилия влиятельных лиц по 
продвижению своей повестки дня в общественное обсуждение в сочетании с ложной информацией подчеркивают 
потенциально проблемную ситуацию установления повестки дня в сочетании с дезинформацией. В данной 
статье мы обсуждаем дело «Пиццагейт» как теорию заговора, которая, по мнению некоторых источников, 
стала предметом публичных дебатов вокруг президентских выборов в США. Также мы подчеркиваем риски 
распространения ложной информации для общественной безопасности и необходимость государственных мер 
по ограничению этого явления.

Ключевые слова: информация, дезинформация, публичные дебаты, теория заговора, медиа-скандал, 
Пиццагейт.
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an appropriate way, from a specific perspective and 
contribute to promoting a climate of compliance in 
public opinion. T. Adorno [8] writes that commercial 
media constitute a tool for economic elites to divide, 
disorient and weaken citizens. 

Misinformation as a public problem
False information is largely the result of the stra-

tegic service of strong business, political and geo-
political interests. They make use of natural persons 
(professional politicians, opinion leaders, journalists, 
etc.), media, communications companies and other 
techniques to make and spread easily crafted news 
that ensures their hegemony or neutralizing their op-
ponents. So at the same time, the democratic function 
of the public sphere is undermined. Based on these 
approaches, the term of misinformation comes very 
close to term propaganda. Propaganda according to 
A. Pratkanis & E. Aronson [9] is a form of commu-
nication, aiming to influence the public through the 
diffusion of information from the media. As a key 
component of all modern Western democratic soci-
eties, it is a means of shaping social reality, as well 
as the maintenance and reproduction of the power 
structures of modern political mechanisms. There is, 
of course, a significant difference. The misinforma-
tion contains and promotes fraudulent, incorrect or 
false information, while propaganda contains true 
information, which it promotes strongly to public 
opinion and tries to make it well known.

This is done in a deliberate effort to persuade 
people to think in the desired way, as mentioned by 
Ph. Taylor [10]. Both of course are fed by servicing 
some interest. But there is still another distinction we 
encounter, this of black propaganda. According to G. 
Jowett & V. O ‘Donell [11] the black propaganda is 
the big lie, the source of information is transferred 
or credited to a false authority and spreads lies and 
manufactured information and aims to mislead. A 
similar definition is also given for Gray Propaganda 

by D. Gelders & O. Ihlen [12], in which the source 
is unclear and the correctness of information is 
uncertain. At the same wavelength E. Bernays [13] 
had wrote that propaganda becomes bad when 
the producers of consciously and with feasibility 
disseminate something they know that it’s a lie or 
when they aim at results that they know that they are 
harmful to the common good.

We are observing that these propaganda versions 
are essentially identified in the general concept of 
misinformation. In both cases, we have alteration of 
information or fully false information, while at the 
same time this is done intentionally to make a benefit. 
In addition, this benefit (political, economic, etc.) 
does not result from an interpersonal relationship, but 
it requires massivity, as it includes the general public. 
So, as tools for the implementation of disinformation 
and propaganda, the Media are used (in many cases), 
so as to spread the information The media is the tools 
for disseminating information to the general public. 
It is precisely in this context that „the perception of 
the media as an equivocal mirror”, as shown by Del 
Val et. al. [14, p. 237], is justified. 

