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CHIARA GIACCARDI - NATHAN JURGENSON*

INTRODUCTION
UNSAYING THE TRUTH: AN APOPHATIC VIEW FOR THE DIGITAL AGE**

1. chaos
Many thought Brexit would not come to pass or that Donald Trump could not be elected. Experts, pollsters, and probability models told us so, down to the decimal point. An
entire media apparatus that was increasingly certain, with the big data to prove it, came
to produce instead confusion. The manufactured character of news has become dramatically exposed, as well as the entertainment-driven nature of electoral politics that
increasingly look like reality shows.
Electoral campaigns, according to Sloterdijk, increasingly adopt a ‘clownerie’ register, within the wider framework of a “frivolisation of the public sphere”1. The more information grows, the more knowledge seems to retreat. As Barthes used to say, in a context
where information is “pulverized, nonhierarchized, dealing with everything, nothing is
protected from information and at the same time nothing is open to reflection”2.
The vacuum of thinking left behind is threatened to be filled with the rising tide of
hate speech, hoaxes, and so-called fake news. In this sphere, emotion counts more than
fact; but was there ever a world in which appeals to emotion and personal belief were
less powerful than appeals to objective fact? Are we mourning a golden age that never
was? That people’s opinions are moved by their hopes and fears is something psychoanalytic theory discovered decades ago, and of course literature long before that. To neatly
separate ‘personal belief’ from ‘objective fact’ is hard if not impossible work.
Our aim is to introduce a critical perspective amidst this wave of anti-inclusionary and counter-informative forces. Populist movements around the globe are rallying
against journalists, politicians, and other professionals and experts who themselves have
failed to speak to and about the lives of our electorates. We are said to now be in a ‘posttruth’ time, one where debate over truth has been replaced by a chaos of facts, where
the work of building knowledge feels exhausting and impossible, given the volume of
information many of us has to cope with every single second. As Michel De Certeau
used to say, “Nowadays there are too many objects for belief and not enough credibility.
[…] The media change the profound silence of things into its opposite. Once constituted

*
Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan ‒ chiara.giaccardi@unicatt; Nathan Jurgenson is a social
media theorist and sociologist, co-founder and co-chair of the Theorizing the Web conference, editor in chief
of Real Life magazine, sociologist at Snap Inc. ‒ nathan.jurgenson@gmail.com.
**
Credits: par 1. N. Jurgenson, par. 2 C. Giaccardi and N. Jurgenson, par. 3 C. Giaccardi.
1
http://www.aimerbethune.com/2016/11/la-frivolisation-progressive-de-la-sphere-publique-ou-le-populisme-est-le-decisionnisme-des-esprits-simples.html.
2
R. Barthes, The Neutral, New York: Columbia University Press.
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in secret, the real now jabbers away”3. Or, on the contrary, an era in which conspiracy
theories circulate that see paranoid connections where there are none (apophenia). All
that leading to a reification of the surreal, the uncritical acceptance of heavily biased
information as intuitive and unproblematic.
This issue is about our moment of epistemic turmoil, the decline in authority of old
knowledge gatekeepers, and the political ramifications of fake, misleading, and propagandistic information.
The question of democracy in the technocratic era is also at stake. For many critics,
the populist wave is a consequence of the failure of politics, at least in the elitist form it
has taken in the last decades. For Chantal Mouffe, among others, “right wing populism
is a consequence of the post-political consensus. Indeed, it is the lack of an effective
democratic debate about possible alternative that has led in many countries to the success of political parties to be the ‘voice of the people’”4.
Although we can agree on the analysis, yet the conclusion, some years later, seems
highly debatable, especially when saying that “The rise of right-wing populism can
largely be understood as a democratic political rebellion against an elitist and anti-democratic and anti-political consensus” (ibid.). That sounds like a ‘double negation’ fallacy, as the attack on an anti-democratic system is not necessarily ending in democracy.
Reaction is hardly free as it remains seized by the frame set by the opponent. When each
part claims to possess ‘the truth’, it is because none of them have it.
This does not mean that all claims are equivalent: there are concrete evidences that
can hardly be reduced to competing opinions. As difficult as reality is to grasp, its consequences are hard to miss: people suffer injustice and torture, strive to survive under
impossibly harsh conditions, and yet find ways of resilience and resistance. Suffering
and death have a concreteness that escapes any rhetorical strategy, a reminder of the
limits of the defeatism of simply claiming everything is fake or a simulation.
Is there room for a critical realism that recognizes that reality always exceeds our
capacity to grasp it? One that could suggest respect and care over arrogance and exploitation?

2. neo-positivism and pseudo-concretism
The trouble with lying and deceiving is that their efficiency
depends entirely upon a clear notion of the truth
that the liar and deceiver wishes to hide.
(H. Arendt)

What is the role of new, digital, social technologies of knowledge, and their relationship
with politics? We cannot understand how and what people know without understanding
the set of information technologies in which we inhabit. They are not simple tools, they
don’t constitute an environment that is ‘out there’, they increasingly permeate our own
selves5.

3
M. De Certeau, “Believing and Making People Believe,” in G. Ward, ed., The Certeau Reader, Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000, 124.
4
C. Mouffe, “The ‘End of Politics’ and the Challenge of Right Wing Populism”, in Populism and the
Mirror of Democracy, London, UK: Verso, 2005, 72-98.
5
N. Jurgenson, “The IRL Fetish”, The New Inquiry, June 28, 2012; C. Giaccardi, “Ripensare il reale
nell’era del digitale”, Vita e Pensiero, 2012, 6: 123-129.
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This issue is a meta-discourse on discourse in a time many have called ‘post-truth’.
What is it to do theoretical work in a so-called post-truth world without falling in the
equally undesirable opposites of cynical functionalism (truth is merely what works, or
that we are comforted by what we already know and preserving the status quo) or a new
positivism (paternalistic explainerism, where truth is a matter of numbers, and those in
power claim a false objectivity). What might Foucault’s ‘parrhesia’ mean today?
These crucial questions have precedent. A decade ago, conversations about the
internet often centered on how truth and news and information more generally will flow
when people have access to consume so much more information. And, only a little later,
when so many more people can produce such information. Those debates around the
introductions of Wikipedia, Google News, or Facebook Newsfeed are instructive today
as we continue to struggle with how to incentivize, create, and sort information in ways
that are accurate and just.
We have enormous opportunities for information, but we are also well aware that
by now an apparatus is at work for harvesting huge quantities of data from people, and
that a set of effective but dumb algorithms are processing them. They show people the
things they are most likely to ‘engage’ with and react to. They process the amorphous
mass of opinion about brands, political parties, and products into data. The goal of producing attention and the strategies for securing engagement are indeed central to contemporary capitalism.
What happens when these tools for maximizing clicks and engagement migrate to
the political sphere?
Measuring is the same for advertising as it is in politics: time on site, who shared
what with whom, who clicked what, and who is likely to come back for more are precious information. A pragmatic of effectiveness, rather than a semantic of accuracy, is
then leading the manufacture of information. But again, is accuracy possible? As in fact
“the ‘thing itself’ does not show itself to one immediately. To grasp it calls not only for
a certain effort, but for a detour”6.
We should draw on the literature describing the history of political performance
and propaganda. Global strategies of political misinformation and the creation of information ecosystems to manufacture ideology and behavior shape and are shaped by
the information technologies of their times. These are lessons we need to draw from to
understand our current moment. Is the epistemic vertigo being felt a feature or a flaw, a
momentary readjustment or a new normal?
Describing our current situation should also draw on past thinking about knowledge, politics, and technology. For instance, the debates about positivism, the myth of
the neutrality and objectivity of numbers and science are instructive. From ‘big data’
science to ‘data journalism’, numbers play a large part in our contemporary data flows,
from metric-based incentives like clicks, shares, and followers to the ubiquity of polling
and probabilistic forecasting of elections. Indeed, the most important global news media
entity, Facebook, claims it does not have a political or editorial philosophy because it is
merely ‘technology’, a nod to the history of claiming false neutrality.
How do we describe epistemic responsibility and pedagogy within a tech culture of
supposed objective disinterest? Is there room to move beyond reducing people to numbers? Is a different ‘proxemics’ possible among distant in space yet connected human
beings? What is the role of social science in this discussion, especially with respect to

6
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digital communication technologies? Is there room for dialogue today, when information is consumed as a resource for belonging, for maintaining oppositional echo-chamber blocs, especially acknowledging the point that knowledge and understanding is never purely for its own sake but is always entwined with power? The knowledge-power
link is no longer something that needs to be made convincing when more and more
information is so overtly weaponized, targeted, in the so-called Info Wars.
And how can social sciences speak to and about our own epistemic bubbles? What
about the epistemic gap between those with and without college educations, those who
and who are not part of the knowledge-work economy?
The aim of this issue, rather than trying to find an answer to all those questions, is
to question the main answers that circulate around the topic of the so called ‘post-truth’
era, which are themselves building a new, unquestioned set of commonplaces.
Algorithms are effective in exploiting the fact that users tend to respond more if
they’re provoked more, so, as they are most commonly designed, they tend to boost the
provocative messages and push people to the fringes. To provoke on social media is a
way to maximize engagement, a rhetorical weapon that can stir up digital virality. The
captious are rewarded.
Such polarization works by excluding the legitimacy of any other position. Emblematic is what happened after 9/11, when the Western media supported the view that
anyone who wasn’t hyper patriotic for the United States was automatically pro-terrorism, as if there were only two legitimate positions, and one should but pick one of
them. “Either you are with us, or you’re with the terrorists”, George W. Bush said in a
November 2001 speech. Yet freedom is not in choosing between white and black, but in
questioning the prescribed choices, to paraphrase Adorno in Minima Moralia. In an era
of polarization, opposition is taken as critique. In constant rhetorical conflict, there is no
victory. Shouted opposition within prescribed alternatives is not necessarily criticism,
but more often a kind of pseudocritique within an unquestioned overall frame.
What seems to prevail is a kind of Heideggarian ‘idle talk’, recognized in his analysis
of Gerede. In Time and Being, par 35, he says in fact: “the chatter, with his presumption
of having reached the understanding of what he speaks, prevents any re-examination and
any new discussion”7. This implies that nothing exists that is inaccessible. These features
of idle talk are exacerbated by the intrinsically peremptory character of verbal language.
Barthes’s words on language can apply very easily to media discourse in general: “for the
aim of their discourse is not truth, and yet this discourse is assertive”8.
The sense of possession and control, the clarity that oversimplification seems to
provide, the certainty that everyone else is aware of what we are talking about, the refusal to go beyond that average understanding: these are all features of idle talk that provide
a sense of clarity, of closeness to the real life of real people, that is played against the
abstraction of the institutional political discourse.
However, it is more like a kind of ‘pseudoconcrete’ in Kosik’s terms9. Fact check-

M. Heidegger, Essere e tempo, Milan: Longanesi, 20116, § 35, 206-207, our translation.
An aspect of what Barthes defined as the ‘fascist’ character of language: “Language is neither reactionary nor progressive; it is quite simply fascist; for fascism does not prevent speech, it compels speech”. In
Leçon, Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1978, now in The Neutral. Lecture Course at the College de France (19771978), New York: Columbia University Press, 2005.
9
“The collection of phenomena that crowd the everyday environment and the routine atmosphere of
human life, and which penetrates the consciousness of acting individuals with a regularity, immediacy and
self-evidence that lend them a resemblance of autonomy and naturalness, constitutes the world of pseudoconcrete”. Kosik, Dialectics of the Concrete, 2.
7

8
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ing as ‘the’ solution is an essential part of that rhetoric: a movement of abolition of
doubts, of alternatives, of different voices; a procedural way seeking correspondences,
with no interests for meaning. “Reducing any utterance to its residue of reality”, in
Barthes’ words10 is a way of betraying, rather than honoring ‘the truth’. As sometimes,
paradoxically, facts can hide the truth: namely, when complexity is disregarded. The
sovereignty of data ends with killing reality, by neutralizing its richness and uncountable
aspects11. The ‘arrogance of data’ and the tyranny of doxa is increasingly prevalent: a
ventriloquism of clichés Barthes called doxology, “that is any way of speaking adapted
to appearance, to opinion, or to practice”12. Doxa is “never defined by its content, only
by its form, and that invariably wrong form is doubtless: repetition”13.
‘Pseudoconcrete’ occurs when a partiality pretends to be exhaustive, when a procedure pretends to be enough for establishing the truth, regardless of content. The concrete
is instead a whole, a complexity of interdependencies whose boundaries and patterns
are, as with ‘truth’, difficult to distinguish once for all.

3. the whole story
Above all, do not attempt to be exhaustive.
(R. Barthes)

Consider a tagline from an American National Public Radio that states, Tweets are not
the whole story ‒ wake up to Morning Edition for fact-based, independent journalism.
Or consider that line printed on the front page of every New York Times that states, All
the news that’s fit to print. But what does “the whole story” or “all the news” mean?
Certainly these cannot be any abstract ‘totality’, the complete sum of everything that is
there and can be fully seized with the proper methods.
Instead, this entirety (the “whole story” and “all the news”) is something complex,
multidimensional, and never complete. It is not a matter of mere quantity where the
more facts included mean more truth (although accuracy is certainly important). It is,
instead, a matter of weaving of different dimensions, many of which are not visible but
are very concrete14, that is, real and effective.
To illustrate this, consider two oppositional yet convergent perspectives. Christian
philosopher and theologician Romano Guardini described the whole as a “living concrete”. Instead of a dualism of competing principles that search to cancel one another
he sees a duality of opposite tensions, each of which entails the other, in paradoxical
dynamism that never can reach a final stability15.
R. Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977, 53.
Is what De Certeau described as “A multitude of quantified heroes that lose face and name for becoming the permutable language of calculus and rationality belonging to nobody. Flows of numbers in motion”.
De Certeau , “Une culture très ordinaire”, Ésprit, 1978, 10: 3-26 (3), our translation.
12
Barthes, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, 47.
13
Ibid., 70-71. And he goes on saying “Doxa is the wrong object because it is a dead repetition, because
it comes from no one’s body ‒ except perhaps, indeed, from the body of the Dead”.
14
‘Concrete’ is not synonymous with material, or tangible. Is rather dense, thick, in the sense that it
entails a multiplicity of connections. Similarly ‘abstract’, as the ethimology suggests (ab-trahere), means
‘separated’ rather than immaterial.
15
Especially in R. Guardini, L’opposizione polare. Saggio per una filosofia del concreto vivente, Brescia: Morcelliana, 1997 (Der Gegensatz, Versuchezueiner Philosophiedes Lebendig-Konkreten, 1925).
10
11
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Secondly, there is the more recent formulation by Karel Kosik16. From a Marxist
perspective, Kosik argues that the whole is a ‘concrete totality’ rather than something
that we can naively aspire to know in all its aspects, properties and relations (which
he calls “false totality”)17. He states that, “Reality as concreteness [is] a whole that is
structured (and thus not chaotic), that evolves (and thus not immutable and given once
for all) and that is in the process of forming (and thus is not ready made in its whole)”18.
What is concrete is living, multidimensional, interconnected, processual, and
changing over time. It is something made out of different dimensions, not all of which
are immediately visible, many of which are conflictual. Meaning, in Barthes’ words,
always “rests on conflict […] and all conflict is generative of meaning: to choose one
and refuse the other is always a sacrifice made to meaning, to produce meaning, to offer
it to be consumed”19.
The whole is something that no one can claim to possess. The whole story, as
a living-concrete, is always paradoxical: at the same time impossible to achieve and
necessary to pursue20. To shed light upon that complexity is necessary, yet the whole
cannot be embraced by a single glance. Seeking and telling the truth is as “an exercise of
absence”21 as well as an effort of accuracy and sincerity. In Barthes’ words, it is less “to
express the inexpressible” than “to unexpress the expressible, to kidnap from the world’s
language, which is the poor and powerful language of the passion, another speech”22.
The truth has to do with complexity, which is not a chaos but entails a certain degree of intelligibility, which in turn is essential to any “ethics of truth”23. Only in that
paradoxical tension can the word ‘parrhesia’ make sense today: what we honestly see
as true, from our perspective, out of the information we gathered, aware of the limits of
our view and yet ready to support it even when costly. This, of course has ethical implications. Parrhesia, has to do with the belief of being able to give a contribution to the
comprehension of the whole. It has to do first of all with the commitment of the speaker,
even before that with what is said.
De Certeau was illuminating on that attitude: “I take ‘belief’ to mean not what is
believed (a dogma, a programme, etc.), but the investiture of subjects in a proposition,
the act of uttering it while holding it to be true ‒ in other words, a ‘modality’ of the affirmation rather than its content”24. Parrhesia has to do with responsibility and the most
compelling proof is to accept to pay a cost.
Exposing the impossibility of a perfect correspondence between what we say and
reality as a whole is essential: more often than not the ones who claim to speak the truth
are the more effective agents of the so-called post-truth.

Kosik, Dialectic of the Concrete.
Ibid., 27.
18
Ibid., 19.
19
Barthes, The Neutral, 7.
20
As Barthes maintain, each of us is facing the ceaseless effort of breaking the solidity of clichés and
the walls of the echo chamber they build trough paradox: “Doxa (a popular opinion) is posited, intolerable; to
free myself of it, I postulate a paradox; then this paradox turns bad, becomes a new concretion, itself becomes
a new Doxa, and I must seek further for a new paradox”. Ibid., 73.
21
“Un exercice d’absence”, M. De Certeau, La Fable Mystique, Paris: Gallimard, 1982. Here we quote
for the Italian translation, Fabula Mistica, Milan: Jaca Book, 2008, 21, our translation.
22
R. Barthes, Critical Essays, Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 1972, XVII-XVIII.
23
“The truth is in the consistency”, Poe says in “Eureka”. Hence if we find consistency insupportable
we cut ourselves off from an ethics of truth; we abandon the word, the proposition, the idea, once they set and
assume the solid state, stereotyped (in Greek, stereos means solid)’, Barthes, The Neutral, 58.
24
De Certeau, “Believing and Making People Believe”, in Ward, ed., The Certeau Reader, 120.
16
17
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A plurality of languages may help in the crucial task of signaling a breach in the
signifiers, of breaking the illusion of a pure referentiality: discomforting rather than
reassuring, questioning the given assumptions, highlighting connections and finding
analogies that do not pretend to provide the final form are all paths in that most needed
direction. A language, in Barthes’ words, whose task “is to release the prisoners: to scatter the signifieds”25: the language of art26, for instance, or poetry. “Tell all the truth but
tell it slant”, as suggested in a famous verse by Emily Dickinson27.
Telling the truth, parrhesia today, is “to disturbs the infinite sequence of replicas”28,
and maybe even more than that. Following De Certeau, telling the truth is not only
renouncing to be exhaustive (as any ideology pretend to be) but also, and most of all,
‘being a sign of what is lacking’, promoting ‘practices of un-saying’, remaining aware
that “the enunciable continues to be cut by some unspeakable”29, that transparency always entails some opacity.
If the truth is a whole, and if the whole can never be totally said, being sign of
what is lacking is a high-priority effort in the digital age of globalized accessibility, in
order to favor the circulation of knowledge and understanding while preventing their
coagulation in clichés, by exposing what is missing and always remembering that none
can claim the ‘last word’.

Barthes, The Neutral, 50.
Jurgen Habermas is among those who highlighted the relation “between the potential for truth of
works of art and the transformed relations between self and world stipulated by aesthetic experience”: “The
aesthetic ‘validity’ or ‘unity’ that we attribute to a work of art refers to its singularly illuminating power to
open our eyes to what is seemingly familiar, to disclose anew an apparently familiar reality. This validity claim
admittedly stands for a potential for “truth” that can be released only in the whole complexity of life-experience” (J. Habermas, “Questions and Counterquestions”, 1985, in J. Habermas, On the Pragmatics of Communication, London: Wiley, 2002, 415). See also Di Raddo, in this issue.
27
The Poems of Emily Dickinson: Reading Edition, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1998, n. 1263.
28
Barthes, The Neutre, 49.
29
De Certeau, Fabula Mistica, 84, our translation.
25
26
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REGIMES OF TRUTH AND PSEUDO-ENVIRONMENT:
FROM EPISTEMIC CHAOS TO EPIDEMIC CONTAGION

Abstract
People “live in the same world, but they think and feel in different ones”. In his book Public
Opinion (1922), Walter Lippmann uses these words to develop the notion of pseudo-environment.
The latter is crucial if we have to understand in what contexts, with what forces and by what coordinates a process of continuous cognitive simplification – a so-called “non-truth” – is publicly
created in a relevant and influential form, and subsequently becomes truth.
According to Walter Lippmann, the “real environment is altogether too big, too complex, and
too fleeting for direct acquaintance between people and their environment”, and the pseudo-environment is an evolutionary trick, organized to withstand the pressure of increasing complexity.
Lippmann’s work was published in an era of “analogical pseudo-environments”. Over ninety years have passed since then. We now live in the digital age and in a world of “digital pseudo-environments”. One might question, therefore, whether the American scholar’s view remains
valid. What, in specific terms, are the global implications of the proliferation of environmental
niches in relation to new media?
My answer to this question is affirmative: Lippmann’s thesis is still valid, but it should be reversed. The digital pseudo-environment is not a shelter to the increasing complexity of the world.
It is a complex, algorithmically mediated cage, which seeks to reduce complexity to banality. Engaging in human relations is no longer a process of evolution, but rather a process of involution.
Keywords
Communication; information; disinformation/misinformation; regime of truth; environment;
pseudo-environment; Walter Lippmann; Michel Foucault; journalism; media studies; post-truth.

It is to Walter Lippmann’s work that we owe, among other things, the notion of the pseudo-environment. The pseudo-environment is a key concept to our understanding of the
processes of formation and deformation, construction and implosion of that public opinion to which the American writer dedicated, in 1922, an inescapable and crucial study1.
Lippmann, however, during his complex intellectual path of discovery, had already
embraced the notion of pseudo-environment two years prior to the publication of Public

Università degli Studi di Pavia ‒ marco.dotti@unipv.it.
W. Lippmann, Public Opinion, New York: Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1922. Lippmann’s work has
been placed in context, both biographically and in relation to the political and geopolitical scenario, in G.
Dessì, Walter Lippmann. Informazione/consenso/democrazia, Rome: Edizioni Studium, 2005.
⃰
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Opinion2. This was in a work that was significantly dedicated, even in its title, to the
double link between liberty and information: Liberty and the News3.

1. news and truth
While Lippmann’s analyses are strictly limited to the printed word, it is generally considered that they are also applicable to more evolved media contexts, and in particular
to that of digital media. The link between liberty (understood in both its formal and its
concrete sense) and information (as a precondition for the concrete action of this liberty)
is particularly significant.
By concentrating on certain preponderant thematic nuclei (pseudo-environment,
pseudo-facts, scenarization, retro-performativity, reactivity, adaptation), it becomes
possible to reformulate, in our own times, questions which will retain their validity even
in a context strongly dominated by the digital media. A context where – in line with
Lippmann’s thought – error and falsehood, “as in a polar game”4, are co-participants in
a reticular process and not a mere conflict. This process, by enabling the inclusion of
opposites, has the result of redefining their regime of truth, reconfiguring its sense and
possibly even renewing its rules.
News and truth, Lippmann observes, are not self-evidently the same thing, but the
co-implicate each other5. The function of news is to signalize an event, constituting it
as such,
[…] the function of truth is to bring to light the hidden facts, to set them into relation with
each other, and make a picture of reality on which men can act. Only at those points, where
social conditions take recognizable and measurable shape, do the body of truth and the body
of news coincide6.

The proximity, or the distance, between these two “bodies” defines the manner of man’s
adaptation to, or alienation from, his environment. An adaptation (or alienation) that
takes place, in any case, by means of mental fictions or images and via the construction
of a frame which encloses these images in a coherent order. The pseudo-environment is
this frame.
2
It is curious, Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann has noted, that Lippmann’s work dedicated to public opinion
does not, in the first instance, have much to do with public opinion. In Noelle-Neumann’s view, Lippmann’s
definition of public opinion belongs to the few weak passages in the book (E. Noelle-Neumann, The Spiral
of Silence: Public Opinion, Our Social Skin, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993). For further details, see M. Ferri, Come si forma l’opinione pubblica. Il contributo sociologico di Walter Lippmann, Milan:
FrancoAngeli, 2002; V. Lozito, By Walter Lippman. Opinione pubblica, politica estera e democrazia, Rome:
Aracne, 2008.
3
W. Lippmann, Liberty and the News, New York: Harcourt, Brace & Howe, 1920.
4
L. Voltolin, Lo statuto veritativo dei media digitali. Una riflessione a partire da P. Ricoeur e W. Pannenberg, Assisi: Cittadella editrice, 2017, 27.
5
When Reginald Aubrey Fessenden placed himself before a microphone, in Brant Rock radio station,
Massachusetts and, grasping his violin, gave vent to the notes of O Holy Night, few people realized what was
at stake. It was Christmas Eve, 1906, and Fessenden was giving the first radio broadcast in history. As well as
playing the violin, the enterprising inventor, son of a Church of England minister, read a verse from St. Luke’s
Gospel (2:14). That “Glory be to God in the highest and on earth peace to men of goodwill” inaugurated a
new direction in human communications. In Greek, evanghélion means “news”, so Fessenden’s choice had
a certain consistency in the context of what Christophe Türcke has called the axiom of the logic of news
(C. Türcke, Erregte Gesellschaft. Philosophie der Sensation, München: C.H. Beck, 2002).
6
Lippmann, Public Opinion, 358.
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2. man without environment
Already in Liberty and the News, as well as in the more detailed Public Opinion, Walter
Lippmann was moving away from the then current – and today still more recurrent –
formula for interpreting the crisis in western democracies as a linear consequence and
simple effect of a combination between individual disillusion and institutional corruption. The opposite of truth, at public level, is not simply lies and falsehood. It is lies and
falsehood and something worse: man.
Lippmann wrote:
I do not agree with those who think that the sole cause is corruption. There is plenty of corruption, to be sure, moneyed control, caste pressure, financial and social bribery, ribbons,
dinner parties, clubs, petty politics. […] And yet corruption does not explain the condition
of modern journalism7.

His diagnosis was a different one and the reference to “modern journalism” is anything but extemporaneous. Lippmann’s diagnosis, therefore, was not concerned with
the great and controversial question of the white collars, but with a way of doing things.
In particular, it touched upon the practice and constitution regimes of truth8 in a context
strongly marked by a media presence that used to be described, in the 1920s, simply as
“journalism”. A large part of Public Opinion is dedicated, not to ethics or to deontology,
but to the journalistic practice of constructing pseudo-environments.
This is why the crisis of western democracy is, for Lippmann, a crisis of both the
means and the message. It is a crisis of the environment in which the processes for the
formation of causal links and the transmission of the substantiating circuits surrounding
it are increasingly asymmetrical.
Thus – wrote Lippmann –“the present crisis of western democracy is a crisis in
journalism”9. This statement, apparently naïve and refutable if taken out of context, is
disarming where it succeeds in penetrating directly in medias res, locating “in the circumstances” a highly remote question. What, in a complex system, binds with a double
link information, performativity and the retro-performativity of this information? What
links regimes of truth and conditions of possibility and the exercise of what is, and will
remain, the theme central to his thought: liberty?10 We cannot found liberty of opinion
upon an opinion for this reason, observes Lippmann:
A useful definition of liberty is obtainable only by seeking the principle of liberty in the main
business of human life, that is to say, in the process by which men educate their response and

Lippmann, Liberty and the News, 5.
In a lesson of 6 February 1980, Michel Foucault defined a régime de verité (regime of truth) as follows:
“I propose to call regimes of truth. By regime of truth I mean that which constrains individuals to a certain
number of truth acts, in the sense I defined last week. A regime of truth is then that which constrains individuals to these truth acts, that which defines, determines the form of these acts and establishes their conditions
of effectuation and specific effects” (On the Government of the Living: Lectures at the Collège de France
1979-1980, edited by Michel Senellart, general, editors: François Ewald and Alessandro Fontana, english
series editor: Arnold I. Davidson, translated by Graham Burchell, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, 112)
For considerations on regimes of truth in the digital context, cf. B. Stiegler, A. Rouvroy, “Le régime de vérité
numérique”, edited by D. Diminescue and D. Wieviorka, Socio, 2015, 4.
9
Lippmann, Liberty and the News, 4.
10
Cf. F. Regalzi, Walter Lippmann. Una biografia intellettuale, Turin: Nino Aragno Editore, 2010, 83.
7
8
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learn to control their environment. In this view liberty is the name we give to measures by
which we protect and increase the veracity of the information upon which we act11.

The liberty-truth link was already made clear in Lippmann, then, as early as 1920, in
Liberty and the News. Liberty is an adaptive process through which men educate themselves to control their own environment by constructing niches of sense that allow than
an indirect access to reality.
But liberty, as a process, also concerns all those measures “by which we protect and
increase the veracity of the information upon which we act”, not only by modifying and
controlling our environment, but by constructing new ones. It is precisely within this
frame that Lippmann locates the notion of pseudo-environment.
According to the thesis that Lippmann was to develop in the first chapter of Public
Opinion, dedicated to “The World Outside and the Pictures in Our Heads”, men remodel
the coordinates of the world through their own world, in a succession of ongoing cognitive simplifications founded on pseudo-facts.

3. retro-performativity of facts
These pseudo-facts are ultimately related to cause-effect links modulated by verisimilitude and by a continual recomposing of elements of factual veracity and non-veracity,
rather than by the logical pairing of true-false. They are subjectively increased, moreover, by a sentiment-impulse of conformity and adhesion to the pseudo-environment. A
few decades later, this thesis was to be verified through experimentation and defined by
Leo Festinger with the name of cognitive dissonance12.
Pseudo-facts develop and proliferate in pseudo-environments, cognitive and behavioral niches, until, as a result of persistently assuming a publicly relevant and determinant form, they are transformed into self-evident truths and orient uncritical human
action:
The quack, the charlatan, the jingo, and the terrorist, can flourish only where the audience
is deprived of independent access to information. But where all news comes at second-hand,
where all the testimony is uncertain, men cease to respond to truths, and respond simply to
opinions. The environment in which they act is not the realities themselves, but the pseudo-environment of reports, rumors, and guesses13.

Lippmann was never to separate, in a Manichaean manner, true and untrue, falsehood and
truth. Following on from the psychology of William James, Lippmann spoke, in fact, of
fictions or mental fictions14, that is to say representations of the environment fabricated
by the individual to a greater or lesser degree, with greater or lesser awareness, and with
a greater or lesser capacity to conserve the mnestic trace of the original fiction. The individual has no direct experience of these representations, yet he reacts to them as if he had
experienced them, and so undergoes them and feels their effects as those of truth.
When speaking if fictions, Lippmann intends to account for a series of representations of the environment produced by the individual. These range from hallucination to
Lippmann, Liberty and the News, 68.
L. Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, California: Stanford University Press, 1957.
Lippmann, Liberty and the News, 54-55.
14
W. James, The Principles of Psychology, New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1890.
11

12
13
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crystalline scientific patterns, from calculus to decimal points. Insofar as it is the product
of active imagination, a fiction may be notably true to reality and – Lippmann observes
– provided we are able to take into account its degree of truthfulness, the fiction is not
misleading. The intrinsically paradoxical structure of this reasoning is that nobody – if
not the weak and precarious figure of the journalist – can guarantee this adherence. In
a pseudo-environment, facts are always and in any case such – and are true – only a
posteriori. The individual’s entire behavioral conduct can ultimately be interpreted as a
reaction to this pseudo-environment of the media. It is an adaptive process carried out
through practices of ongoing adherence to truths that are coherent with the pseudo-environment and its survival, but are potentially dissociated from any factual truth.
The use of fictions is necessary, since
The alternative […] is direct exposure to the ebb and flow of sensation. That is not a real alternative, for however refreshing it is to see at times with a perfectly innocent eye, innocence
itself is not wisdom, though a source and corrective of wisdom15.

The stimulus-response pattern occurs according to a “triangular relationship between
the scene of action, the human picture of that scene, and the human response to that
picture working itself out upon the scene of action”:
The analyst of public opinion must begin then, by recognizing the triangular relationship
between the scene of action, the human picture of that scene, and the human response to that
picture working itself out upon the scene of action. It is like a play suggested to the actors by
their own experience, in which the plot is transacted in the real lives of the actors, and not
merely in their stage parts. The moving picture often emphasizes with great skill this double
drama of interior motive and external behavior. Two men are quarreling, ostensibly about
some money, but their passion is inexplicable. Then the picture fades out and what one or
the other of the two men sees with his mind’s eye is reënacted. Across the table they were
quarreling about money. In memory they are back in their youth when the girl jilted him for
the other man. The exterior drama is explained: the hero is not greedy; the hero is in love16.

An individual’s reaction is based, therefore, not on a fact, but on a complex relationship between what is believed or known about that fact and, as a consequence of its
scenarization, what is felt in that fact and the image that has been produced of that fact.
This results in an evident relationship of retro-performativity17which, by confirming the
pseudo-environment retroactively, making it “true”, enables the growth of a state of
perceived certainty in place of the uncertainty that would arise from the explosion of
the pseudo-environment. The pseudo-fact reconfigures the truth of the media-created
pseudo-environment in which it is contained.
Every representation of the pseudo-environment gives rise to a re-representation
that operates on the initial representation, reinforcing the regime of truth perceived
through an ongoing “[…] triangular relationship between the scene of action, the human
picture of that scene, and the human response to that picture working itself out upon the
scene of action”.
Lippmann, Public Opinion, 4.
Ibid.
The concept of retro-performativity had been developed in particular by J. Butler, Excitable Speech. A
Politics of the Performative, London-New York: Routledge, 1997 and A. Appadurai, Banking on Words. The
Failure of Language in the Age of Derivative Finance, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016.
15
16
17
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4. access to the outside world
The real environment, Lippmann observed, is always too much for man. It is “too big,
too complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance between people and their environment”18, while the pseudo-environment – and hence the role of journalism, as serial
producer of pseudo-environments, as well the vehicle for epidemic-scale circulation of
pseudo-facts – constitutes an evolutionary trick with which to withstand the pressure of
growing complexity and uncertainty.
The reduction in epistemic chaos, ensured by the presence of pseudo-environments, nevertheless frees the terrain for potential epidemic chaos, because in these same
pseudo-environments, the pseudo-facts may give rise to pseudo- or post-truths, in a play
of potentially infinite and destructive retro-performative mirrors. This is the issue that is
clearly at stake for Lippmann, and it is from this that his insistence on the figure of the
journalist derives.
To traverse the world, men must have maps of the world, but the surrounding environment – Lippmann further comments – is too complex, too rich in permutations and
combinations. Men therefore have to reconstruct it on a simpler model before they can
orient themselves and orient their own actions:
We are not equipped to deal with so much subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations
and combinations. And although we have to act in that environment, we have to reconstruct
it on a simpler model before we can manage with it. To traverse the world men must have
maps of the world. Their persistent difficulty is to secure maps on which their own need, or
someone else’s need, has not sketched in the coast of Bohemia19.

The notion of pseudo-environment, developed in an age of analogic pseudo-environments, may significantly help us to understand in what contexts, with what forces and
via what coordinates, a process of ongoing simplification can take on a publicly relevant
and determinant form, producing effects of reality and of truth20.
In her work dedicated to the “spiral of silence” (Die Schweigespirale), Elisabeth
Noelle-Neumann21 points out that one of Lippmann’s principal contributions to the social sciences was that of identifying the stereotype(to which the third part of Public
Opinion is dedicated) as a cultural means for transporting public opinion and, at the
same time, as a defensive pattern for the group against a context, the environment, that
is too rich in stimuli and complexities.
As a means of epidemic contagion, in Lippmann’s perspective, the stereotype ensures circulation within the pseudo-environment of mental images and words that are
able to construct authentic media-induced pseudo-worlds. It was Lippmann who imported the concept into the world of the social sciences, lifting it from the typographical
context in which it had been coined at the end of the 18th century. It would appear that
the art historian Bernard Berenson22, who corresponded with Lippmann at that time, also
played a role in choosing the term. Influential, too, was the economist Graham Wallas’s
concept of “painted boxes”.
Lippmann, Public Opinion, 4.
Ibid.
I borrow the notion of the effet de réel as developed by Roland Barthes
21
E. Noelle-Neumann, Die Schweigespirale. Öffentliche Meinung – unsere soziale Haut, Zürich-Munich: Piper, 1980.
22
B.D. Riccio,Walter Lippmann: Odissey of a Liberal, New Brunswick: Transation Books, 1994, 60.
18
19
20

Com soc 3_17.indb 399

19/12/2017 10:02:47

400

MARCO DOTTI

Under such conditions, opinions and concepts are crystalized in an emotionally
charged stereotype, and these stereotypes establish themselves in the pseudo-environment now conceived as a Zwischenwelt, a middle-world. Anyone who could control the
stereotypes, noted Lippmann, who appositely entitled the first chapter of Public Opinion
“The World Outside and the Pictures in Our Heads”, would have control over men. No
less power would belong to anyone who could implant mental images, mental fictions or
path-directing and consumer orienting stereotypes in other people’s minds.
When Patrick Le Lay, then Director of the mainstream French television channel
TF1, declared in 2004 that the purpose of his channel was to sell portions of “the human
brain’s available time to Coca Cola”, was he saying anything different? Questioned on
the theme, the former Director of TF1, Patrick Le Lay, stated:
Now if an advertising message is to be perceived, the telespectator’s brain must be available.
Our transmissions’ vocation is to make it available: that is to say, to entertain it, to relax it in
order to prepare it between two messages. What we sell to Coca Cola is the available time
of the human brain [...]. Nothing is harder to achieve than this availability. This is where
permanent change is found. We need to permanently seek programs that go, to follow the
fashions, to surf in the trends, in a context where information accelerates, proliferates and
is trivialized23.

We need to insist strongly, without polemics, on the steps that mark out this process of
colonization “du temps de cerveau humain disponible” and the grafting by the media of
hetero-produced images. How much truth is possible for human brains that have become
pseudo-environments of themselves?

5. manufacturing consent
In Lippmann’s view, the pseudo-environment of information still depended partly upon
a selection and, ultimately, a barrier. In order for a pseudo-environment to superimpose
itself or take the place of an environmental reality, procedures were needed for the reduction, transformation and prior manipulation of that reality. Propaganda, Ministries of
Information and the figure of the press agent, all ofwhich feature largely in Lippmann’s
considerations, fulfil this role.
Today, on the contrary, rather than a barrier, we should be thinking of a filter or a
porous membrane: a point where narrative techniques and power devices come together,
giving rise to that practice of scenarization that has radically extended the pseudo-environment of information.The pseudo-world has devoured the real world24, linking it in
reticular-digital form but, at the same time, provoking rifts of a new kind. Vertical rifts,
within the self, in place of horizontal rifts.
For this reason the poet Andrea Zanzotto, with implicit reference to Lippmann’s
image, likened the pseudo-environment to a greenhouse25. But not a greenhouse where
men cultivate “opinions”, create stereotypes and project images to simplify the world.
Quite the reverse: a greenhouse in which men are cultivated. Men produced by stere23
H. Maler, “Patrick Le Lay, pour TF1, vend du Coca light à Télérama”, Acrimet, September 8, 2004,
http://www.acrimed.org/Le-Lay-TF1-vend-du-temps-de-cerveau-humain-disponible.
24
Cf. Y. Citton, Mythocratie. Storytelling et imaginaire de gauche, Paris: Éditions Amsterdam, 2010.
25
Cf. A. Zanzotto, Eterna riabilitazione di un trauma di cui s’ignora la natura, Rome: Nottetempo,
2007.
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otypes, holograms of their own images. Power devices are always bio power devices,
devices that can carve out, internally and externally, the genetic and cultural bios, but
in ways that are often scarcely perceptible – like “the stuffy air in the greenhouse” that
may annoy us at first, but which we breathe without noticing after a few minutes – since
it is these that constitute the pseudo-environment in which we move. The impression is
that the media-created pseudo-environment is today unable to reduce the complexity;
rather, it increases it, twisting and tangling it, depriving the world of an environment. It
transforms the world into a set of media-induced micro-worlds.
Human beings have always – and hence the continuing relevance of Lippmann’s
insight – organized themselves and their practices inside a space that is culturally delimited, circumscribed, isolated and enclosed by a symbolic border “that makes a world
within the world”26. Men have always organized their activities inside closed symbolic
spaces, but while the cultural-symbolic delimitations of the past were easily defined and
located, on the basis of well-defined cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious systems,
which the means of communication could neither cancel nor evade, today’s technological innovations and digitalized communication techniques are easily able to break down
those thresholds.
The digital pseudo-environment is a network of niches without a threshold, a micro-world that illusorily protects by linking rather than isolating, and illusorily orients
by disorienting. At what cost?

6. voices in the mirror
The notion of the pseudo-environment therefore superimposes on that of the echo-chamber, where truth is not only simulated but reflected, aggregated, polarized and ultimately
disaggregated, though without conserving the orienting force of Lippmann’s stereotype.
An echo-chamber is a media-created space, circumscribed on the web, where exchanged
ideas are reciprocally confirmed27 and confirm, as an effect of retro-performativity, the
pseudo-environment of the exchange28. The individuals who enter this space do nothing
but echo each other, relating “truths” to each other that confirm their respective expectations. This is a very specific way of self-constructing consent and consumption within
the process of parrhesia.
During the 20th century, we witnessed a manufacture of consent capable of operating on the hardware of our society. This was the case of propaganda, first studied by
Freud’s nephew, Edward Bernays, at the same time as Lippmann was giving shape to his
concepts. But – and this is a case that Lippmann himself examined – we also witnessed
a manufacture of consent which affects the software by means of an immense power to
produce scenarios within which the individuals act. The hyper-modern decline of public
speaking has been produced more in the stuffy “air” of this synopticon form of liberty (where one is watched and controlled by the many) than in the panoptic structures
(where one watches and controls many) of the old-style manufacture of consent.
26
M. De Carolis, Il paradosso antropologico. Nicchie, micromondi e dissociazione psichica, Macerata:
Quodlibet, 2008, 25.
27
On echo-chambers, cf. W. Quattrociocchi, A. Vicini, Misinformation. Guida alla società dell’informazione e della credulità, Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2016.
28
On the filter bubbles offered by social media as pseudo-environment, cf. Z. Bauman, D. Lyon, Liquid
Surveillance. A Conversation, London: Polity, 2012, 108.
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This is one of the reasons for which these new regimes of truth, emptied of truth,
have taken such a widespread and molecular hold. It induces us to reflect more on the
order and disorder of public speech than on direct ideological manipulations. It is in
these pseudo-environments (we may think of the notion of the “filter bubbles” of web
search engines) that the forms of life that exist within them are determined. It is here,
moreover, that is installed that government by the living that is as necessary for the system of techno-financial capital, governed by algorithmic stereotypes, as is exploitation
of the capital itself. As Foucault reminds us in La volonté de savoir, management of
the accumulation of men and, consequently, the production of individual and collective
subjectivity, is the fundamental issue at stake in this capitalism29.
The spiral of financial and techno-nihilist capitalism is apparently implemented in
the context of a colossal – because efficacious – exploitation of everything – life, death
and waste. Not even parrhesian antagonism and desertion can escape it. “Telling it like
it is”, “declaring it out loud” and “stating it without hesitation, at whatever risk” – all
classic forms of parrhesia – are exploited, made to fit a media-integral scenario where
social processes and psychic processes are increasingly entwined, marked down from
the beginning by the fact that they are “posterior”, never original. The truth is what it is
simply because it has been made to circulate, implanted in the media circuit. Its regime,
first and last, is circulation. In this sense, it can strictly be called post-truth.

7. post-parrhesia: telling the truth, but to all and none
The postmodern pseudo-environment is a place of post-parrhesian “cultivation”. The
post-truth that inhabits it is “post” because, while it wears the mask of truth (in Lippmann’s terms, adherence to facts that it helps to bring out and bind in a system of
links), it is a truth that can be stated without danger to the declarer. In parrhesia, the danger arose from the fact that the truth asserted and declared was damaging to the hearer.
Parrhesia is always a game between the person telling the truth and the person receiving
it. It may clash, annoy, induce tragic reactions, but always within a horizontal-circular
process where “telling the truth” excludes the other fundamental feature of the process
of parrhesia: the truth is told, not just to anyone but to those in power. It remains a truth,
but a truth of which the telling does not expose the teller, except to a display of narcissism, because there remains nobody willing to listen to it.
Apart from the question of opposition (saying no, telling the truth to those in power), there remains, enlarged and strengthened, what Michel Foucault noted as another
feature of parrhesia: confession30. Confession before those able to exercise censure. In
this sense, the only power invoked by parrhesia is not the ascendant power of courage,
that of saying the truth to those in power, but the descendant vertical one of the power
that sanctions31, with positive or negative reward, the degree of confession and exposure
to the synopticon decree32.
M. Foucault, The Will to Knowledge: The History of Sexuality: 1, London: Penguin, 1998.
Cf. C. Taylor, The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault: A Genealogy of the ‘Confessing
Animal’, London: Routledge, 2010.
31
M. Foucault: “the confession became one of the West’s most highly valued techniques for producing
truth. […] Western man has become a confessing animal” (The Will to Knowledge: The History of Sexuality:
1, 59).
32
The concept of “synopticon” (surveillance of the few by the many) was identified by T. Mathiesen,
“The Viewer Society: Foucault’s ‘Panopticon’ Revisited”, Theoretical Criminology, 1, 2 (1997): 215-234.
29
30
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At the same time, this truth is “post-” because it is capable of infinite self-reproduction and voiding. All that remains of parrhesia is the infinite exposure of the individual
caught in the synopticon device of the digital pseudo-environment. There remains its
infinite confession, productive not of absolution, but of infinite blame. In this sense, the
regime of truth in the digital age appears to be post-parrhesian.
The post, Jean-François Lyotard explained, is characterized by an “ana-”-type
movement: analytical, anamnestic, anagogic, anamorphic. A movement that, in some
ways, re-encompasses those relations with the truth, as broadly understood, that structure our relations with what is real. A movement tending, not to the come-back or to the
flash-back, but to the ongoing elaboration, constantly accelerating, of an initial oblivion33. Not just absence of origin, then. Nor even non-memory of its foundation – where
the circular flight of hermeneutics would represent the ultima ratio of metaphysics that
are unable to appear as such nor call themselves such. Nor yet a stripping away of the
regimes of truth, but contortion in oblivion of even the memory of this absence.
Even the body, the crucial element of parrhesian practices, if it is to exist in the
midst of this whirlpool, must be translated into codes, visible within and without, stereotyped in the net and in algorithmic logic. It must therefore be placed in one of the
many evaluation systems that ultimately impact upon subjectification and the self. The
“I” becomes an I-commodity that is terrified of invisibility. It is for this reason that it
exposes itself, confesses itself, declares what is apparently the truth. At the same time,
invisibility becomes the matrix of insignificance. Carlo Strenger has rightly spoken of
the “fear of insignificance”34.