Beyond the fact that we have a public speech that 
sows misinformation and lie to society, there is some-
thing more also. It changes what in the Media theory 
we call Agenda Setting. As Agenda Setting in politi-
cal communication, we consider the effort to establi-
sh in the public debate of a particular theme, which 
at the same time marks the conditions of genesis of 
Public Action as mentioned by P. Muller & Y. Surel 
[15]. It is also the ability of Media to influence citi-
zens' priorities as to which problems are more impor-
tant in public life. Agenda Setting is defined, in ge-
neral, by the themes/agenda of Media, which affects 
public themes and finally, affects political themes. 
They also report that the Media themes/agenda are 
very strong in its effects, managing a problem on the 
public agenda, which can lead to a change in public 
policies. Media have the ability to pose, under certa-
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in conditions, issues and frameworks, to be conver-
ted to Agenda-Setters and Framers in political agen-
da. When the agenda setting is made on the base of 
fake news and rumors, that do not actually reflect the 
reality, then we have a problem in public debate. Van 
Aelst et al. write that fake news potentially leads to 
misperceptions and contributes to growing inequali-
ties in political knowledge, one of the most pressing 
challenges for democracy today [16, pp. 17-18]. A 
false news is used by various actors to undermine the 
faith of the society in democratic processes and to 
distract its attention from important issues. Based on 
these, we can say that misinformation is considered 
a public problem, so public actions and policies are 
needed to deal with this as far as possible.
The paradigm of pizzagate theory at the public 

agenda  
With the term “priming” we are trying to descri-

be the phenomenon in which the media excessive-
ly promotes a topic, to the extent that citizens au-
tomatically associate it with a person/persons, even 
if subconsciously. For example, many people when 
they see George W. Bush may think of 9/11 or the 
war in Afghanistan, events that occurred during his 
time in office. By making some issues more salient 
in people’s mind (agenda setting), mass media can 
also shape the considerations that people take into 
account when making judgments about political can-
didates or issues (priming).

Priming refers to that information processing 
involves the development of the “activation tags” 
that are the basis for connection between concepts. 
The primary questions pursued by social psycholo-
gists studying priming have involved the activation 
of social representations (e.g., traits, stereotypes, or 
goals) by exposure to different types of information, 
and the application of these activated representations 
in social judgments and behaviors [17, p. 17]. More-
over, E. Van Duyn & J. Collier [18] say that as media 

emphasize certain issues more frequently, these issu-
es are primed in the minds of the public and are more 
accessible when forming judgments about policies or 
candidates. Of course, the more the media deal with 
a specific issue and the more vividly they represent 
it, the more strongly they imprint it on the viewer’s 
mind. There are elements that help this process and 
strengthen priming. Some important such elements 
are news a) frequency, b) duration and c) vividness. 
The viewer then identifies the news with the persons 
involved in it. That highly vivid portrayals resulting 
in stronger priming effects. Therefore, the more im-
pressively an event is presented, the greater effect it 
has on the cognitive process of citizens. The people 
judge whether a news story is true by three factors: 
base rates, emotional feelings, consistency. Base ra-
tes mean that people believe that the news they see 
for the first time is likely to be true. Emotional fee-
lings mean that people interpret their own subjective 
experiences as evidence of truth. Consistency has to 
do with the repetition of a news story by the me-
dia, as with the frequency we saw earlier, the more 
times someone sees a news story, the more likely 
they are to consider it true. So far we have observed 
the phenomenon of priming, but the main problem 
arises when it meets misinformation. What happens 
when priming is done with a fake news? A typical 
example is the “Pizzagate” scandal. In 2016 shortly 
before the US presidential election, John Podesta’s 
emails were found on Wikileaks. Podesta was Hil-
lary Clinton’s campaign chairman in her presiden-
tial campaign and a prominent member of the De-
mocratic Party, serving as a political adviser during 
the presidency of Bill Clinton and Barack Obama. 
One of the emails was between Podesta and the ow-
ner of the Comet Ping Pong pizzeria in Washington 
and they were discussing the restaurant as a possible 
host for a Clinton campaign fundraiser. Some inter-
net users overanalyzed these emails and came to a 
more different conclusion, that there was a deeper 



492024, nr. 2 (101)

connection between Comet Ping Pong and politici-
ans from the Democratic Party. According to BBC, 
people trawled Alefantis’ Instagram feed (owner of 
the pizzeria) for pictures of children and the modern 
art which lines his restaurant’s walls, and dreamt up 
a pedophile sex ring involving prominent politicians 
and political donors of the Democrats. Continuing, it 
is reported that thousands of people were convinced 
that a pedophilia ring involving people at the highest 
levels of the Democratic Party is operating out of 
a Washington pizza restaurant. The influence of the 
news on public opinion was so intense that in some 
cases some citizens took extreme measures, wanting 
to take the law into their own hands. Alefantis and his 
staff have received hundreds of death threats on soci-
al media and also a direct message telling him his pi-
zzeria should be “burned to the ground”. A man even 
reached the point of visiting the pizzeria carrying an 
assault rifle, fired one or more shots and later he told 
the police that he had come to the restaurant to “self-
investigate” the rumors about the scandal. 