8. the global i-commodity market
This new species is homo globalis, ramified with his prosthesis in a digital and pseudo-environmental network that isolates him just as it continually defines and redefines
his identity35. As a socially isolated being, homo globalis can count and so exist only
if he is recognized36. He can be present only insofar as he is seen, translated into an
image, by one of the many systems for classifying and digitalizing the self. This man
counts, not as a worker, not as a property owner, but as an asset or commodity with a
contact-value or a presence-value, the rating of which goes up or down from one moment to the next. He counts as goods exhibited in the Global I-Commodity market 37.
On media and panopticism, cf. A. Doyle, “Revisiting the Synopticon: Reconsidering Mathiesen’s ‘The Viewer
Society’ in the Age of Web 2.0”, Theoretical Criminology, 15, 83 (2011): 283-299; Z. Bauman, D. Lyon, Liquid Surveillance, 63-69 (Bauman: “‘synopticon’, in my reading, is a sort of ‘DIY panopticon’”, 63).
33
J.-F. Lyotard, Post-Modern Explained for Children: Correspondence 1982-1985, translated by Don
Barry et al., edited by J. Pefanis and M. Thomas, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986, 80.
34
C. Strenger, The Fear of Insignificance: Searching for Meaning in the Twenty-First Century, New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.
35
“Technique has penetrated the deepest recesses of the human being. The machine tends not only to
create a new human environment, but also to modify man’s very essence. The milieu in which he lives is no
longer his. He must adapt himself, as though the world were new, to a universe for which he was not created.
He was made to go six kilometers an hour, and he goes a thousand. He was made to eat when he was hungry
and to sleep when he was sleepy; instead, he obeys a clock. He was made to have contact with living things,
and he lives in a world of stone. He was created with a certain essential unity, and he is fragmented by all
the forces of the modern world” (J. Ellul, The Technological Society, translated by John Wilkinson, with an
introduction by R.K. Merton, New York: Vintage Books, 1964, 365).
36
Cf. Z. Bauman, Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty, London: Polity, 2007.
37
Strenger, The Fear of Insignificance, 23.
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The individual becomes one with the global pseudo-environment that decides his value,
quantifying him or reducing him to a commodity.
From this derives the fear and panic of not counting and not being present, where
being and being present radically coincide. The obsession with the mirror and with the
echo of one’s own “voice of truth” become an anxiety to recompose the self together
with an image of the self that are no longer produced – here lies the drama – by breaking
down, but by proliferation and hybridization of differential axes. The pseudo-environment has become a cage of ether that, greenhouse-like, clutches complexities in a vice,
without lightening their weight upon an individual who has become dissociated from the
self, from the world and from reality.
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RE-MAKING THE TRUTH IN THE DIGITAL AGE
Parrhesia and Human Interest

Abstract
This paper address the remaking of truth in the digital age. This remaking is problematic because
the function of truth seems to have shifted from that of a common ground for the competition over
the control of society to merely a stake in the same competition. I express this state of affairs in
terms of a double crisis, political and epistemic, that ultimately supports ideas and practices with
oppressive implications. My main point here is that the problematization of truth in relation to
alternative forms of power/knowledge is crucial when dealing with this crisis and its oppressive
potential. The conceptual coordinates of my argumentation are Habermas’ notion of ‘knowledge
constitutive interest’ and Foucault’s analysis of ‘parrhesia’.
Keywords
Parrhesia; truth; knowledge constituting interest; neoliberalism; the digital age.

1. the problematization of truth, knowledge and interest
in the digital age

In politics, as well as in other domains of life, people can tell lies or communicate distorted and manipulative interpretations of facts to pursue political or personal interests.
The practical possibility of lying, however, depends on a distinction between truth and
non-truth. This distinction is important on conceptual level even if, in practice, truth and
untruth can be difficult to distinguish. The notion of ‘post-truth’ instead, is a new term
that erodes even the conceptual possibility of this distinction and, therefore, the practical
possibility to distinguish what is true from what is not. This distinction is important not
only on epistemic grounds, e.g. to distinguish reliable from non-reliable knowledge, but
also on moral and socio-political grounds. In a regime of post-truth – a regime in which
the difference between truth and untruth is effaced – inequalities, oppression, injustice,
poverty, exclusion, exploitation and other effects of an oppressive social order are just
a matter of standpoints. This misconstrued relativism, fatally weakens the demand of
social change and the possibility to legitimize action against oppression. This is how the
erosion of truth have implications on knowledge and political power – and ultimately
supports oppression. This paper addresses this problem in its epistemic and political
implications.
My starting point is that ‘post-truth’ is a notion that signals a new ‘problematization
*
Åbo Akademi and Helsinki University; Arcada University of Applied Sciences, Jan-Magnus Helsinki,
Finland ‒ matteo.stocchetti@arcada.fi.
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of truth’ where by this I mean the same phenomenon discussed by Michel Foucault in
relation to the crisis of ‘parrhesia’. Foucault defined parrhesia as:
a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to truth, and risks his
life because he recognizes truth-telling as a duty to improve or help other people (as well
as himself). In parrhesia, the speaker uses his freedom and chooses frankness instead of
persuasion, truth instead of falsehood or silence, the risk of death instead of life and security,
criticism instead of flattery, and moral duty instead of self-interest and moral apathy1.

As Foucault suggested, the crisis of parrhesia is a phenomenon with profound socio-political implications, which ‘gives rise to a problematization of some hither to unproblematic relations between freedom, power, democracy, education, and truth in Athens at
the end of the Fifth Century’2.
A useful approach to capture these implications is Jürgen Habermas’ systematization of the relation between epistemologies and the purposes of knowledge and his notion of ‘knowledge constitutive interest’. This notion links the question ‘how is reliable
knowledge possible’3 with the nature of the interests that originates the need of reliable
knowledge. According to Habermas, there are three main epistemologies to which correspond three fundamental purposes: the epistemology of natural sciences and the purpose of control; the epistemology of hermeneutics and understanding; the epistemology
of the social sciences and emancipation.
In this perspective, the current crisis of truth and the need of ‘remaking truth in the
digital age’ is a competition between social forces inspired by antagonistic purposes.
The arena of this competition is located on the junction between knowledge and power,
and involves digitalization in ambivalent ways.
Following Foucault, therefore, I suggest that the notion of post-truth is a sign of this
problematization and the fact that ‘hitherto unproblematic relations between freedom,
power, democracy, education, and truth’ has become problematic. Following Habermas,
I also suggest that the role of epistemic ‘revolutions’ brought about by social-constructionism in the late 60s, postmodernism in the late 80s, and digitalization in the last two
decades, should be interpreted in relation to the competition between control and emancipation as antagonistic forces in society.
The goal of this preliminary analysis is explicitly normative: it seeks a form of understanding of the present problematization of truth that could support what Habermas
called ‘emancipatory knowledge constitutive interests’ and the social forces associated
to those. While necessarily limited in scope, I hope this analysis will support the reflection on educational and pedagogical practices that, based on the notions of parrhesia and
knowledge constitutive interests, can address the remaking of truth in the digital age
from the normative standpoint of emancipation.

1
M. Foucault, “Discourse and Truth: The Problematization of Parrhesia”, February 18, 2017, 6.
[Online]. Available: http://foucault.info/documents/parrhesia/.
2
Ibid, 31. [Online]. Available: http://foucault.info/documents/parrhesia/.
3
J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, tit. or. Erkenntnis und Interesse, Boston: Beacon Press,
1971 (1968), 3.
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2. the crisis of truth: from the breakdown of ‘post-war consensus’
to the ‘postmodern condition’
To anticipate the main point, and following the conceptual coordinates described above,
I suggest that since the end of WW2 we had at least three fundamental epistemic changes
or ‘revolutions’ in the problematization of knowledge, associated to three main ‘knowledge constitutive interests’. The first of these epistemic revolutions was social-constructionism and its purpose was emancipatory or inspired by the need to remove unnecessary constraints to the possibility of social change. The second was Postmodernism and
its fundamental purpose was hermeneutic or inspired by a need of understanding the
political failure of progressive movements and the Neoliberal success in reorganizing
socio-political order on a global scale. The third was digitalization, here interpreted as
an epistemic change (a change in the problematization of knowledge), inspired by the
systemic need of control. As I will argue in the conclusion, this analysis suggests that
in the process of re-making truth, epistemic purposes and political effects should not be
confused since, while purposes depends on the nature of (socio)cognitive needs, effects
are dependent on relations of power that cannot be ignored.
2.1. The first ‘revolution’: social constructionism, emancipation and the politicization
of reality
The first epistemic change came with social constructionism in the late 60s. Emancipatory interests inspired the idea that social reality is constructed by communicative
practices. On political grounds, however, the same idea contributed to the politicization
of the social construction of reality that accelerated the decline and the eventual dismissal of the so-called ‘post-war consensus’. This notion describes a structural feature
of Western European political systems from the end of WW2 to the crisis of the 70s and
the rise of Neoliberalism in the 80s4. The core features of this consensus were a mild
reformism at home and integration in the ‘Western bloc’ abroad: welfare, mixed economy and nationalization of large companies in strategic sectors, promotion of consumer
goods, support for public education and egalitarianism, decolonization, integration in
supranational structures such as NATO and Common European Market and later EU. On
epistemic grounds, this consensus rested on at least two ideas concerning the socio-political problem and tentative solution associated with capitalism. The first idea, from
Karl Polanyi’s The Great Transformation, was that the efforts to build a socio-political order based on the ‘self-adjusting market utopia’ annihilate ‘the human and natural
substance of society’ and strengthen authoritarian tendencies, which eventually lead to
fascism5. The second idea, inspired by the work of Maynard Keynes6, was that the dis-

4
P. Addison, The Road to 1945: British Politics and the Second World War, London: Random House,
1994 (1975); D. Dutton, British Politics since 1945: The Rise and Fall of Consensus, Oxford: Blackwell,
1991; D. Kavanagh, P. Morris, Consensus Politics Attlee to Major 2a, Oxford: Blackwell, 1994; P. Kerr,
Postwar British Politics: From Conflict to Consensus, London: Routledge/PSA Political Studies Series, 2001;
B. Pimlott, “The Myth of Consensus,” in The Making of Britain: Volume 5: Echoes of Greatness, London:
Macmillan, 1988.
5
K. Polanyi, The Great Transformation. The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time, Boston:
Beacon Press, 2001 (1944), 3-4.
6
J.M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, London: Macmillan, 1936;
A.P. Lerner, “Functional Finance and the Federal Debt (1943)”, in Selected Economic Writings of Abba P.
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ruptive effects of capitalism on society and the risks of authoritarian involution could be
avoided with intervention policies influencing the aggregate demand through increased
government expenditure and low taxation. On these epistemic grounds, capitalism and
democracy could appear as two sides of the same coin: the Western way to ‘development’ to achieve both prosperity and social justice, in opposition to Soviet communism
that, in the effort of sacrificing the former to the latter, failed to achieve both.
A common explanation for the breakdown of the post-war consensus is the end of
the post-war economic boom and the worsening condition of international capitalism
that ultimately made “social democracy […] too radical and expensive a political option”7. On epistemic grounds, however, an influential element in the crisis of the postwar socio-political order was social constructionism8, a new approach that provided an
anti-essentialist analysis of social life and popularized the idea that ‘reality is what we
make of it’.
The anti-essentialism of the social constructionist ‘turn’ had subversive effects
within the discipline of Social Psychology9, but also of the relationship between knowledge, truth and society that were the grounds of the ‘post-war consensus’.
By unveiling the constructed nature of reality, anti-essentialism de-objectified the
political reality of those days and pointed to the possibility of ideological appropriation
of the real as the result of the effective control on social practices. This idea had different implications on the parties involved in the post-war consensus. For the forces that
accepted a moderate form of capitalism as a lesser evil and a more or less temporary
solution toward more egalitarian forms of democracy, this idea meant the possibility of
further progress toward emancipation. For their antagonists, the forces that accepted the
limitation of the free market only as a way to preserve capitalism and avoid class conflict in the condition of the Cold War, the same idea signalled the possibility of a social
mobilization out of control.
To the extent that it fostered the awareness about the relative impermanence of the
real and the indeterminacy of social change, the anti-essentialism of social constructionism contributed to the politicization of the process identified by Berger and Luckman.
It conceptualized the de-objectifications of the common ground/truths supporting the
post-war consensus and the political mobilization on both sides in the competition for
the control of the social construction of the real. In this perspective, the increased social
mobilizations toward the end of the 60s that culminated with the ‘revolutions’ of 1968
on both sides of the Iron Curtain signalled to the parties involved in the post-war consensus that the political ground for that compromise was rapidly vanishing.
2.2. The second epistemic ‘revolution’: postmodernism and the hermeneutics of power
The second epistemic change came with Postmodernism. The word ‘postmodernism’
describes two different concepts: an intellectual tradition and a state of affairs. Here

Lerner, New York: New York University series in selected economic writings. Available at http://k.web.umkc.
edu/keltons/Papers/501/functional%20finance.pdf, 1983, 38-51.
7
T. Eagleton, Why Marx Was Right, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001.
8
P.L. Berger, T. Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: a Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge, London: Penguin, 1966.
9
K.J. Gergen, “Social Psychology as History,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 26
(1973): 266-320.
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I will refer to the intellectual tradition as ‘Postmodernism’ and to the state of affairs as
‘postmodernism’ or ‘postmodern condition’.
The intellectual tradition of Postmodernism is a radical problematization of truth
inspired, by frustration with the political failure of the emancipative movements of the
60s and 70s and the epistemic standpoints that, according to some of these intellectuals,
were responsible for these failures10. This critique is inspired by a ‘knowledge constituting interest’ fundamentally hermeneutic in kind: understanding what went wrong
and why ‘reality became what somebody else made of it’. The postmodern ‘condition’,
instead, is a state of affairs resulting from this political failure and the reorganization of
capitalism in the Neoliberal project: a ‘condition’ affecting not only relations of power
but also and more fundamentally relations of meaning.
Jean-Françoise Lyotard, for example, defines the postmodern condition as ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’ which brings about the obsolescence of the ‘apparatus of
legitimation’ together with “the crisis of metaphysical philosophy and of the university
institution which in the past relied on it”11.
For Fredric Jameson, postmodernism is the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’ or,
more precisely, “the internal and superstructural expression of a whole new wave of
American military and economic domination throughout the world: in this sense, as
throughout class history, the underside of culture is blood, torture, death, and terror”12.
For Zygmunt Bauman the main feature of postmodernism is a structural impermanence or ‘liquidity’ of fundamental institutions in the private and public lives of
individuals. The effects of this impermanence is a growth of insecurity supported by a
mystified notion of freedom13.
For one of the most radical exponents of this tradition, Jean Baudrillard, postmodernism is the condition in which the representations of the real have replaced the real
itself – what he called “the perfect crime”14 – creating a regime of simulation or “the era
of events without consequences (and of theories without consequences)”15. The substitution of the real by its representations is an idea formulated to address the effacement
of genuine political competition and the possibility of real social change in so called
‘democratic regime’ transformed in regime of simulation. On political grounds, however, this idea can serve completely different purposes and to claim that we live in a regime
of simulation, can be easily part of a discourse aiming at justifying precisely the state of
affairs that Baudrillard was criticising, i.e. the irrelevance of democratic politics.
The main epistemological tenets of Postmodernism, anti-foundationalism and anti-representationalism, are epistemic standpoints developed as a critique of the epistemic
and the political implications of the post-war consensus. Anti-foundationalism seeks the
emancipation of knowledge from power on the argument that problems of knowledge
framed within the terms of a discourse based on the authority of tradition, can only reach
solutions that are compatible with, and supportive of, the established forms of power as10
P. Anderson, The Origins of Postmodernity, London: Verso, 2006 (1998); C. Norris, What’s Wrong
with Postmodernism?, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990; Eagleton, Why Marx Was Right.
11
J.-F. Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982 (1979), XXIV.
12
F. Jameson, Postmodernism or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991, 5.
13
Z. Bauman, Community, London: Polity, 2004 (2001), 48.
14
J. Baudrillard, The Perfect Crime, New York: Verso, 2007.
15
J. Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, Ann Arbour: The University of Michigan Press. Translation
by S. Faria Glaser, 1994, 164.
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sociated to that discourse and tradition. In authors like Baudrillard this epistemic critique
is directed primarily against the influence of Marxism in the critique of consumer society16. In this perspective, epistemic foundationalism (the approach to knowledge based on
the authority of tradition) can appear dysfunctional to the formulation of strategies that
seek to subvert the relations of power associated to knowledge. Anti-representationalism
seeks the emancipation of knowledge and meanings from the distortions of hegemonic
power enforced in the move from reality to its representation. Additionally, it seeks the
recovery of interpretations or meanings that disappear in this process and the possibility
of identifying and subverting relations of power through the interpretation and re-interpretation of meaning (something also known as critical hermeneutics).
On political grounds, the ‘postmodern condition’ results from the reorganization of
capitalism under the Neoliberal project. The paradox here is that, on practical grounds,
the radical critique of Postmodernism may have facilitated, rather than hampered this
reorganization– a fact that for example Christopher Norris describes as “a point where
theory has effectively turned against itself”17.
The Neoliberal ‘revolution’18 was based on at least four main ideas. First, the failure
of the policies inspired by the post-war consensus was construed as a proof of the ethical
and epistemic limits of the collectivist aspects of Keynesian political economy. In line
with the works of Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Friedman, Neoliberalism re-evaluated
the free market as the legitimate organizing principle of the socio-political order. Second,
where the post-war consensus pursued social order through the reduction of insecurity,
the Neoliberal ‘revolution’ is based on the idea that insecurity is politically productive.
Since the 80s, Neoliberalism has relied on the ‘politics of fear’ (e.g. the ‘balance of terror’, terrorism, social exclusion, economic deficits, etc.) to legitimize the dismantling of
the welfare system, the restriction of civic liberties and the consolidation of economic
inequality. Third, the idea that, if and when democracy and capitalism collide, the latter
should be prioritized over the former. The starting point of this idea was the interpretation
of the ‘crisis of democracy’ in the 70s as a crisis of complexity or ‘overload’19. Finally,
Neoliberalism re-interprets the processes of globalization in terms of “a programme for
destroying collective structures which may impede the pure market logic”20 worldwide.
The epistemic subversions of Postmodernism and the Neoliberal ‘revolution’ combined in discrediting Marxism and undermining its potential for social criticism and
political mobilization but it also created an intellectual and political vacuum that revitalized non-Marxist forms of dissent and resistance to the Neoliberal project. The incredulity about the great narratives of modernity, for example, undermines some aspects of
Marxism but it does not seem to significantly affect religious fundamentalisms, the appeal of ultra-right and xenophobic movements nor the credibility of free-market utopia
itself. The influence of these dissenting forces often depends on knowledge, visions, values, representations, etc. that appear at odds with the ‘postmodern condition’, as if the
Postmodernist critique of truth had weakened certain knowledge/power but not others.

16
J. Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structure, ed. or. La société de consommation,
London: Sage, 1998 (1970).
17
C. Norris, What’s Wrong with Postmodernism?, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
1990, 4.
18
G. Duménil, D. Lévy, Capital Resurgent. Roots of Neoliberal Revolution, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2004.
19
M. Crozier, S.P. Huntington, J. Watanuki, The Crisis of Democracy. Report on the Governability of
Democracies to the Trilateral Commission, New York: New York University Press, 1975.
20
P. Bourdieu, “The Essence of Neoliberalism”, Le Monde diplomatique, December 1998.
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2.3. The third ‘revolution’: digital turn, resistance and control
The third epistemic change I discuss here is digitalization, or the social effects of digitization defined as “the conversion of text, pictures, or sound into a digital form that can
be processed by a computer”21. As I shall argue shortly, a fundamental need of control
associated to the Neoliberal project fosters this epistemic change.
Colin Lankshear, for example, argues that digitization of daily life changes the
world to be known, the conceptions of knowledge and processes of coming to know
things, the nature of knowers, and the relative significance of different modes of knowing
If the ‘digital turn’ is in fact an epistemic ‘turn’, the idea that control is the fundamental purpose associated to it may seems too radical because digitalization is still
an unfinished project. As Robert McChesney has noted, however, the discussion on the
impact of this technology neglects the ideological influence of capitalism in our understanding “not only the Internet, but most everything else of a social nature, including
politics, in our society”22. There are, however, at least two lines of argument supporting
the idea that this epistemic turn supports control, more than emancipation.
In the first line of argument, digital technology is ideologically indeterminate and
the socio-political effects of digitalization ambivalent. This ambivalence, however, is
resolved on political grounds, by the relative strength of the social forces competing for
the control of the socio-political affordances of new technologies – what Brian Winston
called ‘the law of the suppression of radical potential’ of new media technology23. From
a different line of argument, and one more in line with the critical theory of technology,
technological development participates to the competition for the control over the distribution of values in society and it is not ideologically neutral24. This argument debunks
the idea that technological properties are ideologically neutral since the user is responsible for the nature of purposes for which technology is used. Furthermore, it opens up
digitalization to a critique dating as far back as the 80s and the debate about the ideological implications of what was then called the ‘information revolution’25.
Despite different starting points, these arguments point to the distinctive functionality of digitalization for the Neoliberal project: to remove the social impediments to
the ‘free market’ and to enforce surveillance against the reactions to this removal; to
foster globalization and to thwart the resistance to it. In this perspective, digitalization
and globalization are mutually supporting processes, each addressing the destabilizing
effects of the other. Digitalization provides the technological infrastructure to control
the risk of violence in response to socio-political effects of globalization. Globalization
generates the combination of capital and socio-technological knowledge that is necessary to support digitization as a global epistemic force. In this perspective, the State and
the Corporation participate, with different roles but compatible control-interests, to the
21
‘Digitization’, 24 April 2017. [Online]. Available: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/
digitization.
22
R.W. McChesney, Digital Disconnect: How Capitalism is Turning Internet Against Democracy, New
York, NY: The New Press, 2013, 12-13.
23
B. Winston, Misunderstanding Media, London-New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986.
24
H. Marcuse, “Some Implications of Modern Technology,” in Technology, War, and Fascism, London:
Routledge, 1998 (1941); A. Feenberg, Critical Theory of Technology, New York: Oxford University Press,
1991.
25
M. Traber, ed., The Myth of the Information Revolution. Social and Ethical Implications of Communication Technology, London: Sage, 1986; J.D. Slack, F. Fejes, The Ideology of the Information Age, Norwood:
Ablex, 1987; M. Tehranian, Technologies of Power. Information Machines and Democratic Prospects, Norwood: Ablex, 1990.
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neoliberal project despite the fact that globalization challenges the sovereignty of the
former to the advantage of the latter26.
Table 1 - Epistemic revolution, knowledge constitutive interests and their impact
Epistemic ‘revolutions’, knowledge constitutive interests and their impact
Epistemic
‘revolutions’

Main (ideological/
epistemological) tenets

Knowledge
constituting interest

Social
constructionism

Anti-essentialism
‘Reality is what we make
of it’

Emancipation

Postmodernism

Anti-foundationalism
Anti-representationalism

Understanding
(the strength
of capitalism)

Deconstruction

Effects
Politicization of the
social construction
of reality and crisis
Crisis of the post-war
consensus
and re-organization
of international
capitalism
Crisis of the ‘old
economy of truth and
representation
(Norris, 1990, 64).
Crisis of truth
Crisis of the real: the
‘perfect crime’: the
virtual as the new real

Digitalization

Technocentrism

Control over

Technological
determinism
and its myths

the processes
of globalization

‘Virtual is the new real’

the risks associated
to disruptions
produced
by capitalism
the digital
construction
of reality

Crisis of Marxism
and social theory
Digitization: reality
is de-composed
and re-composed
as ‘digital reality’
Post-truth
Politics turned into
administration
Terrorism as response
to the crisis
of the political

Notwithstanding its shortcomings, Postmodernism is quite important to understand
some fundamental aspects of the socio-political order of the digital age, and the reasons
why Neoliberalism needs control. Digitization is the process that leads to Baudrillard’s

26
J.M. Roberts, New Media & Public Activism. Neoliberalism, the State and Radical Protest in the
Public Sphere, Bristol: Policy Press, 2014.
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‘perfect crime’, Lyotard’s ‘performativity’, Bauman’s ‘liquidity’. The ‘digitization of
the real’ is the notion I would suggest to describe the strategy deployed by Neoliberalism to maintain control of the ‘social construction of the real’. The main rationale of this
strategy is to confine the ‘social’ into the ‘digital’.
As a final point one may note that Postmodernism and Neoliberalism are locked
into a self-feeding spiral of opposite knowledge constitutive interests or simply ‘needs’:
emancipation and control. Digital epistemology and ‘global surveillance’ are responses
to the social constructionist de-objectification of social reality and the subversive effects
of Postmodernism on the structures of knowledge/power of late capitalism. However,
these responses are temporary fixes since the same epistemology and surveillance increasingly feed a global demand for emancipation.
By digitizing the real, Neoliberalism try to handle the chronic crisis of legitimation
of capitalism and enforce the possibility of techno-administrative control over the social
construction of reality. The resiliency of social criticism, however, disrupt the linearity
of this process and increases its social entropy, possibly leading to what Baudrillard
discussed in terms of ‘saturation’ and ‘implosion’27.
If this analysis is correct, the core question of re-making truth in the digital age can
be re-interpreted in terms of the possibility to restore the social construction of reality as
an open-ended, socio-political process inspired by emancipation, rather than a deterministic, techno-administrative process inspired by control. As I shall argue in a moment,
the role of education is key to this goal and the notions of parrhesia and knowledge
constitutive interests are important to understand why.

3. dealing with new tyrants: knowledge, parrhesia and education

in the digital age

The main point of the analysis above is that the remaking of truth is a process that,
despite the appearance of chaos, can be interpreted in terms of a competition between
the forces of control and those of emancipation. This competition, however, develops
on at least two main dimensions: epistemic and political. A critical approach combining
Foucault’s problematization of truth and Habermas’ systematization of the relationship
between epistemology and socio-political interests is useful to understand the linkage
between these two and the resulting complexity.
In the current situation, the forces of control – the ‘new tyrants of the digital age
are’ – are perhaps in a better position to exploit the affordances of digital technology.
This state of affairs, however, may not last forever and a critical reflection should prepare the ground for change. Education bears the responsibility of forming the people
that will eventually decide the outcome of this competition. My conclusive point here
is that, if we are serious about antagonizing these new tyrants, we need to rethink democratic education, its epistemic grounds and its pedagogical ideals in terms of (critical) social theory and parrhesia, respectively. Social theory is necessary to oppose the
technological determinism that wraps up the neoliberal project and to nurture forms of
knowledge more compatible with emancipatory interests. The problematization of truth
is a core element of the critical pedagogy project: one that revaluates the parrhesiastes
as an ideal-typical form of democratic citizenship requiring both the intellectual compe-

27
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tences and the moral strength to support emancipatory politics through parrhesia, a form
of democratic participation that Foucault described as:
[...] a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his personal relationship to truth, and
risks his life because he recognizes truth-telling as a duty to improve or help other people
(as well as himself)28.

28
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Le molte verità dell’era digitale

It’s All Show. The Many Truths of the Digital Era
Abstract
The recent debate on post-truth and fake news is proving to be unproductive as well as misleading; one of its effects has doubtless been a sort of distraction from the many truths that inhabit the
system of media, and the digital media more specifically.
The aim of the article is to highlight at least some of these truths, especially as far as the
relationship between subjects and digital devices is concerned.
Keywords
Truth; subject; experience; meaning; signifiers; digital; Lacan; Simmel.
Al reale ci si abitua. La verità la si rimuove1.

1. È una verità: la tecnologia digitale mette al servizio degli uomini strumenti di cui essi
non hanno alcuna concreta necessità. In effetti la potenza di tali strumenti è ormai così
elevata che soltanto in piccolissima parte essa viene utilizzata per risolvere le difficoltà
della vita quotidiana. I computer e i cellulari, ad esempio, sono in grado di compiere
operazioni che vanno ben al di là di quelle necessarie per vivere normalmente. In altre
parole: la stragrande maggioranza dei consumatori acquista e usa apparecchiature digitali di cui in verità non ha alcun bisogno.
2. D’altra parte ‒ e questa è un’altra verità ‒ tali apparecchiature, questi apparati o più
correttamente dispositivi, pur non essendo necessari, sono percepiti dai soggetti come
delle realtà necessarie. È essenziale a tale riguardo non dimostrarsi ingenui: il non necessario si è trasformato in una necessità, ciò di cui si può fare tranquillamente a meno
si è trasformato in qualcosa di indispensabile, utilizzare la tecnologia digitale non è più
una scelta ma un obbligo. E questo è vero non solo per l’adolescente che vive il cellulare
come una sorta di protesi del suo stesso corpo, ma è vero anche per l’adulto che compulsivamente consulta la propria posta elettronica e si accompagna con il proprio tablet
in ogni luogo. Si faccia bene attenzione: la necessità di cui qui si tratta non riguarda
⃰
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tanto l’uso degli strumenti in questione (è ovvio che tale uso non può più essere evitato)
quanto piuttosto la loro stessa percezione; in tal senso il soggetto, prima ancora di giudicare, percepisce questo non necessario come necessario. È pertanto inutile insistere sulla
reale inutilità di simili strumenti visto che la necessità qui in questione non riguarda la
natura in sé del digitale o il suo rapporto con la realtà, ma si riferisce piuttosto al modo
stesso di percepire un simile strumento da parte del soggetto che ne fa uso.
3. Le opportunità offerte dal digitale, benché non necessarie, vengono dunque percepite
dal soggetto come necessarie; all’interno di tale percezione, è bene ribadirlo con chiarezza, il mondo digitale si configura realmente, e non illusoriamente, come qualcosa di
necessario. Come spiegare una simile trasmutazione? Di solito per rispondere a questo
interrogativo si usa fare riferimento alla teoria dei bisogni indotti e agli interessi economici che con insistenza li producono ed impongono: i consumatori di prodotti digitali
sarebbero le vittime inconsapevoli di violente campagne di marketing il cui fine sarebbe,
per l’appunto, quello di convincerli che il non necessario è in verità necessario:
La ragione è nella maggior parte dei casi economica: quanto più si trattiene l’utente sulle
proprie pagine web, tanto più aumentano le entrate pubblicitarie del sito, mentre chi utilizza
Internet come piattaforma commerciale ha tutto l’interesse a selezionare e raggiungere con
le proprie proposte quanti hanno maggiore probabilità di concludere l’acquisto2.

Questa interpretazione è senz’altro corretta ma anche evidentemente insufficiente. In
effetti l’utente, più che essere trattenuto, è egli stesso che decide di trattenersi sulle pagine web, che decide di consegnarsi totalmente ad esse: pertanto non c’è alcun bisogno
di obbligarlo a navigare per ore e ore, dunque ben al di là di ogni stretta necessità, tra le
maglie della rete dato che è egli stesso a vivere tale navigazione come una necessità a
cui non sa, non può ma soprattutto, ecco il punto, non vuole in alcun modo rinunciare.
Le nostre case sono colme di potentissimi strumenti digitali non utilizzati o sotto utilizzati non perché siamo vittime inconsapevoli del marketing ma perché quest’ultimo
viene incontro ad un’aspettativa (in termini più rigorosi: ad un’attesa di godimento) che
appartiene al nostro stesso modo d’essere in quanto soggetti. In effetti, solo un vivente
che esiste secondo il modo d’essere del soggetto è in grado di percepire e vivere il non
necessario come necessario.
4. George Simmel ci aiuta ad andare più a fondo nella comprensione di questo meccanismo:
[...] una delle qualità dello spirito umano più ricche di conseguenze consiste nel fatto che
semplici mezzi per uno scopo, in sé indifferenti ‒ qualora abbiano sostato un tempo sufficientemente lungo davanti alla coscienza, ovvero qualora il fine cui sono rivolti sia molto
remoto ‒ finiscono per diventare essi stessi mete definitive. Il valore, che i mezzi originariamente traevano soltanto dal fine a cui erano destinati, si rende autonomo e aderisce loro
in modo indiretto, ma con immediatezza psicologica. È solo grazie a un processo di questo
tipo che, ad esempio, ogni consuetudine esteriore acquista la forza di presentarsi come prescrizione etica in sé e per sé, mentre in origine era soltanto un mezzo o una condizione per

2
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obiettivi sociali più remoti. [...] Nell’attività di innumerevoli persone il perfezionamento della tecnica è diventato così fine a se stesso da far loro dimenticare del tutto le mete superiori
cui ogni tecnica deve servire. È questo uno dei meccanismi più funzionali dell’organismo
spirituale3.

5. Uno strumento più è potente più tende ad oscurare il fine stesso al quale è ordinato;
ben presto esso riesce ad attirare su di sé tutta l’attenzione del soggetto (uno strumento
ha il vantaggio della presenza e della manipolabilità da parte del soggetto) mettendo
così in ombra la meta (che in fondo, non essendo ancora presente, non essendo ancora
raggiunta, è sempre qualcosa di incerto) a cui è destinato; in altri termini: il ‘qui’ dello
strumento finisce per distrarre il soggetto dal ‘là’ del fine. Inoltre la tecnologia digitale è
in grado di disporre attorno al soggetto un variegato mondo di possibilità; tale disposizione, questo porre attorno al soggetto, è infatti l’effetto più immediato del dispositivo
digitale. Quest’ultimo dispone ponendo la realtà al servizio del soggetto il quale in ogni
momento può entrare in contatto con questo e con quello, con il vicino ed il lontano; di
conseguenza, ‘tutto intorno a te’ non è solo un efficace slogan pubblicitario ma è anche
la più veritiera formula magica in grado di rivelare la natura stessa dell’incantesimo
digitale. In effetti la tecnologia digitale manifesta tutta la sua potenza proprio nella capacità di disporre un ‘mondo’ attorno al soggetto il quale, in quanto ‘io’ o ‘ego’ e non
in quanto ‘sé’, si realizza e compiace nella certezza (vale a dire nell’illusione) di avere
sempre tutto a portata di mano (è la meraviglia stessa della fantastica tecnologia touch).
È questo un tratto che non si deve in alcun modo sottovalutare: avere tutto a portata di
mano significa avere tutto a portata di bocca, ultimamente significa poter far proprio
e godere sempre di tutto. Riprendendo quanto ho sottolineato in un’altra sede4, si può
riconoscere una conferma di questa analisi nell’uso del cellulare: tutti parlano con tutti,
continuamente ognuno scambia con gli altri innumerevoli messaggi ma all’interno di un
simile ‘messaggiare’, che non raramente assume la forma di un’autentica compulsione
(non ci si riesce a fermare neppure mentre si cammina, si mangia, si guida, si assiste a
uno spettacolo o a una celebrazione religiosa e così via), la cosiddetta ‘comunicazione’
finisce per trasformarsi in quella circostanza nella quale l’altro e i supposti contenuti
che gli si trasmettono si rivelano essere meri pretesti per l’affermazione e il godimento
dell’io: ‘Non ho propriamente nulla da dire, ma desidero ardentemente dirlo, ed è precisamente con questo mio dire, quello che si rivolge all’altro che tu sei, che io ti istituisco
come colui che mi autorizza a dirlo’. E così, per esempio, si chiede all’altro: ‘Come
stai?’, ma solo per potergli dire a propria volta come si sta, e non raramente capita di
non attendere neppure che l’altro, credendo ingenuamente nella verità del tuo interessamento, accenni a rispondere per sentirsi autorizzati a informarlo subito e con dovizia di
particolari sul ‘proprio’ stato di salute. Fingere di informarsi sull’altro è dunque lo scotto
che si deve pagare per poter parlare, finalmente, di sé e solo di sé. In altri termini, all’interno del ‘mondo’ messo a disposizione dal digitale, all’interno del ‘mondo’ disposto dal
digitale, il soggetto ‒ qualsiasi soggetto, anche il meno potente e periferico ‒ gode nel
sapere di poter avere teoricamente sempre tutto e tutti a portata di mano.

3
G. Simmel, Psycologie des Gelds, 1889, ora raccolto in George Simmel - Gesamtausgabe II, Aufsätze 18871890, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1989, 49-65, trad. it. di N. Squicciarino, Psicologia del denaro, in G. Simmel,
Il denaro nella cultura moderna, Roma: Armando Editore, 2005, 43-67 (48-40), corsivo mio.
4
S. Petrosino, Il magnifico segno. Comunicazione, esperienza, narrazione, Cinisello Balsamo (Mi):
Edizioni San Paolo, 2015, in particolare 7-25.
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6. Il rinvio ad un’idea di soggetto in quanto ‘ego’, la figura del ‘mondo’ in quanto luogo
dell’a-portata-di-mano e l’introduzione, attraverso l’immagine della mano-che-portaalla-bocca, del denso tema del ‘godimento’ ci permettono ora di approfondire l’interpretazione di Simmel più sopra ricordata. Tale approfondimento avviene grazie alla riflessione di Lacan e alla sua insistenza sul primato del significante sul significato. Quando
si ha a che fare con il soggetto, con il particolare modo d’essere del soggetto, non si
può evitare di riconoscere, afferma lo psicoanalista francese, un evidente primato del
significante sul significato. Di che cosa si tratta? Lacan definisce il significante “segno
di un soggetto”5, più precisamente egli afferma:
La mia ipotesi è che l’individuo che è affetto dall’inconscio è lo stesso che costituisce quello
che chiamo il soggetto di un significante. Cosa che enuncio nella formula minimale che un
significante rappresenta un soggetto per un altro significante. Il significante in se stesso non
è altrimenti definibile che come una differenza da un altro significante [...]. È perché c’è
l’inconscio [...] che il significante può esser chiamato a far segno [...]. In quanto supporto
formale, il significante raggiunge un altro, diverso da ciò che esso è puramente e semplicimente come significante, un altro che ne è affetto e ne è fatto soggetto, o almeno passa per
esserlo. È in ciò che il soggetto si trova ad essere, e soltanto per l’essere parlante, un essente
il cui essere è sempre altrove, come il predicato mostra6.

Mentre in Saussure il significante è sempre legato al significato, più precisamente: è
sempre al servizio del significato, in Lacan il significante, liberandosi dal nesso con il
significato, rinvia piuttosto al particolare modo d’essere del soggetto in quanto “essente il cui essere è sempre altrove”. Laddove c’è soggetto c’è infatti sempre parola, ma
dove c’è parola c’è sempre significante, vale a dire insistente rinvio all’altro, continua
apertura all’altro; affermare il primato del significante sul significato serve dunque a
salvaguardare il dinamismo proprio del significare soggettivo dalle pretese conclusive
del significato che come tale tende inevitabilmente a porsi in posizione d’arresto rispetto
all’eccedenza di ogni essere-segno. Lacan può così da una parte affermare:
Anche se non comunica nulla, il discorso rappresenta l’esistenza della comunicazione; anche se nega l’evidenza, afferma che la parola costituisce la verità; anche se è destinato ad
ingannare, specula sulla fede nella testimonianza’7;

ma d’altra parte, per evitare ogni equivoco, vale a dire proprio per evitare che la comunicazione stessa venga infine ad occupare la posizione del significato, egli anche precisa:
[...] la funzione del linguaggio non è quella di informare ma di evocare. Quel che io cerco
nella parola è la risposta dell’altro. Ciò che mi costituisce come soggetto è la mia questione.
Per farmi riconoscere dall’altro, proferisco ciò che è stato solo in vista di ciò che sarà. Per
trovarlo, lo chiamo con un nome che deve assumere o rifiutare per rispondermi8.

In conclusione, il soggetto si serve del significato per mettersi in mostra come soggetto;
ciò che qui è essenziale non è infatti il significato come tale, quanto piuttosto la funzione
significante ch’esso si trova a svolgere; conviene ripeterlo: il soggetto si serve del signi5
J. Lacan, Le séminaire de Jacques Lacan. Livre XX. Encore (1972-1973), Paris: Éditions du Seuil,
1975, trad. it. di G. Contri, Il seminario. Libro XX. Ancor. 1972-1973, Torino: Einaudi, 1983, 143.
6
Ibid., 142-143, corsivo mio.
7
Lacan, Scritti, 245.
8
Ibid., 292-293.
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ficato per essere riconosciuto in quanto soggetto e di conseguenza esso, il significato,
si trova a svolgere la funzione significante di un simile desiderio di riconoscimento,
desiderio che è proprio di un soggetto abitato dalla mancanza.
7. Quanto afferma Simmel a proposito del trasmutarsi del mezzo in fine – “uno dei
meccanismi più fecondi dell’organismo spirituale” – diventa ora più comprensibile: in
un certo senso l’essenziale non è mai il fine dato che esso è il più delle volte solo un
pretesto per giustificare la messa in scena di quei mezzi che risultano significanti del
modo d’essere del soggetto. È questo modo d’essere, è il manifestarsi di questo modo
d’essere ad essere in un certo senso il solo ed unico fine o il vero ‘significato’ dell’agire
umano; in altre parole, il soggetto non comunica ‘A’ all’altro perché tiene ad ‘A’ o all’altro, perché vuole informare l’altro a proposito di ‘A’, ma perché attraverso ‘A’ evoca
il riconoscimento dell’altro, chiede all’altro, ch’egli istituisce come altro attraverso il
gesto stesso del suo rivolgergli la parola, di essere a sua volta riconosciuto e così istitui
to proprio in quanto soggetto: “In breve, in nessun punto appare più chiaramente che il
desiderio dell’uomo trova il suo senso nel desiderio dell’altro, non tanto perché l’altro
detenga le chiavi dell’oggetto desiderato, quanto perché il suo primo oggetto è di essere
riconosciuto dall’altro”9.
8. La radicalità e il rigore dell’interpretazione di Lacan ci aiutano a comprendere come
molte delle critiche rivolte al mondo digitale, così come molte delle supposte ‘meraviglie’ che costantemente lo accompagnano (il digitale è in se stesso fantasmagorico),
siano del tutto ingiustificate. In effetti, non è certo la rete ad avere generato questa
incontenibile esigenza di riconoscimento, questa autentica pulsione a parlare senza
mai ascoltare, questo irrefrenabile bisogno di essere sempre presenti, sempre in scena
e soprattutto sempre al centro della scena (sempre connessi), questa insistenza nel dire
‘io’ anche quando si dice ‘tu’, questa insopprimibile esigenza di essere continuamente
rassicurati (in tempo reale) circa la propria esistenza e identità, in definitiva: questo
raggiante trionfo dell’ego sull’altro e sugli altri non è certo la rete ad averlo inventato.
Si tratta di un’altra verità: ciò che è in gioco nel bisogno di essere sempre connesso e
nel continuo scambio di parole in tempo reale è qualcosa di essenziale che ha a che fare
con la particolare identità del soggetto, un’identità così particolare da riuscire a trasformare il non necessario in necessario. D’altra parte non si può neppure negare come gli
strumenti digitali abbiano favorito una sorta di universalizzazione e di intensificazione
di tutte queste tendenze:
I mezzi tecnologici come il cellulare o il computer, hanno contribuito ampiamente al mutamento dei legami tra gli esseri umani. Con la fluidità degli sms, l’uso dei blog, dei social
network, la relazione tende a divenire una connessione [...]. La vicinanza virtuale ha questo
di singolare: offre una presenza, ma non obbliga [...]. Ognuno è libero in effetti di ‘rispondere’ o ‘non rispondere’, di mantenere il contatto o di cancellarlo, di attivare o spegnere. Lì
ci sono innumerevoli altri, a disposizione di un click, ‘se voglio, quando voglio’. ‘Verificare
più volte all’ora il mio BlackBerry mi rassicura’, diceva un direttore d’azienda, ‘che ci siano
tutti... ma che nessuno mi disturbi!’. ‘Ho centocinquanta amici su Facebook’, notava da parte sua una giovane internauta, che era però molto solitaria nella sua esistenza. Nel rapporto
virtuale, l’io può essere collegato e il soggetto fondamentalmente disimpegnato [...]. Se
9

Com soc 3_17.indb 419

Ibid., 261.

19/12/2017 10:02:48

420

SILVANO PETROSINO

in effetti c’è qualcosa di magico nell’incontro in rete è che permette di scavalcare il reale.
L’amico di internet è, a portata di un click, l’altro preso nello sdoppiamento immaginario o
nell’illusione proiettiva. L’altro come viene sognato, non come è10.

9. Non è dunque per semplice vanità che il soggetto vuole sempre essere in scena,
vuole sempre occupare il centro della scena; egli infatti, per delle ragioni fondamentali connesse al suo stesso modo d’essere, ha un reale bisogno, proprio perché abitato
da un desiderio che è mancanza11, di continuare a parlare per evocare l’altro al fine di
dirgli ‘Eccomi, dimmi che esisto’. In fondo è per questa ragione che un significato vale
l’altro: l’essenziale è infatti la dinamica significante (significante del soggetto) che è
in grado di servirsi di qualsiasi significato pur di significare. È rispetto ad una simile
urgenza, quella di significare, che si comprende meglio l’indiscutibile potenza del digitale: quest’ultimo permette al soggetto, a ogni soggetto e a tutti i soggetti, di entrare con
facilità e in ogni istante in scena e soprattutto di rimanerci, di essere così potenzialmente
sempre presente, grazie ma al tempo stesso anche indipendentemente dai significati utilizzati, per l’appunto, per poterlo essere. Ecco il cuore della magia digitale: essa permette al primato del significante di realizzarsi proprio in quanto primato.
10. Una conferma di questa interpretazione si ritrova nei formidabili paragrafi che Heidegger dedica in Sein und Zeit (1927) ai fenomeni della chiacchiera (§ 35), della curiosità (§ 36) e dell’equivoco (§ 37). Ripercorriamo brevemente alcuni passaggi di queste
pagine sorprendenti la cui attualità ‒ soprattutto se si pensa alla logica e alla pratica
che regolano il ‘mondo della rete’ ‒ non cessa di stupire e la cui fecondità si dimostra
inesauribile. Mi soffermo solo su tre punti traendo da essi due conseguenze principali.
Innanzitutto il filosofo tedesco sottolinea come nel discorrere della chiacchiera l’essenziale non sia mai costituito da ciò di cui si discorre, dal significato e dalla supposta verità
intorno a cui si discorre, ma dal discorrere stesso in quanto eminentemente parola rivolta
all’altro, in quanto discorrere-assieme:
Più che di comprendere l’ente di cui si discorre, ci si preoccupa di ascoltare ciò che il discorso dice come tale. Ciò che è compreso è il discorso, il sopra-che-cosa lo è solo approssimativamente e superficialmente. Si intendono le medesime cose, perché ciò che è detto è
compreso da tutti nella medesima medietà [...]. La comunicazione non ‘partecipa’ il rapporto
ontologico originario con l’ente di cui si discorre, ma l’essere-assieme si realizza nel discorrere-assieme e nel prendersi cura di ciò che il discorso dice. Ciò che conta è che si discorra.

10
C. Terninck, L’homme de sable. Pourquoi l’individualisme nous rende malade, Paris: Éditions du
Seuil, 2011, trad. it. di M. Porro, L’uomo di sabbia. Individualismo e perdita di sé, Milano: Vita e Pensiero,
2012, 41-42.
11
“Il mondo freudiano non è un mondo delle cose, non è un mondo dell’essere, ma è un mondo del desiderio in quanto tale. [...] Nella prospettiva classica [...] il soggetto deve adeguarsi alla cosa in un rapporto da
essere a essere ‒ rapporto di un essere soggettivo, ma ben reale, di un essere che sa di essere con un essere che
si sa essere. Il campo dell’esperienza freudiana si stabilisce in tutt’altro registro di relazioni. Il desiderio è un
rapporto da essere a mancanza. Questa mancanza è mancanza di essere, nel senso proprio della parola. Non è
mancanza di questo o di quello, ma mancanza di essere grazie a cui l’essere esiste. Questa mancanza è al di là
di tutto ciò che può farla presente [...]. Il desiderio, funzione centrale di ogni esperienza umana, è desiderio di
niente di nominabile. E questo desiderio è nel medesimo tempo fonte di ogni specie di animazione” (J. Lacan,
Le séminaire de Jacques Lacan. Livre II. Le moi dans la théorie et dans la technique de la psychanalise (19541955), Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1978, ed. it. a cura di A. di Ciaccia, Il seminario. Libro II. L’io nella teoria di
Freud e nella tecnica della psicoanalisi. 1954-1955, Torino: Einaudi, 2006, 255-257).
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L’essere-detto, l’enunciato, la parola, si fanno garanti della genuinità e della conformità alle
cose del discorso e della sua comprensione12.