The case of Pizzagate was widely covered by the 
media and especially by social media [19]. Major TV 
channels such as Fox News, CNN, CBS, NBC, made 
reportage and covered the issue. D. Trump, being a 
competitor for the position of president in the Ame-
rican elections, made an indirect reference to the is-
sue and used it as an argument against H. Clinton 
in the final presidential Debate that was broadcast 
live across the country. Large newspapers and sites 
also picked up on the issue of Podesta’s emails, such 
as Washington Post,Guardian, Politico, USA Today. 
Radio was another medium that raised the issue high 
on the agenda, to the extent that Alex Jones, who is 
a radio producer and owner of the website Infowars, 
after the episodes in the Washington pizzeria, made 
statements of repentance for promoting pizzagate 
scandal. A. Jones broadcast his radio show on over 
160 stations and had over 1.8 million followers on 
Youtube. Notification of the scandal was also made 

by Donald Trump’s party camp as Michael Flynn Jr 
posted on Twitter that “until pizzagate proven to be 
false, it will remain a story”, according to BBC. Mi-
chael Flynn Jr is the son of Michael Flynn, who was 
Trump’s National Security Advisor. The sharing of 
the scandal on social media was also important. In 
Twitter, the hashtag of “pizzagate” was shared almost 
1.4 million times by more than a quarter of a million 
accounts in its first five weeks of life and among the-
se were dozens of users who tweet so frequently (up 
to 900 times a day) that experts believe they were 
likely highly automated. In another example, there 
was a twitter account that clearly stated that there 
was a pedophilia ring with Hillary Clinton being at 
the center and the rumor was retweeted more than 
6,000 times. In Turkey, for exemple, the allegations 
were reported by pro-government newspapers. Efe 
Sozeri, a columnist for The Daily Dot, suggested 
that Turkish government sources have been pushing 
the story to distract attention from an abuse scandal 
in March 2016 [20].

As it turns out, the reality is different. The accu-
sations were categorized as false and the “pizzagate” 
scandal was based on fake news. As reported on Ya-
hoo, the FBI intelligence bulletin from the bureau’s 
Phoenix field office, among others, mentions Piz-
zagate and talks about “conspiracy theory-driven 
domestic extremists”, “motivated by fringe beliefs” 
and adds that “these conspiracy theories very likely 
will emerge, spread, and evolve in the modern in-
formation marketplace”. A fact-checking and fake 
news investigation website, cited some examples of 
pizzagate being a conspiracy theory. One of these 
examples was that the pictures of children who were 
supposed to be the victims, came from Facebook or 
other random sites and were the children of the piz-
zeria workers or family and friends. Another exam-
ple is that photos were released with underground 
facilities of the pizzeria, but the truth is that the pho-
tos were not from the pizzeria but taken from other 
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random buildings. In addition, many journalistic or-
ganizations such as the BBC, the New York Times, 
the CNN, dealt with the issue and after research de-
bunked it, classifying it as fake news. 