In secondo luogo si osserva che, proprio perché qui l’essenziale è il discorrere stesso,
ciò che istituisce l’autorità e diffonde la forza della chiacchiera non dipende dal significato e dalla verità di ciò intorno a cui si discorre ma dal suo mero diffondersi e dal suo
continuo ripetersi:
E poiché il discorso ha perso, o non ha mai raggiunto, il rapporto ontologico originario con
l’ente di cui si discorre, ciò che esso comunica non è l’appropriazione originaria di questo
ente, ma la diffusione e la ripetizione del discorso. Ciò-che-è-stato detto come tale si diffonde in cerchie sempre più larghe e ne trae autorità [...]. La comprensione media del lettore non
sarà mai in grado di decidere se qualcosa è stato creato e conquistato con originalità o se è
frutto di semplice ripetizione. La comprensione media non sentirà mai neppure il bisogno di
una distinzione di questo genere, visto che essa comprende già tutto13.

In terzo luogo Heidegger precisa che il diffondersi e ripetersi della chiacchiera ha il
potere di trasformare il non sapere in sapere: un non sapere continuamente presentato,
ripetuto e diffuso come se fosse un sapere alla fine viene percepito e soprattutto utilizzato come se fosse un sapere:
L’infondatezza della chiacchiera non è un impedimento per la sua diffusione pubblica, bensì
un fattore che la favorisce. La chiacchiera è la possibilità di comprendere tutto senza alcuna appropriazione preliminare della cosa da comprendere. La chiacchiera garantisce già in
partenza dal pericolo di fallire in questa appropriazione. La chiacchiera, che è alla portata di
tutti, non solo esime dal compito di una comprensione genuina, ma diffonde una comprensione indifferente, per la quale non esiste più nulla di inaccessibile14.

Le principali conclusioni che è bene trarre da questo tipo di analisi mi sembrano essere
essenzialmente due: la prima riguarda la trasformazione, se così si può dire, dell’‘apertura’, in quanto tratto caratteristico del particolare modo d’essere dell’uomo, in ‘chiusura’; si pensi alla Filter Bubble di E. Parisier o alla Echo Chamber di W. Quattrociocchi:
La chiacchiera, che è alla portata di tutti, non solo esime dal compito di una comprensione
genuina, ma diffonde una comprensione indifferente, per la quale non esiste più nulla di
inaccessibile [...]. La chiacchiera non è il risultato di un inganno voluto. Essa non ha il modo
di essere della presentazione consapevole di qualcosa per qualcos’altro. Basti dire e ridire
infondatamente perché si determini il capovolgimento dell’apertura in chiusura. Infatti ciò
che è detto viene sempre assunto innanzitutto come ‘dicente qualcosa’, cioè scoprente. La
chiacchiera, trascurando di risalire al fondamento di ciò che è detto, è quindi di per sé una
chiusura. Questa chiusura è ulteriormente aggravata dal fatto che la chiacchiera, con la sua
presunzione di aver raggiunto la comprensione di ciò di cui parla, impedisce ogni riesame e
ogni nuova discussione, reprimendoli o ritardandoli in modo caratteristico15.

La seconda conclusione riguarda il carattere frenetico che la chiacchiera finisce inevitabilmente per assumere; forti della tecnologia digitale si continua a ripetere ‘non c’è pro12
M. Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 1927, trad. it. di P. Chiodi, nuova
versione italiana a cura di F. Volpi, Essere e tempo, Milano: Longanesi, 20116, § 35, 206-207.
13
Ibid., § 35, 207.
14
Ibid.
15
Ibid., § 35, 207-208, corsivo mio.
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blema’, ‘tutto è sotto controllo’, ‘tutto si può risolvere’, ma tale tranquillità è solo una
maschera di un’incontenibile frenesia. L’interpretazione di Heidegger è a tale riguardo
particolarmente acuta e profonda:
Chiacchiera ed equivoco, l’aver tutto visto e tutto compreso, creano nell’Esserci la presunzione che l’apertura dell’Esserci così disponibile e dominante sia tale da garantire la certezza, la
purezza e la pienezza delle possibilità del suo essere. La sicurezza di sé e la disinvoltura del Si
diffondono un’indifferenza crescente verso la comprensione emotiva autentica. La presunzione del Si di condurre una ‘vita’ piena e genuina crea nell’Esserci uno stato di tranquillità: tutto
va ‘nel modo migliore’ e tutte le porte sono aperte. [...] Questo stato di tranquillità dell’essere
inautentico non conduce però all’inerzia e all’ozio, ma all’‘attività’ sfrenata16.

11. La tecnologia digitale ha globalizzato la chiacchiera rendendo manifesto quel primato del significante sul significato che si realizza in un discorrere che non comunica altro
che la diffusione e la ripetizione del discorrere stesso: “Più che di comprendere l’ente
di cui si discorre, ci si preoccupa di ascoltare ciò che il discorso dice come tale. [...] Ciò
che conta è che si discorra”.
Rispetto all’essenziale e alla complessità di cui la chiacchiera è un sintomo ‒ lo ripeto
per l’ultima volta: chiacchiera il cui essere non è mai risolvibile nella semplice vanità e che
non può in alcun modo essere sbrigativamente liquidata come uno sgradevole ‘risultato di
un inganno voluto ‒ il dibattito attorno alla post-truth e alle fake news si impone per la sua
limpida vacuità: vecchie questioni, teoria di banalità, temi da tempo studiati, poca serietà
nell’affrontarli, nessun rigore nell’esaminarli. L’impressione è che ancora una volta sia
tutta scena, che in questo discorrere il tema della verità non sia altro che un pretesto o un
significante, uno dei grandi significanti che rivelano, per l’appunto, l’insistente bisogno
di occupare comunque e ad ogni costo il centro della scena; in verità cosa c’è di meglio
della ‘verità’ per continuare freneticamente a discorrere, visto che “ciò che conta è che si
discorra”? La tradizione religiosa e filosofica lo ha sempre saputo: a questo tema, quello
della verità, non ci si può neppure avvicinare se prima, con la massima serietà e sincerità,
non ci si confronta con la drammatica questione relativa non tanto al suo sapere (è la domanda di Pilato a cui Gesù non risponde: ‘Che cos’è la verità?’) quanto piuttosto e ancor
prima al suo interesse: la verità interessa veramente a qualcuno? Quando si parla e discute
della verità è proprio della verità che si parla, è proprio alla verità che ci si interessa? In
effetti la ‘verità’, ciò che si indica con il termine ‘verità’, è sempre ‘qualcosa’ che eccede
il sapere, ‘qualcosa’ che non si riesce a rinchiudere all’interno del sapere, ‘qualcosa’ che,
per l’appunto, non è mai una ‘cosa’ visto che rinvia ad un ordine in cui prima o poi ci si
trova sempre personalmente coinvolti e rispetto al quale non si riesce mai a restare indifferenti. Scrive Nietzsche: “È molto importante che rifletta sulla morale il minor numero di
uomini possibile ‒ ha quindi grande peso il fatto che la morale non diventi un bel giorno
interessante”17; lo stesso vale per la ‘verità’, e infatti i due termini, ma ancora più a fondo le questioni ch’essi cercano di nominare, non sono mai separabili, non possono mai
essere separati: la verità è la questione morale. È proprio per questa ragione, per evitare
il dramma e le complicazioni di questa coappartenenza essenziale, che forse conviene
lasciar perdere sia la ‘verità’ che la ‘morale’, occupandosi piuttosto della post-truth e della
deontologia relativa alle fake news. In fondo, ci suggerisce Lacan, al reale si finisce per
abituarsi, mentre la verità conviene rimuoverla.
Ibid., § 38, 217.
F. Nietzsche, Al di là del bene e del male, trad. it. di F. Masini, vol. VI, tomo II delle Opere di Friederich Nietzsche, Milano: Adelphi, 19864, 136.
16
17

Com soc 3_17.indb 422

19/12/2017 10:02:48

«Comunicazioni sociali», 2017, n. 3, 423-435
© 2017 Vita e Pensiero / Pubblicazioni dell’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore

GIOVANNI MADDALENA - GUIDO GILI*

REAPING WHAT HAS BEEN SOWN: THE CONCEPT OF TRUTH
AND ITS SUFFERINGS

Abstract
The topic and the concept of ‘post-truth’ has emerged very evidently in the last year, following
several political events in Western countries. The topic has also been made relevant by the uses,
or rather the abuses, of the Internet, where uncontrolled, fake news circulate in today’s world at
top speed.
What we are facing now is the result of processes that have developed during the last decades in philosophy, sociology, communication studies, and journalism studies. We can indicate
four processes, working at different but intertwined levels, that have contributed to undermining
the possibility of any reference to ‘truth’ or ‘reality’, or any possible relationship between them.
The four processes on which this paper will focus are: 1) the post-modern approach that took
hold in many areas of philosophy during the second half of the twentieth century; 2) sociological
perspectives that led to constructivist approaches; 3) communication theories that fostered social
construction of reality by the media; and 4) the new ways to consider journalists’ work as a construction of reality rather than a representation of reality.
The emergence of these processes, which tend to weaken any reference to a concept of reality external to the media and its mechanisms in the production and circulation of meaning, has
triggered some unexpected backlash such as vague notions of meaning, uncontrolled influencers,
communicative bubbles, and a return to a positivist view of social reality.
Keywords
Post-truth; fake news; postmodern philosophy; communication; journalism studies.

Quid est veritas? wondered a puzzled Pontius Pilate (John 18:38). With this one question, faced with the unprecedented claim that the truth was there in front of him in the
flesh, he gave voice to the perennial quest of philosophical inquiry. Est vir qui adest,
retorted Augustine of Hippo, coining the anagrammatic answer to the question.
Many centuries later, following a significant evolution in the concept of truth in the
theological, philosophical, and sociological spheres – an evolution that has propelled
the concept far away from Pilate’s skeptical attitude and from Augustine’s Christian
response – the abiding question of the nature of truth seems to have returned in dramatic
fashion. The Oxford English Dictionary selected the adjective ‘post-truth’ as the word
of the year in 2016.‘Post-truth’ signifies a decline in the influence of “objective facts”
in favor of “appeals to emotion and personal belief”. Contrary to the view of most
commentators, the explosion of the notion of ‘post-truth’ has emerged as the result of a
series of processes that affected philosophy, humanities, sociology, and communication
*
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studies during the twentieth century. It is possible to identify even more remote origins
of this problem by considering the Enlightenment’s “demystification of powers” and the
evolution of criticism through the three “masters of suspicion”– Marx, Nietzsche, and
Freud. In overcoming the ideological perspective of these authors, the modern sociology of knowledge arose together with an analysis of the relationship between forms of
thought and social structures.
Limiting ourselves to recent decades, however, there are at least four interconnected cultural processes that have contributed to a gradual weakening of considering
a reference to reality as a decisive element in approaching or achieving of truth. These
processes did not by themselves create the post-truth conditions we now face but, sometimes against the intention of their proponents, they contributed to legitimizing them.
We are aware that this map will not be exhaustive. Some relevant cultural trends will
remain unexplored. However, we believe that our description of these four processes
here will provide an important clarification of the meaning of ‘post-truth’ and its associated problems. The historical background of social concepts can shed light on their
theoretical structure.

1. removing the reference to reality: four fields
1.1. Philosophy
We begin with a road map of what happened in philosophy. The paradigm of post-modernity, which appeared as early as the 1930s, and was defined by Lyotard1, is rooted in
a hermeneutic background that, together with analytical philosophy, created one of the
leading twentieth-century schools of thought.
The appearance of this paradigm, which heralded the end not only of ancient metaphysics but also the rationalist paradigm within modernity, can be summed up, as Ferraris does2, by the Nietzschean statement that, “There are no facts, only interpretations”.
Ferraris correctly pinpoints the problematic genesis of postmodernism in Kant’s Copernican revolution, which inaugurated an epistemology focused on, and sometimes
completely defined by, the subject. When Nietzsche pronounced this motto, he took the
Copernican revolution to its extreme: the will of the subject is able to shape and, in a
subtle way, actually create reality, which in itself is nothing but senseless chaos.
In the 1930s, when Heidegger began his Kehre with a desire to leave behind all
of the hangovers of modern metaphysics and immersed himself in an intense study
of Nietzsche, he created a lasting bond between the history of phenomenology, which
had a solid grounding in epistemology, and the nihilism that Nietzsche thought was the
destiny of Western philosophy. Three versions of the postmodernism that emerged from
this bond are summarized here: the version of the French masters, often mingled with
linguistic and semiotic studies; Vattimo’s historical-cultural version; and the neo-pragmatic version of the American philosopher Richard Rorty.
The French Nietzschean renaissance of the Sixties and the militant political
engagement of its leading scholars led to a ‘left-wing’ reading of Heidegger and of
Nietzsche himself. This reading favors the spirit of Nietzschean liberation as opposed

1
2
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to the mechanisms of various kinds power that this movement described, hidden in
daily routines and in the legal and social system, and, most importantly, in language.
A crucial representative of this point of view is Jacques Derrida, who shed light on the
authoritarian metaphysical assumptions behind the dominant culture’s words, grammar,
and expressions. According to Derrida, we are inevitably phallo-logo-phono-centric,
rotating around an authoritarian vision imposed through spoken language3. Derrida’s
turn toward this interpretation, which partakes strongly of the post-modernist mood,
is certainly understandable. In fact, ‘truth’ has been considered by many thinkers to be
an intrinsically authoritarian concept, for good reasons. The recent culture of the West
arose out of various forms of totalitarianism, whose representative regimes presented
their truth as ‘the truth.’ According to Derrida, any struggle for social and political liberation must be primarily linguistic, focusing on the distance of written signs from the
fundamental metaphysical presence of the actual entities within words. Derrida shatters
the meaning of language, taking it far away from what it represents, arguing that the
difference between sign and object makes the struggle for liberation possible, violating
and thereby ‘deconstructing’ the rules of grammar and syntax, logic and rhetoric.
In a different way, Gianni Vattimo’s work brings to fruition Gadamer’s cultural
reading of Heidegger. Vattimo uses the same tool of cultural historicization to tell the
story of the nihilistic fate of being itself, a fate which he sees in the progressive secularization and dissolution of every presumption of truth. Vattimo’s ‘weak thought’ involves
an acceptance of a complete secularization that involves the collapse of every ancient
metaphysical and modern rationalist project 4. The creation of social and political movements in order to acknowledge the lines of progress in history with its progressive loss
of foundations and authority at a restricted, local level is the task of the intellectuals
in our time. According to Vattimo, the loss of meaning is not necessarily negative. In
fact, what is ending is the historical hypostatization of metaphysics. In participating to
this movement, we are assuming authenticity and liberation of life in its restricted and
limited chaos.
Lastly, Rorty, whose thought is particularly important in the US5, was a leading
light in the analytical tradition, but he gradually came to the conclusion that certain
difficulties in this tradition, especially related to the antinomies and barren technicalities of its philosophy of language, required a radical rethinking. Rorty saw the topics
of analytic philosophy as one of the many forms of pertinent human language (and not
a special form of access to presumed knowledge or truth), and he had to acknowledge
that it was distant from the political and social life where real human interests are played
out. For these reasons, Rorty concluded that it was time to abandon the conversation
about Truth and Good, not in the name of a different or more precise conversation, but
because it was time to “change the subject,” to treat philosophy itself as one of many
narratives that may appeal to private tastes but can never lead to definitive understanding. According to Rorty, the protagonist of this attitude is the “liberal ironist”6, a cosmopolitan figure who, according to the Rortyan Carlin Romano, was neatly embodied by
US President Barack Obama7.
Following on two world conflicts and still in the midst of the horrors of totali-

J. Derrida, Éperons: les styles de Nietzsche, Paris: Flammarion, 1978.
G. Vattimo, P.A. Rovatti, Il pensiero debole, Milan: Feltrinelli, 1983.
R. Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979.
6
R. Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.
7
C. Romano, America the Philosophical, New York: Vintage Books, 2013.
3
4
5

Com soc 3_17.indb 425

19/12/2017 10:02:48

426

GIOVANNI MADDALENA - GUIDO GILI

tarianism, philosophical thinking in the second part of the twentieth century provided
a tragic response to the dilemmas posed by the concept of truth. Twentieth-century
philosophy reached the conclusion that truth always leads, unfortunately, to authoritarianism and violence. It is therefore better to refuse the possibility of its existence and
instead embrace a plurality of progressive and cosmopolitan interpretations that favor
inquiry over by products of inquiry, dialogue over ‘identity,’ and expressiveness over
rigor. It is not difficult to understand how these philosophical roots could have led to a
‘post-truth’ society.
1.2. Sociology
A significant shift in perspective also occurred in the framework of sociological theory. The structural-functionalist paradigm (Parsons, Shils, Merton, and others) and the
conflict paradigm (advocated by Marxist and Weberian authors), dominated the sociological field until the late 1960s. The two rival paradigms shared a vision based on
realism: there is a social order that can be discovered and analyzed, even though the
order was immanent and consensual for the structural-functionalists and dialectical for
the conflictualists. Both paradigms could thus be located in what was substantially a
normative perspective, as each expressed an idea, albeit different from the other, about
what society should be.
From the end of the 1960s new sociological paradigms progressively emerged:
symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, ethnomethodology, the theory of social construction of reality, and a more relativistic form of functionalism. They shared the idea
that social reality is made by and through communicative processes. Communication,
from face-to-face interaction to systemic and media communication, is not just an aspect
or dimension of social existence but rather its actual foundation and ‘essence.’
These new sociological approaches modify the concept of social reality, meaning,
and ethics that we can sum up according to some fundamental characteristics: 1) the
social/cultural construction of reality replaced the notion of an objective social order;
2) a conception of meaning in which values, beliefs, ideas, experiences, feelings, and
emotions co-exist in an ever more provisional and conditional manner replaced the conception of meaning as an intrinsic characteristic of reality or of a subject’s intentionality; 3) ‘weak’ rationality, operating by means of local, personalized strategies, replaced
‘strong’ rationality, based on broadly accepted, clearly defined principles, definitions,
and types of inference; 4) a morality characterized by interactive, temporary, and reversible practices replaced morality understood as a system of rationally made choices;
and 5) an attention to the ‘here and now’ of daily life replaced a focus on planned action.
Two examples of these conceptual shifts can be seen in the great success of the
concepts of “uncertainty society”, “risk society,” and “liquid society”8 and also in the
failure of theories upholding the superiority of scientific knowledge over common sense
and doxa. The concept of the “liquid society” refers to the weakening until ‘liquefaction’ of social bonds and the social structure itself, with a corresponding identity crisis
affecting both individuals and social groups. The cause of these changes would be some
8
Cf. U. Beck, Risikogesellschaft: auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp,
1986; U. Beck, A. Giddens, S. Lash, Reflexive Modernization, Redwood City: Stanford University Press,
1994; Z. Bauman, Liquid Modernity, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000; Z. Bauman, Liquid Times: Living in an
Age of Uncertainty, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007.
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processes such as globalization, growing individualism, and the triumph of a consumer
society over the older capitalist, producer-driven society.
Those in the media and others using the term “liquid society” have seized on the
term without fully understanding its meaning and implications, and tend to present this
process of liquefaction as inevitable. If it is inevitable, the most appropriate cultural
attitude is a “smart” flexibility about any truth claim. In this context, anyone who claims
that a given value is absolute, deserving of total dedication, would appear to be ill-adapted to current social conditions.
To be sure, as von Wiese9 observed, there is no “principle of individuation” that
comprehensively defines our epoch. Neither liquefaction of the social structure and social bonds nor secularization, commercialization, relativism, etc., can claim to describe
it exhaustively. Alongside these formulations their opposites can also be found, since
what characterizes today’s society is the abundance of conflicting impulses running next
to and criss-crossing each other, none of which achieve exclusive legitimacy. There are
undoubtedly many signs that in the realm of everyday life, social bonds have endured
and are in fact regenerating. While the processes of disintermediation and deregulation
continue apace in some areas of social life, in other areas there are new and significant
processes of institutionalization. There is also evidence that society is ‘crystallizing’ into
new asymmetrical and unequal social arrangements, and into a digital pseudo-eternity
made possible by ICT mechanisms.
Equally significant is the overthrow of the supposed superiority of scientific knowledge, still considered by many to be the only kind of knowledge capable of operating
on the basis of truth vs. non-truth (as claimed by Luhmann)10, being in this way unlike
any other form of knowledge, including common sense. In fact, resorting in an often
unquestioning way to expert knowledge, assuming it to be superior to the many different opinions based on appearances, emotion, or private interests, has revealed many
difficulties. First, confidence in expert knowledge comes with an inevitable uncertainty
because it is usually beyond the comprehension and control of the ‘layman’. Also, expert analyses and diagnoses have sometimes been flatly wrong – think of the economic
crisis and certain environmental disasters – with serious impacts on people’s daily lives.
Lastly, anyone can see that experts disagree with each other in their analysis of events,
problems, risks, and possible solutions, almost on a daily basis. Therefore, in some cases, the choice between different and sometimes contradictory ‘expert’ opinions cannot
rely on evidence or a clear hierarchy of credibility, making these expert opinions seem
no better than personal beliefs or preferences. The question is asked: why should a
scientist’s expertise be more reliable than that of a wizard, an astrologer, or those who
prefer not to vaccinate their children because they do not trust doctors and politicians
who represent that they are effective and risk-free?
1.3. Communication studies
During the twentieth century, the theoretical and empirical analysis of communicative
processes became increasingly central in philosophical and sociological reflection, following on the advent of the various modern means of communication: daily newspa9

L. von Wiese, Philosophie und Soziologie, Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1959.
N. Luhmann, Soziale Systeme, Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1990.
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pers, periodical journals, radio, television, the Internet, and social media. Two schools
of thought – realist and constructivist – are opposed to one another in reading these
phenomena.
The realist perspective was the first dominant paradigm in communication theory.
It proposes what we might call the ‘dual reality’ model of media analysis. This model
conceives of social reality as the primary world in which the person finds material and
social integration. Media reality is secondary, derivative, offering a lesser degree of
reality than social reality. The dual reality model emerges clearly in the paradigm of
“limited effects” or “intermediary factors”, elaborated by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues
at Columbia University in the period from the 1940s to the 1960s.
Early, well-known studies on electoral behavior showed that radio, newspapers,
and other types of media had a limited influence on voting decisions. Instead, interpersonal relationships had the greatest influence on these decisions – voters were guided by
information and suggestions provided by their intimate acquaintances (friends, family,
colleagues). A later study11, which sketched the theoretical outlines of personal decision-making in many areas of life, confirmed the importance of interpersonal relationships. More generally, this study confirmed that the sphere of everyday life is governed
by rules that take precedence over the influence of the media. Interpersonal relationships
are the primary frame of reference for the individual, a primacy that manifests itself in
decisions about which messages from sources of mass communication will be ‘positively selected’ or ignored.
The “critical paradigm” elaborated mainly by the adherents of the Frankfurt School
(Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm) and by radical American sociologists such as
Wright Mills, was characterized by the same ‘dual reality’ model and provided the most
important alternative to the “limited effects” paradigm. For the authors adhering to this
paradigm, the social function of the media can be traced back to the concept of ‘ideology,’ since it entails the systematic production of a distorted representation of reality.
The critical paradigm introduces into the realist perspective a coercive view of the social order: the social structure is held together by socially institutionalized violence, of
which the ideological function of the media is an integral part. The mass media generates a deformed image of the real social order emphasizing consensus, obscuring class
differences, making the structures and mechanisms of power invisible, and stressing the
predominant role of the individual with his presumed autonomy. This dualistic critical
model, corroborated by a more robust grounding in empirical research, continues to be
influential even today, positing certain theories about the long-term effects of media
power such as the “cultivation theory”12 and the “spiral of silence”13.
Contrasting these realist theories, the influence of the constructivist perspective of
media analysis grew beginning in the 1970s and 80s, and is now the new dominant paradigm. This paradigm provides a radically altered view of the nature, function, and effects
of the media: it posits that ‘reality’ as such is inaccessible to human experience, irrespective of the language and the symbolic and communicative forms we employ to represent
it. “Instead of viewing the media as neutral instruments for transmitting information and
11
E. Katz, P.F. Lazarsfeld, Personal Influence: The Part Played by People in the Flow of Mass Communications, New York: Free Press, 1955.
12
G. Gerbner et al., “Living with Television: The Dynamics of Cultivation Process”, in Perspectives
on Media Effects, edited by J. Bryant and D. Zillmann, Hillsdale: Erlbaum, 1986, 17-41; N. Signorielli,
M. Morgan, eds., Cultivation Analysis, Newbury Park-London: Sage, 1990.
13
E. Noelle-Neumann, The Spiral of Silence: Public Opinion - Our Social Skin, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984.
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ideas, there is now considerable debate about how they transform and interpret reality
in the process of transmitting news and entertainment to the public”14. Instead of functioning as channels for the conveying of information and content, the media has become
frames, perspectives, codes, and environments that do not represent reality simply, but
in fact organize reality. Following the work of Schutz, Garfinkel, Goffman, Berger and
Luckmann, a growing number of scholars now refer to the media as “definers of social
reality”15.
Among the authors important for understanding this viewpoint, we want to highlight Stuart Hall, Marshall McLuhan, and Jean Baudrillard. Each of these authors was a
relevant figure in media analysis who established important theoretical paradigms and
influenced many other authors and scholars.
Stuart Hall, the most relevant representative of British Cultural Studies, places the
ideological function of mass media at the center of his analysis. He interprets it within
the encoding/decoding dialectic that occurs in the relationship between the media and
the public. Recalling Gramsci, Hall argues that all culture produced by the mass media is
constructed according to a “hegemonic code” that tends to perpetuate the existing power
structure and the classist division of society. The ideological function of the media does
not consist simply in disseminating the directives of the dominant groups, nor is it an act
of conscious censorship or of the distortion of events or social problems by its operators.
Rather, the media plays a key role in producing and articulating a definition of reality, a
consensual framework, on which everyone agrees. The hegemonic code therefore acts
as a frame for discourse that tends to delimit the entire universe of values and meanings
that the classist society can express and admit, while at the same time appearing to be
perfectly ‘naturalistic’ and taken-for-granted16. According to Hall, social conflict moves
into the sphere of defining reality: “a social struggle for mastery in discourse”17.
As for McLuhan, even though he faced strong opposition and was accused by
many of amateurism and impressionism, his technological paradigm18 represented a
radical challenge that prompted scholars to question existing media theories, and exerted a wider and deeper influence than is usually thought19. The approach followed by
McLuhan and the Toronto School can be roughly defined as mediatic a priori. According to McLuhan, human beings produce media in order to solve specific problems; for
example, to have more low-cost books to read. The desire to solve a problem results in
a societal movement offering particular solutions, as we can observe historically with
the invention of Gutenberg’s movable type. But the media alters its creators in ways
that the creators could not have imagined: it changes the equilibrium of their sensory
system; thus, human beings who live in different sensory and perceptual worlds (oral
vs. typographical vs. electronic) experience reality in completely different ways. The
media does not merely co-exist with, or go so far as to take the place of, everyday life
14
D. Crane, The Production of Culture. Media and the Urban Arts, Newbury Park: Sage, 1992: 4; see
also J. Fiske, “Postmodernism and Television”, in Mass Media and Society, edited by J. Curran, M. Gurevitch,
London: Edward Arnold, 1991, 55-67.
15
T. Bennett, “Media, Reality, Signification”, in Culture, Society and the Media, edited by M. Gurevitch
et al., London-New York: Routledge, 1982, 287-308.
16
S. Hall, “The Rediscovery of ‘Ideology’: Return of the Repressed in Media Studies”, in Culture, Society and the Media, edited by M. Gurevitch et al., London-New York: Routledge, 1982, 56-90 (74-76, 85-88).
17
Hall, “The Rediscovery of ‘Ideology’: Return of the Repressed in Media Studies”, 76-79.
18
M. McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962; Id., Understanding
Media, New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964.
19
J. Meyrowitz, “Morphing McLuhan: Medium Theory for a New Millennium”, Proceedings of the
Media Ecology Association, 2 (2001): 8-22.
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and social relationships; on the contrary, it forges the human environment and everyday
life itself. It shapes the perceptual and cognitive structures with which human beings see
the world and how they function in the world.
The third pivotal author is the French sociologist Jean Baudrillard20. In his theory
of media hyper-reality, he claims that in our contemporary, media-saturated society, a
radical transformation of experience can be observed: events are shaped in anticipation
of how they will be represented in the media. This thesis, which Baudrillard develops in
many of his works, reached its maximum expression in a 1991 book in which he claimed
that the Gulf War “did not take place”21. There were actual bombings and ‘collateral
damage’(i.e., death and destruction), but another ‘real’ war was built up by the media by
means of an already determined representation or simulation. Something like this now
happens in our daily lives – we go on holiday already planning to upload photos and film
clips on Facebook, WhatsApp, or YouTube – even with respect to violent actions, bullying, or activities that endanger our own well-being or that of others. The representation
does not follow the event but precedes it and determines its form.
1.4. Journalism studies
Lippmann’s Public Opinion22 can justifiably be considered the founding work of journalism studies. The title of the introduction, “The World Outside and the Picture in Our
Heads”, confirms Lippman’s eminently realistic perspective: it is possible to know the
world if we represent what is “outside” our minds correctly. However, since reality is
too big, complex, and ephemeral for our cognitive abilities, we are forced to imagine
it through a simpler model using ‘fictions’ or ‘pseudo-environments,’ that is, specially-created forms of representation. The media (Lippmann could only refer to the press)
has taken on a strategic role in today’s society in constructing the pseudo-environment,
conveying an image of all those events that fall outside the immediate field of experience
of single individuals, while still having an effect on this experience. Media representation
of reality is described as a process of simplification and standardization that translates
the complexity of the real world into a system of stereotypes revealing some aspects of
reality rather than others, interprets facts according to simplified or ideological formulae.
According to the same realist perspective, empirical studies of journalism in the
1950s and 60s focused on the concept of gatekeeping, namely, on the selective or filtering agency of professionals. On the one hand, these studies zeroed in on journalists’
personal judgments and ideological positions. On the other hand, they also considered
owners’ and stakeholders’ influences and pressures about the content of newspapers.
The perspective of these studies was based on the traditional theory of manipulation,
which focused on describing the facts concerning, and discovering the mechanisms affecting, the intentional distortion of information.
Beginning in the 1970s several journalism scholars, drawing on the new sociological paradigms, started to rethink the processes used in gathering and producing information. Three main perspectives emerged: 1) the “political economy” perspective made
the outcome of the reporting process dependent on the economic structure of media

1995.

20

J. Baudrillard, Le stratégies fatales, Paris: Grasset, 1983; Id., Le crime parfait, Paris: Éditions Galilée,

21

J. Baudrillard, La guerre du Golfe n’a pas eu lieu, Paris: Éditions Galilée, 1991.
W. Lippmann, Public Opinion, New York: Macmillan, 1922.
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organizations, their form of ownership, and their economic interests; 2) the “culturological perspective” emphasized the role played in the choice and presentation of news by
the media’s guiding values and views of the world and by readily available cognitive
models. Journalists pick these up in their professional environments and in the wider
socio-cultural environment in which they operate; and 3) the “organizational perspective” focused on the production routines and organizational constraints influencing the
work of journalists, which determine the presentation of the news23. The researches that
emerged from these perspectives shared a central idea, albeit with different emphases:
the criteria for selecting and presenting information are not primarily determined by
the actual nature of events (reality itself), but by the ideological and pragmatic choices
of those who have the power to influence the experience of others24. This means that
criteria such as brevity, novelty, negativity, competition with other media, and adaptability to the formats of the different media, become as significant to the presentation
of news as the criteria of relevance and seriousness. Tuchman summarized this new
way of considering journalistic work succinctly, stating that “the act of making news is
the act of constructing reality itself rather than a picture of reality”25. In the same vein,
Golding and Elliott26 highlighted the impossibility of conceptualizing ‘reality itself’ independently of the ‘framing’ carried out by the media, thus avoiding consideration of
the concept of ‘manipulation’ (which implies the possibility to observing events from
an impossible ‘impartial position’, beyond the influence of any kind of prejudice). In an
important essay on the role of information media in a democracy, McQuail sums up the
opinions of many professionals and scholars by stating that, “Objectivity is impossible
and it makes little sense, in consequence, to measure it; secondly it is undesirable and
should not be treated as a positive performance norm”27.
The German sociologist Luhmann discussed this shift of perspective at the highest level of theoretical generalization28. He observed that the contemporary system of
providing information is normally both hetero-referential and self-referential. It is hetero-referential insofar as it reports on events that belong to the ‘world,’ such as politics,
the economic crisis, sporting events, HIV, etc. In this way, the system ‘looks outwards.’
However, Luhmann asserts that this function always works by means of a specific code
that is self-referential, having to do with the autonomous operation of the media system.
This code does not operate by means of a fundamental truth/non-truth distinction, but
instead on the basis of a distinction between information and non-information – actually
novelty vs. non-novelty. Information in Luhmann’s scheme is defined by the essential
and distinctive characteristic of novelty: time transforms novelty into a known fact,
that is, it transforms ‘information’ (the thing which it is today) into ‘non-information’
(the thing which it is tomorrow because it is already known). The consequence of this
process is the incessant search for something innovative, strange, exceptional, striking,
out of the ordinary –will there be a record high on the stock exchange or deaths resulting
23
M. Schudson, “The Sociology of News Production Revisited”, in Mass Media and Society, edited by
J. Curran and M. Gurevitch, London: Edward Arnold, 1991, 141-159.
24
H. Molotch, M. Lester, “News as Purposive Behavior: On the Strategic Use of Routine Events, Accidents and Scandals”, American Sociological Review, 39 (1974): 101-112.
25
G. Tuchman, Making News. A Study in the Construction of Reality, New York: Free Press, 1978, 12.
26
P. Golding, P. Elliott, Making the News, London: Longman, 1979.
27
D. McQuail, Media Performance:Mass Communication and the Public Interest, London: Sage, 1992,
187. Other pivotal studies about news-making share a similar perspective, i.e., Epstein, Altheide, Schlesinger,
Gans, and Fishman. For a recent overview, see T. Harcup, D. O’Neill, “What Is News? News Values Revisited
(Again)”, Journalism Studies (2016), DOI 10.1080/1461670X.2016.1150193.
28
N. Luhmann, Die Realität der Massenmedien, Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag GmbH, 1996.
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from an attack in Iraq? According to Luhmann, posing the problem of truth in journalism is a fundamental mistake in perspective or framing: attributing to one socially
relevant system (that concerning information) the modus operandi of another (that of
science). The issue of truth in journalism is dismissed as nonsense.

2. backlashes
The theories and concepts that we have traced here established themselves in the contemporary cultural arena because of their interpretative usefulness. It is worth underlining that these points of view made important interpretative and creative developments
possible in many disciplines, as well as enabling the democratization of knowledge.
However, they succeeded also because they moved in the direction of history; namely,
they supported the progressive views of the enlightened intellectual elite. They were
often arms in the battle against epistemological obscurantisms, which were linked to the
undesirable political choices of the rearguard.
Moreover, as far as theory and research on communication and the media are concerned, models describing the media as ‘frames’ of our social experience correspond
to a more advanced and sophisticated vision of the processes of symbolic mediation.
The influence of the sociology of knowledge, sociolinguistics, and semiotics has in fact
shifted the focus of analysis from media content to the media itself, conceived as a linguistic and cultural form and as a ‘social environment’29. These new theoretical perspectives undoubtedly appear to be more suitable in comprehending social and communicative relations in a society in which the media shape the social environment and allow us
to be perpetually connected, so much so that they have become active extensions of our
bodies (i.e., our personal and mobile media).
However, the emergence of this constructivist perspective, which tends to weaken any reference to a concept of reality external to the media and its mechanisms for
the production and circulation of meaning, has triggered the erosion of many of the
principles at the basis of the emancipatory project from which that same perspective
originated.
2.1. The uncertain boundaries of meaning
From a realistic perspective, the different ‘ontological’ status of social reality and media
reality has had significant cognitive and ethical consequences. The concepts of ‘dysfunction’ (in approaches with a functionalist origin) and ‘manipulation’ (in critical approaches) expressed the ever-present distance and tension between social reality and its
representations. From the constructivist perspective, in which social reality and media
reality are constructed and reconstructed in an endless process, the issues of the objectivity or the deformation of reality appears somewhat divested of meaning, and do not
have any particular moral implications. In fact, from this perspective, different media,
genres, formats and contents, appear identical in their roles as producers of meaning
and images of the human world, so it becomes impossible, as well as useless, to draw a

29
J. Meyrowitz, “Images of Media: Hidden Ferment and Harmony in the Field”, Journal of Communication, 43, 3 (1993): 55-66.
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line to distinguish between information and fiction, between reporting and propaganda,
between the production of meaning and manipulation.
This has two implications that are as significant as they are dangerous. The first
is that the disappearance of any reference to a reality that is independent of media representations also means undermining the very basis on which it is possible to criticize
such constructions and representations. Any such disappearance is liable to become an
apology, whether conscious or not, of any representation of the status quo (in the media
and in society), a defense that is even more effective than the old conception, now easily
debunked, of the media as a mirror of reality. The second implication is the difficulty in
defining the terms of a professional deontology of journalism. All the concepts that have
traditionally delimited journalistic deontology now appear weak against the idea (and
resulting practice) that there is no threshold beyond which we cannot be pushed by the
needs of imagination and invention. There is no real bulwark against the pseudo-literary
narratives of new journalism or the systematic production of factoids and “devil’s news”30.
2.2. New entries into media power
A second unexpected effect concerns those who have commandeered the ‘power’ of the
media. We must acknowledge without hypocrisy that the alarm that brought our attention
to the concept of ‘post-truth’ has in part sounded because the manipulative techniques
and practices of the media have been effectively employed by the most unexpected and
‘unauthorized’ centers of power. Trump, Brexit supporters, anti-European leaders, Putin,
and ISIS propagandists have demonstrated the capacity to use the media as well as, if
not better, than those who, up to now, have been considered ‘authorized’ to do so, such
as traditional parties, major press agencies, mainstream media, and the ‘owners’ of the
Internet. These new entries have subverted the previously established and undisputed
logic and hierarchies of the media. During his second press conference, Trump’s spokes
person, by prioritizing the questions of small, local media representatives and only taking the questions of the major media at the end, brutally made the point that the kings of
communication are naked. Without the respect and privileged position they have insisted
on receiving from the ‘establishment’, they lose much of their power and influence.
In addition, the Internet has given countless users – organized and disorganized,
good and bad, presentable and disreputable – the potential for exploiting the same strategies and tools once reserved for mainstream media. They have been able to assume the
role of ‘transmitters,’‘opinion-makers,’ or ‘influencers.’ In this way, mediated communication has become a mass practice: everyone can manipulate and be manipulated by
anyone else, whether the transmitter or recipient is naive and unsophisticated, or more
organized and ‘professional.’
2.3. Communicative bubbles
A third effect, also unexpected, relates to the blurring of the idea of the media as the
‘translator’ of experience, in other words the place where different opinions, beliefs, and
30
A. Pratkanis, E. Aronson, Age of Propaganda, New York: Freeman & Co., 1992, ch. 2; D. Fertilio, Le
notizie del diavolo. La parabola ignota della disinformazione, Milan: Spirali, 1994; G. Gili, Il problema della
manipolazione: peccato originale dei media?, Milan: FrancoAngeli, 2001, ch. 8.
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worldviews meet, enter into dialogue, and enriche each other. This view conceived of
the media as an essential actor in the public sphere – creating a space for free discussion
in which citizens can openly express informed opinions on various social issues and on
the goals and proper methods of social life, and learn the views of others. This view must
contend with the results of studies conducted as early as the 1950s and 60s indicating
that people prefer to expose themselves to information sources and messages that they
regard as most compatible with their prior vision of reality and themselves. People’s
attention is mainly given to media that confirm what they already are, want, and believe.
Moreover, many sources of media information have conformed to this game, allowing
their consumers to look at themselves in a mirror of reciprocal self-referentiality.
The Internet, celebrated as a ‘digital forum,’ has revived hopes of renewed dialogue, since the use of interactive and participatory media allows its users to open themselves up to the most diverse opinions and, at least potentially, expands the environment
in which they live and forge relationships. However, this ideal vision has had to come to
terms with a very different reality. As many international studies31 have demonstrated,
social media communities that are created online and through social networks, although
potentially unlimited, are often based on a principle of self-selection, almost always
involving people who already know each other and have some form of relationship. The
digital revolution, especially with the advent of social media, rather than interrupting
the circle of ‘homophily’, that is, the tendency to meet and recognize those similar to
ourselves, in some ways extends and strengthens it. Some researchers talk of the “echo
chamber”32 and “filter bubble”33. They point out the unexpected social effects of customized searches for information and content using search engines, websites, and social
networks that ‘learn’ from users’ past behavior, offering them content that is familiar and
agrees with what they already know, limits openness and curiosity toward what may be
different and discordant.
2.4. Back to reality: which reality?
Paradoxically, the last effect has been some restoration of the notion of ‘reality.’ But
which reality? A mythical sense of ‘reality’ is increasingly taking hold, both in the most
sophisticated philosophical debates and in journalistic culture. This is a return to a raw,
positivist realism. Subtle re-readings of Kant as a ‘realist’ philosopher have been used
to support a scientistic version of scientific and technological research as the only thing
able to deliver a secure knowledge of what is real, thereby providing predictive capacity
based on ‘big data’34. The trenchant image of this 180° change in direction is the 2017
New York Times ad campaign, which is entitled “the truth is hard”. The paradox of the
story we have told is that, after having progressively removed the referential function of
31
For an overview, see N.A. Christakis, J.H. Fowler, Connected: The Surprising Power of Our Social
Networks and How They Shape Our Lives, New York: Little, Brown & Co., 2009; S. Broadbent, L’intimité au
travail. La vie privée et le communications personnelles dans l’enterprise, Limoges: FYP Éditions, 2011; N.B.
Ellison, d. boyd, Sociality through Social Network Sites, in The Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies, edited
by W.H. Dutton, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, 151-172.
32
C.R. Sunstein, Republic.com 2.0., Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009.
33
E. Pariser, The Filter Bubble: What the Internet Is Hiding from You, New York-London: Penguin
Books, 2011.
34
Cf. G. Maddalena, The Philosophy of Gesture, Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015,
10-29.
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communication with respect to reality, nowadays danger is to eliminate the possibility
of multiple meanings that has been pursued for so long, only to return to a diminished
and impoverished reference to a merely numerical reality. After almost a hundred years,
Lippmann’s positivist diagnosis can be prevailing again: a reliable representation of social reality is only the one that translates it into statistics of births, deaths, weddings, accidents, elections, and economic systems, consistent with the most updated and defined
methods of knowledge known to science. When it comes to narrating and interpreting
complex and controversial events, this diagnosis necessarily leads us to surrender to
the fact that ideological prejudice, imperfections of language, and constraints in the information production process inexorably encase the real world in stereotypical visions
which are to a greater or lesser extent deformed. This last example of backlash reverses
the Nietzschean statement “there are no more facts but only interpretations” to read:
“there are no more interpretations but only (predictable) facts”.
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PARTICIPATION IN THE HYBRID POLITICAL NEWSMAKING
AND ITS CONSEQUENCES ON JOURNALISM EPISTEMOLOGY**

Abstract
The contemporary hybrid media system has certainly enriched as well as entangled the forms of
political participation. Among the wide array of participatory practices, this essay considers specifically those aimed at creating, gathering, spreading and verifying information. It discusses new
participatory practices in the process of newsmaking. In the more inclusive contemporary cycles
of political information, multiple new media actors, emerging elites and non-elites, can produce
news and news outlets which can become “spreadable” in the older and newer media, creating
hype around an issue and often influencing journalists’ agendas. Moreover, newer media actors
can participate in the circulation of news by endorsing and contesting news items produced by
professional and amateur, top-down and bottom-up, mainstream and alternative news media. This
article discusses, summarizes and lists those participatory practices; it then analyses them closely
in terms of journalism epistemology. Although issues related to epistemology are overwhelmingly
important in journalism, particularly in the contemporary hybrid media system, they have been
largely neglected in journalism studies. Epistemology in journalism is to be understood as the criterion of validity that enables journalists to distinguish the false from the true, the probable from
the actual. The legitimacy of journalism is intimately bound up with claims of knowledge and
truth. Hanitzsch (2007) identifies two dimensions of journalism epistemology: the objectivism/
subjectivism and the empiricism/analytical approaches. This essay explores theoretically whether
and how new forms of creating, gathering, spreading and verifying information by non-elite media actors and newer media elites can modify journalists’ epistemology. The journalists’ attitude
to reality is producing contradictory results: it includes new elites in the newsmaking process as
well as favoring the diffusion of misinformation.
Keywords
Journalism; epistemology; hybrid media; political communication; participation.