European Parliament states that conspiracy theo-
ries can be used as a tool for spreading disinforma-
tion and propaganda with destabilizing effects, as 
they have the potential to incite hatred and violence 
against a perceived enemy. The pizzagate scandal, 
although it turned out to be fake, as it seems, ne-
vertheless left its mark on public life and influenced 
public opinion to some extent. Following a Public 
Policy Polling survey, the results 14% of Trump 
supporters think Hillary Clinton is connected to a 
child sex ring run out of a Washington DC pizzeria. 
Another 32% aren’t sure one way or another, much 
as the North Carolinian who went to Washington to 
check it out said was the case for him. Only 54% 
of Trump voters expressly say they don’t think Piz-
zagate is real. In short, 46% of Trump’s supporters 
do not think that pizzagate is a conspiracy theory, 
but they believe it is true, or it is not sure exactly 
what is true. In another poll by YouGov America 
and the Economist states that 17% of Clinton voters 
and 46% of Trump voters believe that leaked emails 
from the Clinton campaign talking about pedophi-
lia and human trafficking were true. In other words, 
in addition to Trump’s supporters, the conspiracy 
theory was also believed by Hillary Clinton’s sup-
porters, albeit in a smaller percentage. Based on the 
evidence, we observe that even after the debunking 
of Pizzagate scandal by local officer of Federal Bu-
reau of Investigation and by major journalistic orga-
nizations, a group of voters still think that the scan-
dal is real. The storm of fake news poisoned public 
opinion and “stained” the pre-election campaign of 
the Democratic party and the political profile of Hil-
lary Clinton. The rest is history. According to Fe-
deral Election Commission, the Democrats lost the 
elections receiving 48.18% and Donald Trump was 

elected president with 46.09%. Although Trump 
collected fewer votes (62,984,828) than Clinton 
(65,853,514), he was the winner of the elections be-
cause he won in key states and gathered more Elec-
tors. Certainly no one can say that Clinton’s election 
loss was due to the Pizzagate scandal. But we can 
see based on the evidence that fake news and the 
Priming, done by the Media and social media create 
a jumble of misinformation and stigmatize the mo-
rals or beliefs of a political person or even an entire 
Party. Everything matters and plays a role in public 
life, especially when we are talking about serious is-
sues, not lifestyle, but issues concerning the political 
life of a country, which in turn determines the daily 
life of its citizens. One could say that a conspiracy 
theory has been the subject of political exploitation 
to hurt the opponent. Withal, an interesting fact is 
that the scandal returned to the news in 2020 coin-
cidentally once more, again in the year there were 
presidential elections in the United States. Thus, the 
video was misunderstood and interpreted by many 
as a hidden message, rekindling rumors of the scan-
dal. As mentioned in the same article in the New 
York Times, during that period the shares, likes and 
comments that mentioned Pizzagate or had its hash-
tag, reached 800,000 on Facebook, 600,000 on In-
stagram and over 82 million views on Tik Tok. Even 
D. Trump himself was not missing from a cloud of 
disinformation, who, either without intention or in-
tentionally, published on social media posts that had 
to do with conspiracy theories. 

Conclusions
Based on what we examine, we see that disinfor-

mation has become part of the political game and the 
agenda of public life. Thus, we talk about an issue 
that impacts broad social masses and it’s considered 
a public problem. The situation involves risks not 
only for the smooth conduct of a public confrontati-
on but also for public security, since as we have seen 
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there is a possibility of appearance of extremists, due 
to opinion polarization. Some actors use all availa-
ble means to achieve their goal and may sometimes 
succeed and sometimes not. The media initially deal 
with a topic (even if it is fake news and they still 
don’t know about it), project it and make it known 
to the public. This is precisely where dangers and 
problems arise: „on the one hand, the mass media 
creates a new and true public space. On the other 
hand, they can create, at the same time, a false public 
space, which actually diminishes the potential of the 
mass media as a constitutive and comforting element 
of the public space” [21, pp. 10-11]. This is why 
the regulatory acts adopted by the European Union 
„seek to implement the imperative of ensuring me-
dia pluralism, while further promoting transparency, 
freedom and diversity in the European media land-
scape” [22, p. 238]. 

The Priming phenomenon is amplified even more 
in the Internet age, through social media, and acqui-
res whirlwind characteristics, as individuals partici-
pate in the process, rebroadcast the news, and all this 
creates a proliferation of misinformation. As a result, 
the need of state policies to limit misinformation, for 
the cause of public debate and public security pro-
tection, grows intense. 
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