1. hybrid political newsmaking
During the last century, political communication research and journalism studies pointed
out the limited power of publics to participate in the production of news. As Blumler and
Kavanagh observed in 1999, “until recently, much political communication was a topdown affair”1. Contemporary broadcast and press media professionals had a strongly
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imbalanced power to define values, formats, norms, and practices of production of political information2. In the 20th century, political newsmaking changed to accommodate
a single, hegemonic “media logic”3. With the development of the internet, scholarship
on political newsmaking is abandoning the idea of an all-encompassing media logic.
Contemporary political communication environments prove to be characterized by
a set of “competing and overlapping media logics”, i.e. multiple technologies, genres,
norms, behaviors, and organizational forms simultaneously at work within “political information cycles”4. Particularly in relation to electoral events, controversies, and political scandals, the news cycles of the beginning of the 21st century have been described
as assemblages of elite and non-elite media actors, from professional journalists to bloggers, from activists to wider network publics5. These contemporary news assemblages
appear more inclusive than those that prevailed during the last century. Non-elite media
actors take part in the cycles of political newsmaking at different stages over the course
of time; they do so with different roles, through a multifaceted media environment, and
following values, interests, and logics that can compete or overlap with those of elite
media actors6.
Contemporary research on active audiences and protest movements shows an increasing ability of citizens to participate, during and beyond election campaigns and
mobilizations, in the production of political content that can become “spreadable”7.
Scholars observe that the ‘soft elites’ of contemporary movements8 exhibit an increasing
“media reflexivity”9, i.e. an increasing capacity to follow the older media expectations
and norms in the online production of their own information in order to reach also traditional media and their publics. More recently, scholarship has turned its attention to the
“democratization of manipulation” in the media scenario, to the growing skill of wider
online publics in “hacking the attention economy” (for fun, for money, because of an
ideological agenda), to the “countless hacker-minded folks” who “have started leveraging a mix of technical and social engineering skills to reconfigure networks of power”10.
Despite the increasing inclusiveness of the contemporary newsmaking processes,
they appear to be still dominated by intra-elite competition, with professional broadcasting and newspaper organizations co-opting newer media logics to reinforce their influence11, and with new, emerging media elites interacting with older elite media actors12.
In this scenario, the last-century boundaries that identified norms, practices and
2
G. Mazzoleni, W. Schulz “‘Mediatization’ of Politics: A Challenge for Democracy?”, Political
Communication, 16, 3 (1999): 247-261.
3
D.L. Altheide, R.P. Snow, Media Logic, Beverly Hills: Sage, 1979.
4
A. Chadwick, The Hybrid Media System, Oxford: University Press, Oxford, 2013.
5
A. Chadwick, “The Political Information Cycle in a Hybrid News System: The British Prime Minister
and the ‘Bullygate’ Affair”, International Journal of Press/Politics, 16, 1 (2011): 3-29.
6
Chadwick, The Hybrid Media System.
7
H. Jenkins, S. Ford, J. Green, Spreadable Media: Creating Value and Meaning in a Networked Culture,
New York: New York University Press, 2013.
8
P. Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets. Social Media and Contemporary Activism, London: Pluto Press,
2012.
9
S. Cottle “Reporting Demonstrations: The Changing Media Politics of Dissent”, Media, Culture &
Society, 10, 3 (2008): 853-872; P. McCurdy, “Theorizing Activists ‘Lay Theories of Media’: A Case Study of
the Dissent! Network at the 2005 G8”, International Journal of Communication, 5 (2011): 176-187.
10
d. boyd, “Hacking the Attention Economy”, Data & Society: Points (2017), https://points.datasociety.
net/hacking-the-attention-economy-9fa1daca7a37.
11
Chadwick, The Hybrid Media System; J. Van Dijck, T. Poell, “Understanding Social Media Logic”,
Media and Communication, 1, 1 (2011): 2-14.
12
Z. Papacharissi, Affective Publics. Sentiment, Technology, and Politics, Oxford: Oxford University
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professions in the process of production of news have become blurred13. Trust in professional journalists – as well as trust in other expert intermediaries14 – is declining in
diverse socio-cultural and political-economic contexts15.
In the “hybrid news systems”16, the political information cycles consist of both
ratified political news, produced by professional journalists, and a wide range of other
products that keep a political news format. The latter are produced by non-elite and
new elite media actors, and they are able to influence the production of professionalized
news. Concurrently, the “political disinformation cycles” see the participation of elite
and non-elite media actors in the chains of production of fake news, following heterogeneous interests and judgments, including judgments about the falseness and truthfulness
of news17.
In this essay, we drawn on the multidisciplinary strands of research outlined above
– on political communication, journalism studies, active publics, and activist media18 –
to point out a set of participatory practices of non-elite media actors and emerging elite
media actors in the process of political news production by professional journalists. We
consider non-elite media actors those that do not possess the authority to attract media
attention19 and have little influence on public debate20. Within contemporary media systems, some of these non-elite actors have become influential on journalists’ practices.
Within the category of what we call “emerging elite media actors”, the article considers
mainly citizens, activists, associations, “loosely-organized’ groups”21, social and protest
movements. We consider as “emerging media elites” several (individual and collective)
actors that produce their own political news (or news-related content) through an increasing capacity to program the networks22, to reach the attention of professional journalists, and to acquire the authority to attract the attention of online and offline publics.
For analytical reasons, we present these participatory practices in relation to the
phases of production of political news: the next section shows how, in the hybrid news
systems, non-elite and emerging elite media actors can participate in the processes of
creating, gathering, spreading and verifying news by professional journalists. Our analysis then focuses on how these participatory practices influence the practices and role
conceptions of those recognized as professional journalists. The set of participatory
practices presented will be discussed in terms of journalism epistemology, i.e. the ways
13
M. Carlson, S. Lewis, eds., Boundaries of Journalism. Professionalism, Practices and Participation,
London: Routledge, 2015; H. Jenkins, Convergence Culture. Where Old and New Media Collide, New York:
New York University Press, 2006; A. Hermida, N. Thurman, “Clash of Cultures: The Integration of User-Generated Content within Professional Journalistic Frameworks at British Newspaper Websites, Journalism Practice, 2, 3 (2008): 343-356.
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in which journalists justify their decisions, prove the validity of the facts, and reclaim
their jurisdiction in the process of political newsmaking. As Exström states, epistemology refers “to the rules, routines and institutionalized procedures that operate within a
social setting and decide the form of the knowledge produced and the knowledge claims
expressed”23.
Within a media environment increasingly concerned by the validity and truthfulness of the news that it produces and distributes – of which concern the growing debate
on fake news and post-truth is the clearest proof – issues related to epistemology are
consequently central.
The last section discusses how these participatory practices challenge the practices
and the role of traditional intermediaries of political newsmaking, who are also called
upon to develop a stronger sense of responsibility in their decisions on what information
to gather and select to transform into news.

2. creating, gathering, spreading and verifying political news
Creating
Citizens can act as non-elite resources in news production24 by creating their own content independently and directly asking journalists to report it, thus offering a sort of
“information subsidy”25. Also emerging media elites can act as resources for journalists.
This is the case of WikiLeaks, which is a hybridization of investigative and data journalism and online volunteer activism26. It has changed its strategy over time, shifting
from providing occurrences to packaging a final product. As shown by analysis of the
relations between WikiLeaks and professional journalists during the protests against the
so-called SOPA (Stop Online Piracy Act) – a bill intended to expand the ability of US
law enforcement to combat online copyright infringement – “the information that has
had the most decisive impact has been animated and mediated by professional journalism”27, which had the professional status and institutional resources to give WikiLeaks
a decisive role in this political information cycle.
A particular way to gain attention from journalists is to orchestrate participation in
spreading contents – through likes, shares, and retweets – and consequently transform
them into ‘online events’. Several coordinated groups of people configure themselves
as emerging elite media actors able to manipulate the online waves of promotion of
particular contents. They deploy diverse techniques and skills to influence data traffic28 according to the algorithmic mechanisms of each platform. The hashtag or meme
campaigns on social media platforms – a variant of what we called ‘online events’ –
offer interesting examples of (orchestration of) participation in providing occurrences

23
M. Exström, “Epistemologies of TV Journalism: A Theoretical Framework”, Journalism, 3, 3 (2003):
259-282 (260).
24
L. Canter, “The Source, the Resource and the Collaborator: The Role of Citizen Journalism in Local
UK Newspapers”, Journalism, 14, 8 (2013): 1091-1109.
25
Gandy, Beyond Agenda Setting.
26
G. Coleman, “Hacker Politics and Publics”, Public Culture, 23, 3 (2011): 511-516.
27
Chadwick, The Hybrid Media System, 109.
28
J. Weedon, W. Nuland, A. Stamos, Information Operations and Facebook, 27th April 2017 version,
available online at https://fbnewsroomus.files.wordpress.com/2017/04/facebook-and-information-operationsv1.pdf (last access 22nd June 2017).
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for journalistic news. Those practices create events that media can cover. During the
2016 US Presidential Campaign, #TrumpWon was on Twitter’s trending topics list the
morning after the first presidential debate. Scholars pointed to the presence of a “highly
organized group of interconnected accounts, dedicated to making their agenda as visible
as possible”: “users in these groups not only follow each other at significantly higher
rates compared to the general Twitter user, but also clearly know who is a hub –who has
the ability to accelerate the flow of information”29.
Gathering
Non-elite and emerging elite media actors can perform the role of sources for professional journalists (they are contacted by journalists for information, content or comment
on a story) and collaborators (they work alongside a journalist to provide complementary coverage of a story)30.
Non-elite actors are most frequently used as sources. Participatory practices like
publishing photos, videos, audio files, and texts related to a news event can offer evidence to journalists to tell a news story.
An example of collaboration between journalism and non-elite has undoubtedly
been that on UK MPs’ expenses31. In that situation, journalists encouraged wide collaboration from their readers to gather information and check it. This was a crowd-sourced
investigation; the newspaper published on its website thousands of MPs’ receipts from
the House of Commons, asking members of the public to analyze the data and discovering interesting news within those sources.
In regard to the emerging elite media actors that can suggest sources and evidence
to gather to journalists, another example refers to the “news-media vanguards”32 developed in the reporting of political activism, protest and social movements. On observing
different cases of mobilizations33 – from human rights activists in Kenya and Gaza to
Spanish Indignados or Occupy Wall Street – we can see an increasing number of professionalized media activists who adopt innovative communication strategies to cover
protests, providing suitable evidence to journalists as well. Tools and evidences they
provide are largely used by journalists in the process of newsmaking.
Spreading
Contemporary non-elite and emerging elite media actors can participate in the dissemination of political news produced by professional journalists through a diversified range
of practices, including retweeting, sharing, liking, and commenting on social media
platforms.
The spreading of journalistic news and other contents with a news format, in the
29
J. Borthwick, G. Lotan, “#TrumpWon? Trend vs. Reality. A Deep Dive into the Underlying Data”,
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30
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32
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hybrid political news systems, involves also the media elites of popular culture: the
non-political celebrities that feed infotainment and soft news34. They can be prominent
hubs of political newsmaking on both social media and older media, where they maintain a consistent numbers of followers. In the spreading of political news, these media
stars can activate a process of “information laundering”35 whereby the second-hand information is ‘cleaned out’: it is disconnected from the sources and enters the mainstream
of ‘pop politics’.
Verifying
The verification phase is the one in which journalists determine the reliability of the
sources that they are using. This phase usually – and obviously – happens before publication. Nevertheless, today even after publication further verification occurs. Participatory practices such as comments, suggestions, hashtags, remixes can dispute/contest/
request clarifications or endorse/reinforce/support the news produced by professional
journalists. The dispute or endorsement can refer to the frame and the news values, as
well as to the veracity of occurrences, and the credibility of the source. Those practices
are usually labelled media criticism36, i.e. the social scrutiny of the quality of the news
stories that have been produced. Those practices can activate journalistic transparency
(journalists are forced to be more open and transparent about their sources) and accountability (journalists provide explanations about the procedure employed to produce
news). Moreover, there are more structured initiatives of fact-checking and debunking
of news items in which diverse actors (from citizens to emerging elites, from journalists
to Facebook itself) can participate. Especially in an environment where fake news or
post-truth are widespread, those initiatives of debunking involve an increasingly wider
range of stakeholders and logics.

3. journalism epistemology
In light of the foregoing discussion, our assumption is that, within the hybrid news systems, there is a proliferation of news formats – produced by a multitude of actors – that
claim for their truthfullness37. Journalists are therefore challenged on their jurisdiction
to govern a body of knowledge. They are precisely challenged in their expertise to produce truth information. Moreover, this situation also implies that journalists are not just
challenged in the process of creating, gathering and spreading information, but are also
willingly or unwillingly involved in the production and distribution of both misinformation and disinformation.
In an environment like this, epistemology in journalism, regarded as the way journalists justify their decisions, especially providing evidence about the validity of the
34
G. Mazzoleni, A. Sfardini, Politica pop. Da Porta a Porta a L’isola dei famosi [Pop Politics. From
Porta a Porta to The Island of Celebrities], Bologna: Il Mulino, 2009.
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of Global Online Journalism, edited by E. Siapera and A. Veglis, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 272-289.
37
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facts they tell, becomes more important. Epistemology in journalism is the criterion of
validity that enables journalists to distinguish the false from the true, the probable from
the actual38. The more convincing they are in marking this border, the more they are able
to reclaim their jurisdiction in newsmaking.
For decades, journalists – particularly in the UK and the US – legitimized their
claims for jurisdiction through the norm of objectivity39; in that period journalists’ jurisdiction was also recognized because of the absence of any competition in the field
of news production. No other actors but journalists worked in that field; they were just
pressurized by elite sources in search of a better coverage about themselves.
In order to stop non-professionals encroaching on their field of expertise40, journalists have surely reinforced their epistemological practices, being more clear about the
routines and procedures that they use to produce news41.
In his analysis of journalism culture, Hanitzsch42 identifies two dimensions of journalism epistemology: objectivism and empiricism.
The former dimension is related to how truth can be attained, and it is concerned
with an “absolute sense of objectivity rather than with a procedural sense of objectivity
as method”43. It regards whether and to what extent there is a correspondence between
what is said and what really exists. When journalists consider this correspondence to
be non-existent, it means that they adhere to the view that news is selective and “that
human beings perceive reality based on judgments”44. The two poles are therefore objectivity (reality exists) and subjectivity (reality is a sum of subjective reconstructions).
The second dimension, which Hanitzsch calls empiricism, “is concerned by how
a truth claim is ultimately justified by the journalist”45. Journalists can justify truth
claims empirically (offering evidence, proof of what they talking about) or analytically
(presenting convincing reasons rather than evidence). In Reich and Glodler’s terms46,
journalists express (even unwillingly) their position on the track that separates objectivism from subjectivism, and an empirical attitude from an analytical attitude, deciding
ultimately what are facts (and how to use them in news terms).

4. epistemology of hybrid journalism
Considering the review outlined above, the relation between journalism epistemology
and the hybrid media systems mainly regards what is changing in journalists’ everyday practices in terms of objectivism (how they conceive reality) and empiricism (how
they provide evidence about their reconstruction). Therefore, in regard to journalistic
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routines and procedures, professionals have to decide also which new media actors are
sufficiently authoritative among the plethora of non-elite and emerging elite actors who
inhabit the hybrid media systems, how to use them regarding the news production phases, and what role they can cover (as “sources”, “resources”, “collaborators”, to again
use Cantril’s terms).
The most recent literature on journalism epistemology47, combined with the types
of participatory practices presented above, suggests that there is a great variance in journalistic conceptions about what is a fact, how to show evidence for it, and what actors
are authoritative. Below we focus on what appears to be changed.
Creating
In discussing the creation of events that become news, we have referred also to the information subsidy. Non-elite actors are generally more likely to be successful and receive
coverage from professional journalists48. From an epistemological point of view, this
procedure (i.e. non-elite actors produce press releases as well as hold press conferences
that journalists decide to attend and cover) does not change much in journalists’ practices, except for the fact that new actors tend to be regarded as authoritative.
A more significant change concerns the contemporary emerging media elites that
are able to provide a different as well as innovative variety of information subsidy and
that have strongly influenced journalists’ practices. The case of WikiLeaks is the most
striking: the organization provides evidences and proofs, often offered to journalism in a
big data form49. That content is more likely to drive journalists on the side of objectivism
(the reality is exactly what WikiLeaks provides) and empiricism (they try to package
those news stories in the most convincing way, using that evidence extensively).
A different, as well as intriguing, case is when a highly-coordinated social media
campaign becomes an event to cover. The orchestration of a massive and coordinated
endorsement in favor of a single topic, issue or frame, is increasingly gaining the attention of journalists for two reasons. The first one follows the traditional journalistic logic:
an event that includes an impressive number of people is suitable to be transformed into
news50. At the same time, these events match one of the hybrid media logics, shared by
older and newer media, following the “datafication”51 improved by websites’ metrics.
Contents that are massively shared online by non-elite actors attract mass media attention because they enable journalists to enhance their age-old “vox-pop strategy”52, filtering out popular topics, prioritizing particular issues and users in their agenda. In this
case, for journalists, reality appears to be exactly the objectivized flow of communication with which they can deal in front of their screens; in other words the fact is exactly
what they can see before their eyes. Regarding the first dimension of epistemology in
journalism, there is correspondence between what journalists say and what is really happening. Nevertheless, it is difficult to transform into news formats a campaign as such
Y. Godler, Z. Reich, “News Cultures or “Epistemic Cultures”?, Journalism, 18, 5 (2017): 666-681.
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without a substantive effort of reconstruction, selection and interpretation. Journalists
can obviously suggest following the #trumpwon hashtag, providing a large amount of
evidence about the story they are telling, but they need also to present a convincing
rationale for interpretation of that impressive flow of online actions. From an epistemology perspective this is a remarkable change, especially in certain journalism cultures
– particularly those defined by the so-called Mediterranean model53, which is usually
regarded as oriented to comment and interpretation rather than being close to facts.
Gathering
Non-elite media actors are most frequently used as sources. From a theoretical perspective, it is difficult to understand what this means in terms of journalists’ conceptions of
reality, but photos, videos, audio files, and texts gathered from non-elite media actors are
evidence that journalists use to prove their reconstructions (this again places journalists
closer to the attitude of empiricism).
Slightly different is the interpretation of journalists’ practices in using more refined
media outlets produced by non-elite media actors. As an example consider when news
websites (El Pais and The Guardian) have embedded the streaming of People Witness,
the network that transmits events, assemblies or actions of the 15M movement54. In that
case, the change is not merely about journalists’ routines and procedures in representing
facts, but primarily about which actors journalists consider authoritative. On those occasions, obviously among other factors, the quality of the evidence that those activists provide appears to be decisive for journalists’ choices. What is a journalistically interesting
fact, how to show evidence for it, and what actors are authoritative to be displayed in
news media appear to overlap. The peak of this overlapping is mainly the quality of the
media product that those activists are able to provide, which generally fits the standards
of the news websites as the result of both the increasing “media-reflexivity” of contemporary activists55 and the professionalization of the “vanguards” of media activism56 as
presented above.
It is important to discuss also another case of media elites now emerging in the hybrid media system, which are able to algorithmically spread content among readers, to
hack the attention economy, also gaining journalists’ attention, in line with the patterns
described above. Several newer media elites produce news (or at least they produce media content using news formats) that is able to achieve great popularity in terms of users,
likes, shares, and particularly when they question professional journalists’ jurisdiction.
Cases such as Bannons’ Breitbart News Network or Beppe Grillo’s blog can be regarded
in this way, but also the smaller, even individual, producers of contents with a political
news format that are settling within the hybrid media systems. Within this group of actors, we can include the hoax or conspiracy websites, and the digital domains that adopt
names that are too similar to those of the mainstream newspapers.
Professional journalists cannot ignore this production, although the process extends beyond the traditional meaning of gathering. What it is happening is that jour53
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nalists sometime gather some of those fake news stories to debunk, contrast and contest them (we detail this practice below). At stake in these practices is jurisdiction, i.e.
claiming authority for the construction of news. Nevertheless, it also frequently happens
that journalists – given the ability of that content to spread among readers – take it for
granted and gather it as a source of information.
Spreading
Practices to spread journalistic news can influence the ways in which media professionals produce political news that is more suited to be spread57. What is happening
in journalism epistemology here can be defined as a datafication of the public interest.
Also traditional media have been careful about the monitoring of media audiences58;
nevertheless, this process has never been so precise and influential as in the hybrid media systems. Given the hegemonic role of online analytics, journalists are increasingly
deciding to report news that they consider to be spreadable, as well as keeping their
attention on what they are actually spreading59. Here the epistemology issue does not
directly concern the fact in itself, but rather the conception of the public interest. At
the same time, this process reinforces the legitimization of what knowledge journalists
consider important to produce. That feedback, particularly social media and websites’
comments, also helps journalists to understand how the readers decode their news and
then helps journalists to take decisions accordingly.
Verifying
From the analytical perspective of journalism epistemology, the phase of ex-post verification is the most interesting for three reasons. First because it implies a high level
of interaction between professionals and non-elite or new elite media actors. Secondly
because it involves work to identify what is true from what is fake. Thirdly, because it
entails the stage where different actors strive to claim their jurisdiction over the production of knowledge on current affairs.
Diverse actors can be called upon to participate in the verification of news through
structured projects of debunking. These projects can be led by civic associations and by
other resource-poor media actors, but also by journalists. Journalists also involve their
publics in debunking “fake news” through specific projects or in relation to specific
stories, addressing the shared problem of defining what is fake60. This is the case, for
example, of the web magazine Slate, which, in December 2016, with input from editors,
developed a specific tool for internet users to “identify, debunk, and combat” the proliferation of stories “designed to look like news articles but whose key ‘facts’ have been
invented by their authors – and persuasively debunked by reputable sources”. Another
example of debunking that involves the collaboration between professional journalists
and their publics was announced in February 2017 by Jimmy Wales, the co-founder of
Jenkins, Ford, Green, Spreadable Media.
Van Dijck, Poell, Understanding Social Media Logic.
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Wikipedia, who wants to create an independent, crowd-funded, site (Wikitribune) that
will bring journalists and volunteer contributors together: volunteers will vet the facts,
check the language, and assure the transparency of the sources61.
In the climate of moral panic generated around “fake news”, Facebook has started
various initiatives, including the building of ‘new products to curb the spread of false
news and improve information diversity’62. In order to add additional perspectives on
the news stories that circulate on Facebook, the company has launched a collaboration
with third-part fact-checking organizations that will verify the community’s warnings
and will decide what users and contents should be “flagged” as controversial63. As
well as for the creation, gathering, and spreading of journalistic news, several interest
groups (with social bots or coordinated groups of high-skilled persons) can influence
these practices of collective verification of journalistic news by planning waves of
warnings to Facebook and third-part fact-checkers, on the basis of heterogeneous interests and judgments.

5. perspectives on journalism epistemology
By considering the news production phases, the essay has explored forms of creating,
gathering, spreading and verifying information enhanced by non-elite media actors and
newer media elites within the hybrid media systems. Those practices have been explored in terms of whether or not they can modify journalists’ epistemology, as defined
by Hanitzsch64, through the two polarized dimensions of objectivism/subjectivism and
empiricism/analytical approach.
Hybrid media systems appear to have instilled and spread among journalists an
approach closer to an objective conception of reality: the occurrences that journalists
recount are no longer just subjective reconstructions of institutional sources (press releases, press conferences, and so on); they are also what journalists can see and observe
in their work often driven by non-elite or emerging elite media.
The reason is eminently organizational: journalists work mostly at their desks: the
facts that they can observe on their screens are often exactly those facts that become
news. The equivalent of the traditional legwork – aimed to go where the action is and
occurrences happen – is using digital media. By using digital media we mean practices
like reading a hashtag campaign involving an increasing number of people or selecting
what new media elites such as WikiLeaks create and produce, gathering as sources what
people all around the world post and share about important events, sometimes creating
an event. Those happenings can be regarded as objective reality developing before the
journalists’ eyes.
With regard to the second dimension of epistemology (empiricism vs. analytical
approach), the attempt by journalists to provide unambiguous evidence for what they
report – through crowd-sourced data, photos, as well as mere screenshots of different
tweets – move them towards empiricism. This appears to be a change, considering that
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journalism studies have usually considered journalists as inclined to keep a procedural
sense of reality and several journalism cultures – especially within the Mediterranean
area – as more inclined to an analytical approach (rather than that based on evidence).
Another key feature of contemporary journalism – the importance of spreading
news – is exerting effects in terms of epistemology. As discussed in this paper, the
algorithmic culture65 is encouraging a datafication of the public interest. The chances
for news produced by non-elite or emerging elite media actors to enter the process of
journalistic news production are greater than in the past. These chances are greater also
for so-called “fake news”. In the hybrid cycles of (mis)information, hoaxes, conspiracy
theories, non-verified contents, and false photos are things that happen in front of journalists’ eyes and can be reported by journalists with some sort of evidence. The journalistic practices that follow the algorithmic turn, together with the conception of reality as
what is happening in front of the journalists’ eyes while they stare at their screens, and
the habit of using digital evidence, are reinforcing the diffusion of fake news through
the hybrid media systems.
This contemporary journalists’ attitude toward reality is producing contradictory
results in terms of jurisdiction in news production. On the one hand, journalists make
efforts to provide as much evidence as possible from their screens; on the other hand,
the evidence is ‘certified’ by the online analytics, entering the journalistic news because of its online popularity66. Even when media professionals try to debunk “fake
news” produced outside the traditional journalistic field, they attribute resonance and
legitimization to a plethora of media actors among whose aims is also to dispute journalists’ jurisdiction. The growth of collaborative projects of verification and debunking,
involving journalists and their publics, is a trend that counter-balances the spread of fake
news. Nevertheless, journalists lose a part of their jurisdiction even when they rely on
non-elite media actors to ask for evidence or help to debunk fake news.
The ways in which journalists reclaim their jurisdiction in the process of political
newsmaking, how they justify their decisions, how they prove the validity of facts, have
always been central issues for the quality of democracy. In the contemporary media
environments, increasingly concerned with the validity and truthfulness of the news,
and in the more general context of depreciation of expert intermediaries67, issues related
to journalism epistemology become urgent. Further research is necessary to understand
what participatory practices and what media actors have more power to influence journalists’ epistemologies and what effects develop in the concrete, diverse democratic
societies, journalistic cultures, and hybrid media systems.

T. Striphas, “Algorithmic Culture”, European Journal of Cultural Studies, 18, 4-5 (2015): 395-412.
Giglietto, Iannelli, Rossi, Valeriani, “Fakes, News and the Election”.
67
Boccia Artieri, Pubblici, cittadini e consumatori nella (social) network society .
65
66

Com soc 3_17.indb 447

19/12/2017 10:02:49

«Comunicazioni sociali», 2017, n. 3, 448-461
© 2017 Vita e Pensiero / Pubblicazioni dell’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore

FAUSTO COLOMBO - MARIA FRANCESCA MURRU - SIMONE TOSONI*

THE POST-INTERMEDIATION OF TRUTH
Newsmaking from Media Companies to Platform**

Abstract
“Post-truth”, the 2016 word of the year, has been defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as
“relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public
opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief”. In fact, the notion risks becoming little more
than a buzzword, given that the epistemic, social, political, and cultural issues at stake behind the
current debate on Post-Truth are so numerous, so differentiated and intertwined. Scholars are thus
required to undertake interpretative efforts in several research directions, in order to understand
both its scope and actual novelty. The paper interrogates one of the main topics debated under
the label of post-truth: the circulation of fake news, that is news stating false facts or events within a “veridictive” – and not satirical or parodistic – register. By addressing the traditional and
long-lasting debate on the supposed disintermediation of traditional media agencies in the internet
era, the analysis here developed tries to identify and explain the emergence of new dynamics of
intermediation, detectable at the institutional, technological and social levels. The paper focuses on
the new and as yet undetermined role played by the institutional subjects of intermediation, such
as platforms owners and service providers; at the same time, it addresses the ways in which the
space of news circulation is currently shaped by the automatisms of algorithms. In our conclusive
remarks we clarify how these two perspectives should be integrated with a specific focus on the
understudied forms of social consumption of fake news on the internet and through social media.
Keywords
Newsmaking; intermediation; media platform; sns algorithms; fake news.

1. introduction
The debates over “post-truth” that are still raging in international media after the UK
vote in favour of Brexit and Donald Trump’s election certainly inspire concern, but also
some scepticism. In front of a political course held at the same time as undesirable and
uninterpretable, pundits have highlighted the vulnerability of the present media system to biased, partisan and false information. A growing moral panic brings analysts to
point their fingers to falling journalistic and political ethics, as forms of “alt.ethics [or]
ethical systems in which dissembling is considered okay, not necessarily wrong, therefore not really ‘dishonest’ in the negative sense of the word1”, and to people’s media
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illiteracy, that would expose them to deception and manipulation2. What engenders our
scepticism is not the relevance of the somehow heterogeneous media phenomena that
go under the label of “post-truth” ‒ from fake news to the transformation of journalistic
ethics and practices3, from religious othering and racist populism4 to anti-science online
groups5, from the systematic use of lies in the political debate to the arise of “emotional
public sphere6”. Rather, what puzzles us as media scholar is the simplistic hypothesis
that these phenomena are to be explained at the light of a major shift in western liberal
democracies, and more in general in western culture. As implied by the prefix “post” in
“post-truth”, this would have in fact instituted an unprecedented relationship with truth,
introducing us to “circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping
public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” – as for the official definition with which The Oxford Dictionary has elected “post-truth” as word of the year for
2016, after its usage rocketed of a 2000% over the previous year.
Actually, this journalistic hypothesis has been advanced, and is being discussed,
within a non uncontroversial and non conclusive academic discussion on fake news,
political lies, and “regimes of truth” in present western societies, that media have popularized, oversimplified (how to define an objective fact? And a personal belief?) and
somehow resolved. For some authors, political lies and fake news would in fact simply
be part of a different relationship with truth affecting western societies at all its levels, from the political sphere to people’s daily lives. Keyes7 talks about a “post-truth
era” where the “truth bias” ‒ the assumption that “whatever someone tells […] is more
likely to be true than false8”– has become weaker, opening the ground to a “looser”
relationship with deception. The author attributes its origin to a plurality of factors:
the weakening of personal and communitarian ties, the “hollywoodization” of contemporary culture, the influence on society of baby boomers’ cohort’s culture and ethics,
the new format of so-called “new journalism” (that would privilege the elegance of
story-telling over the rigour of fact checking and reporting), the widespread diffusion of
Internet “anonymous communication” (sic!), and so on and so forth, throwing in the mix
also the relativism promoted by academic postmodernism. Jason Harsin9, on the other
hand, dismisses the hypothesis of a general demise of truth regimes in favour of a looser
relationship with deception, and mobilizes this same postmodernist academic tradition
(in particular, Deleuze’s analysis of the shift from discipline to control societies) to point

2
K. Viner, “How Technology Disrupted the Truth”, The Guardian, 12 July 2016, accessed 26 April
2017, https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/jul/12/how-technology-disrupted-the-truth; K. Higgens, “PostTruth: A Guide for the Perplexed”, Nature, 540, 9 (2016); B. Tallis, “Living in Post-Truth: Power/Knowledge/
Responsibility”, New Perspectives. Interdisciplinary Journal of Central & East European Politics and International Relations, 24, 1 (2016): 7-18; P. Bilgin, “Resisting Post-Truth Politics, a Primer: Or, How Not to
Think about Human Mobility and the Global Environment”, Global Policy, 8 (2017): 55-59.
3
R. Dickinson, “Making Up the News: Journalists, Deviance and Social Control in News Production”,
in The Routledge Companion to News and Journalism, edited by S. Allan, New York: Routledge, 2010, 221233.
4
C. George, Hate Spin: The Manufacture of Religious Offense and Its Threat to Democracy, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2016.
5
A. Kata, “Anti-Vaccine Activists, Web 2.0, and the Postmodern Paradigm: An Overview of Tactics and
Tropes Used Online by the Anti-Vaccination Movement”, Vaccine, 30, 25 (2012): 3778-3789.
6
P. Lunt, P. Stenner, “The Jerry Springer Show as an Emotional Public Sphere”, Media, Culture &
Society, 27, 1 (2005): 59-81.
7
Keyes, The Post-Truth Era. Dishonesty and Deception in Contemporary Life.
8
Ibid., 213.
9
J. Harsin, “Regimes of Posttruth, Postpolitics, and Attention Economies”, Communication, Culture &
Critique, 8, 2 (2015): 327-333.
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out how it would be better to talk about a plurality of “truth markets” coexisting within
a new “regime of post-truth”. This transformation of the foucaldian “regimes of truth10”
would depend on a structural re-articulation of “the news apparatus” into “a many-headed hydra […] with literally millions of channels, websites, social media feeds11” where
“populations corresponding to beliefs and opinions are planned, produced, and managed
by big data-driven predictive analytics and resource-rich strategic communication12”.
Other authors, conversely, are more openly critical to the hypothesis of a post-truth
era. Focusing in particular on political lying, Kay Mathiesen and Don Fallis13 point out
how it would make no sense to lie if a “lie bias” had replaced a “truth bias”. Instead,
they recur to an approach based on social epistemology to tackle how politician can
still be effective in deceiving in a context characterized by the “ubiquity of political
lying”. More Radically, Roberto Campa14 vigorously dismisses the idea of an era of
post-truth politics and mobilizes Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge to point out how
the “normality” of the present situation – and the debate over post-truth itself ‒ can be
interpreted as part of an ongoing political confrontation which sees a globalist ideology
opposed to a sovereign ideology.
Far for providing a systematic map of the current debate, this quick overview intends to show how the notion of post-truth risks to be not much more than a buzzword
given that plurality of intertwined epistemic, social, political, and cultural issues at
stake. In our view, the first step media scholar should take to address the problem is to
try to disentangle the richness and the complexity of the multiple dimensions that are
implied by the phenomena currently addressed by the label “post-truth”. Moreover, not
to surrender to the moral panic triggered by journalistic alarmism, such an operation
should be performed at least on the background of the historical development of 25
years of Internet Studies. As a first contribution in this direction, we intend to interrogate one of the main “debated topics” under the label of post-truth: the circulation of
fake news: news stating false facts or events within a veridictive ‒ and not satirical or
parodistic ‒ register. We will interrogate this topic from the perspective of the transformation of intermediation processes in the production and circulation of news. By
addressing the traditional and long lasting debate on the supposed disintermediation of
traditional media agencies in the internet era15, the analysis here developed will try to
identify and explain the emergence of new dynamics of intermediation, detectable at the
institutional, technological and social level. Our main interest is not, in fact, to discuss
the supposed novelty of the phenomenon of fake news, or of its magnitudo – as implied
in the debate on post-truth. Rather, we aim at clarifying the new conditions for their
10
See also J.Z. Bratich, “Regime-of-Truth Change”, Cultural Studies, Critical Methodologies, 4, 2
(2004): 237-241.
11
Harsin, “Regimes of Posttruth, Postpolitics, and Attention Economies”, 329.
12
Ibid., 330.
13
K. Mathiesen, D. Fallis, “‘The Greatest Liar Has His Believers’. The Social Epistemology of Political
Lying” in Ethics in Politics, edited by E. Crookston, D. Killoren, J. Trerise, New York: Routledge, 2017:
35-53.
14
R. Campa, “Post-truth. La lezione dimenticata della sociologia della conoscenza”, Orbis Idearum, 4,
1 (2016): 97-115.
15
R. Gellman, “Disintermediation and the Internet”, Government Information Quarterly, 13, 1 (1996):
1-8; J.B. Singer, “Still Guarding the Gate? The Newspaper Journalist’s Role in an On-line World”, Convergence, 3, 1 (1997): 72-89; M. Deuze, “Online Journalism: Modelling the First Generation of News Media on
the World Wide Web”, First Monday, 6, 10 (2001), accessed 26 April 2017, http://journals.uic.edu/ojs/index.
php/fm/article/view/893/802; J. Hall, Online Journalism: A Critical Primer, London: Pluto Press, 2001. A.
Hermida, “Twittering the News”, Journalism Practice, 4, 3 (2010): 297-308; A. Bessi, W. Quattrociocchi, “Disintermediation: Digital Wildfires in the Age of Misinformation”, AQ - Australian Quarterly, 86, 4 (2015): 34-39
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production and circulation. To address this topic, we will focus on the new, and still undetermined role played by the institutional subjects of intermediation, such as platforms
owners and service providers; at the same time, we will address the ways in which the
space of news circulation is currently shaped by the automatisms of algorithms. In our
conclusive remarks we will clarify how these two perspectives should be integrated with
a specific focus on the still understudied forms of social consumption of fake news on
the Internet and Social media.

2. reticent gatekeepers: the new intermediary role of platform owners
and service providers

Our approach is therefore to evaluate the altered conditions for the possibility of creating fake news in the current phase of the media system, a constellation that can be
described, citing Gitelman, as “socially realized structures of communication, where
structures include both technological forms and their associated protocols, and where
communication is a cultural practice, a ritualized collocation of different people in the
same mental map, sharing or engaged with popular ontologies of representation”16. Recently, with reference to all these structures, the French scholar Gérald Bronner17 has
coined the definition “cognitive market”, which points out the processes of economic
valorisation of the news and that will be useful in our own discourse.
To understand this approach we can start from a well-known case of classic US
journalism from 1980 (at a time when the reputation of investigative journalism was
particularly high, after the exposé by Bernstein and Woodward, two Washington Post
journalists, which broke the Watergate scandal and led to the resignation of President
Richard Nixon). This was the article “Jimmy’s World” (Washington Post, 28 September
1980)18 by the African-American journalist Janet Cooke, who described the desperate
affair of an 8-year-old black child, already a drug addict and the son and nephew of
two drug addicts women. The article caused a stir and influenced the perception that
the politicians themselves had of the problem of black ghettos. And yet subsequent
fact-checking proved the story false. In a famous article (19 April 1981)19, the Washington Post journalist Bill Green described the mechanisms that led to both the publication
of the article and the discovery that it was fake. Not only did the people involved and
their story seem impossible to verify in reality, but it emerged that when she was hired
by the newspaper, Janet Cooke (who in the meantime had received the Pulitzer Prize for
her article) had provided false information about her skills, professional experience, and
even her degree in journalism. Green’s article reported that Cook had taken advantage of
certain failings in the newspaper’s fact-checking system. Only the routine checks on her
curriculum for awarding the Pulitzer exposed the scandal. But in his article about Cook,
Green pointed out that the editorial mechanisms at the newspaper were at least partly
co-responsible for the construction of the fake news story. Cook’s professional laxity,
probably accompanied by a tendency towards mythomania, had responded paradoxical16
L. Gitelman, Always Already New. Media, History, and the Data of Culture, Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2008, 7.
17
G. Bronner, La démocratie des crédules, Paris: PUF, 2013.
18
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1980/09/28/jimmysworld/605f237a-7330-4a69-8433-b6da4c519120/?utm_term=.418854105993.
19
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1981/04/19/the-playersit-wasnt-a-game/545f7157-5228-47b6-8959-fcfcfa8f08eb/?tid=a_inl&utm_term=.e0f48be5ffbc.
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ly and usefully to the strong pressures from the editorial board for articles of a certain
type, presenting emotionally engaging micro-stories with a muck-raking rhetoric.
In short, we can admit, starting from this exemplary case, that fake news is part of
the history of journalism and has its specific roots in the mechanisms of the newspaper
industry itself, and in the routines and news values of all those involved in the information circuit (newspaper publishers, journalists, readers).
What we are trying to do here is to question what the mechanisms of production,
diffusion and success of news in the current information market are, starting from the
assumption that a new competitive context inevitably affects also the mechanisms of
falsification.
What are the characteristics of this phase of the information market? Substantially
(in relation to the subject we are dealing with), strong competition between:
‒ “traditional” newspapers (newspapers, radio and TV news programmes, both in
their original form and their online versions);
‒ new news media based on journalistic assemblage (defined as being exclusively
online, and by the lack of fact-checking procedures, by a business model based on network-generated traffic, and by their total or near-total lack of proper professional jour
nalistic skills and regular contracts20);
‒ social platforms on which news of uncertain provenance is published or republished.
As far as the new online headlines are concerned, it has been widely recognized21
that the crisis of the great modern information systems is leading to a growing proletarianisation of journalistic labour, a reduction in the numbers of journalists in editorial
offices and newsrooms, and the montage of news stories from either user-generated
content or non-journalistic subjects capable of fabricating news stories characterised not
by their status as truth or reliability, but by a strategic goal: to capture readers’ attention
and get them to click on the link, creating increased network traffic. This change in the
process of the economic valorisation of the news-unit also involves its transformation,
in the sense that the ultimate goal is not to give an account of a fact but rather to induce
the web-surfer to activate the link from their computer, tablet or smartphone. We could
say that the traditional logic of newsworthiness22 which remains essentially unchanged
in traditional newspapers, has been largely replaced by the logic of what we can call
“click appeal”, based on the public’s urge to be intrigued and entertained rather than
informed, and techically measured as clickthrough rate (CTR)23.
The episode of Worldpoliticus.com, a site created and managed by a young Macedonian, shown up as a major source of fake news against Hillary Clinton during the 2016
US presidential election24, clearly demonstrates the way these sites are falsely informative. However, producing false news is just one aspect of the problem we are analysing.
By itself such news could not spread so strikingly or sway readers’ understanding of
20
R.W. McChesney, Digital Disconnect. How Digital Capitalism is turning the Internet Against Democracy, New York: The New Press, 2014.
21
See for instance C. Fuchs, Social Media. A Critical Introduction, London: Sage, 2013.
22
See for instance the traditional literature on the newsmaking process: G. Tuchman, Making News: A
Study in the Construction of Reality, New York, Free Press, 1978; H.J. Gans, Deciding What’s News: A Study
of CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, Newsweek and Time, New York: Vintage, 1979.
23
CTR is defined as the number of clicks that an item receives divided by the number of times it is is
shown, expressed as a percentage.
24
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.buzzfeed.com/craigsilverman/how-macedonia-became-a-global-hub-for-pro-trump-misinfo?utm_term=.kyWq9AGM2Z#.xikX5d0EDr.
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the facts so strongly, if their circulation was not favoured by the major digital platforms
(the third subject of the current competitive information landscape). The algorithmic
logic of their functiong (that will be addressed in the following section) interacted with
the “click appeal” of the content to boost the fake news circulation. The platforms, by
aggregating news stories and relaunching them, have so far failed to exercise any function of verifying or controlling their reliability: on the contrary, through their visibility
mechanisms and viral spread, they appear to promote their sharing. In this sense, Van
Dijk25 is right to state that “social media platforms, rather than being finished products,
are dynamic objects that are tweaked in response to their user’s needs and their owners’
objectives, as well as in reaction to competing platforms and the larger technological
and economic infrastructures through which they develop”. In fact, fake news sites build
their own news (and above all headlines) with mechanisms that encourage the user to
click, and they appear – in their sensationalist rhetoric – to be already predisposed for
social media sharing.
A recent example is in the Italian news. The president (speaker) of the House of
Deputies Laura Boldrini (hence the holder of one of the three highest offices of state),
was attacked and insulted on Facebook because of a fake news story about her. The facts
are as follows. A pseudo-information site, La Nozione, published a story claiming that
the president’s sister had been assigned the management of some cooperatives dealing
with migrants. She had also been given a pension though she was only 35 years old. This
was followed by attacks on Boldrini on Facebook. She reacted, as she had done before
in similar circumstances, by publishing on her Facebook profile the names of the people
who had insulted her, and revealed the story as a fake: her sister had died of an illness
some years earlier, and she had been employed in artistic work completely different
from that indicated by the website, and consequently none of the accusations made
against her had any basis in fact26.
Following this episode, the newspaper La Repubblica27 contacted one of the people named by Boldrini on her profile. She turned out to be a retiree, who said she was
mortified at the error. Here are some excerpts from the interview with her, published by
the newspaper:
I apologise to Laura Boldrini. What else can I do? I was convinced the news was true [...].
I did what I’ve done many other times. I read the news, I was indignant. And I made all my
disgust public [...]. (I read the story and) I thought it was true [...]. People like me, who are
in good faith, don’t concern themselves much with the details (the fact that the source was
an unreliable site – ed.). I realize I could have been more careful, but I admit I fell for it [...].
I’ll write to Facebook protesting at the fact that they publish fake news stories. What can we
do when we have no way of telling false from true?

The interview is interesting for two reasons. Firstly, because it confirms the important
role played by the social platforms. Secondly because the dispute raged on Facebook,
which is definitely the most influential Web 2.0 platform. As Van Dijk wrote:

25
J. Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media, New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013, 7.
26
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.davidpuente.it/blog/2017/04/13/bufala-la-sorella-della-boldrini-pensione-soli-35-anni-10-000e-al-mese/.
27
Accessed 26 April 2017, http://www.repubblica.it/cronaca/2017/04/15/news/_mi_pento_degli_insulti_a_boldrini_contro_le_bufale_siamo_indifesi_-163019708/?ref=RHPPLF-BH-I0-C4-P5-S1.4-T1.
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By implementing various coding technologies and interface strategies, Facebook inscribed
how online social interaction should be conducted [...]. Facebook’s ideology of sharing pretty much set the standard for the other platforms and the ecosystem as a whole. Because of
its leading position in the SNS segment, the platform’s practice substantially influenced the
social and cultural norms that bolster legal values such as privacy and control over data28.

It is therefore in the light of this centrality that we should examine “its coding technologies” and one of the basic principles of Facebook functioning in defining the conditions
of the circulation of fake news: the algorithmic mediation of its “economies of attention”.

3. economies of attention
According to Lanham29, we have definitely moved from the economy of things and
objects to an economy of attention. Economy is about the allocation of scarce resources
and what is currently lacking and exceptionally precious in the era of information is
exactly the capacity to pay a focused attention amidst the cacophonous deluge of information in which we are constantly submerged. The notion of attention economy has
thus been used to indicate the increased competition for people’s attention in an information environment where scarcity is not bound to money, but rather to attention time.
The specific patterns through which information arises, evolves and circulates within
Facebook and other social networking sites have been widely studied in the last years30.
With the aim to explore relations between the quality of information and the attention
processes – described in terms of lifespan and consumption patterns – Mocanu et al.31
have conducted a thorough quantitative analysis on users’ attention patterns with respect
to different topics coming from distinct sources as alternative news, mainstream media
and political activism. They have discovered that the social response is not affected by
the topic nor by the quality of information and that attention patterns towards unsubstantiated claims (defined as controversial information lacking supporting evidence and
contradictory of the official news as conspiracy theories, link between vaccines and
autism etc), towards political activism and regular news were similar despite the different qualitative nature of information. These attention patterns are certainly worth to
be further detailed through empirically grounded research. However, the mere presence
of regularities, beyond differences in topics and information quality, seem to confirm
that attention in social networking sites cannot be understood uniquely as a property of
human cognition or/and social influence.
Attention is rather becoming a complex process within which the constitutive and
personal act of selecting information for further mental process is increasingly rooted
and constrained by the medium itself and more specifically by the so-called technicity,
intended as the “co-constitutive milieu of relations between the human and their techniVan Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media, 46.
R.A. Lanham, The Economics of Attention, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006.
30
See for instance: D. Romero, W. Galuba, S. Asur, B. Huberman, “Influence and Passivity in Social
Media”, Machine Learning and Knowledge Discovery in Databases, 2011: 18-33; S. Goel, D. Watts, D.
Goldstein, “The Structure of Online Diffusion Networks”, in Proceedings of the 13th ACM Conference on
Electronic Commerce, 2012: 623-638; P.A. Dow, L. Adamic, A. Friggeri, “The Anatomy of Large Facebook
Cascades”, in Proceedings of the Seventh International AAAI Conference on Weblogs and Social Media, edited
by E. Kiciman, N. Ellison, B. Hogan, P. Resnick, I. Soboroff, The AAAI Press, 2013: 145-154.
31
D. Mocanu, L. Rossi. Q. Zhang, M. Karsai, W. Quattrociocchi, “Collective Attention in the Age of
(Mis) Information”, Computer Human Behaviour, 51 (2015): 1198-1204.
28
29
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cal supports”32. According to Thayne the techno-social milieu involved in the formation
and capturing of attention in social networking sites has marked a “a shift from harnessing the eyeballs of media audiences towards the algorithmic sorting, channeling and
organisation of social engagements and user-generated content”33.
The two main pillars of the infrastructure on which Facebook rely to create, capture and process attention, are the Open Graph protocol and the EdgeRank algorithm.
Open Graph is a protocol that works in combination with an application programming
interface (API) and social plug-ins (including the Like and Share buttons) and consists
of a topological structure involving nodes (made of individual users, events, books,
songs, movies, celebrities, etc.), and edges (connections in form of likes/share/comment/friendship among the nodes)34. The recording of data traffic offers the basis for
managing attention through the selection of the types of content that are included in the
News Feeds. This last function is enacted by the EdgeRank algorithm, which acts as a
gatekeeper responsible for the selection and ranking of the information that are shown
on News Feeds (Bucher, 2012a, 2012b). EdgeRank establishes the degree of visibility
that is assigned to each of the edge constantly created by users according to three factors: affinity, intended as the frequency of contact between users; weight, which depends
on whether the edge consists of a like, a comment or a visual content; time decay, which
is referred to the age of the edge.
As Zietwitz recently suggested35, a consistent number of talks on algorithms have
often fallen into the temptation of interpreting their “powerful yet inscrutable” role in
the constitution of social fabric in light of a “seductive drama” which bears some resemblances to long-standing mythologies about the origins of social order. When exposed
to careful empirical analysis36, not only the narrative of deceitful powerfulness algorithms reveals its mythological traits, but also the same algorithms appear to be “less
sovereign than mundane […], that is deeply rooted in the fabric of society”37. Insofar as
the very condition of possibility of algorithms is that they unfold in a state of incessant
negotiation and in-betweenness with both human actors and technological tools (users,
creators, machines, codes, protocols)38 the kind of agency they embody can be best described as fractal, as producing numerous outputs from multiple inputs39. The Foucauldian concept of governmentality is widely used40 to describe the capacity of algorithms
32
P. Crogan, H. Kennedy, “Technologies between Games and Culture”, Games and Culture, 4, 2 (2009):
107-114 (109), quoted in T. Bucher, “A Technicity of Attention: How Software ‘Makes Sense”, Culture Machine, 13 (2012): 1-23 (4).
33
M. Thayne, “Friends Like Mine: The Production of Socialised Subjectivity in the Attention Economy”, Culture Machine, 13 (2012): 1-23 (3).
34
An updated version of Open Graph is the GraphRank, a new algorithm that is responsible for managing user interaction with applications. It allows users to share the fact that they are listening to music or reading an article, instead of simply sharing something they like, while measuring and finding all the interesting
patterns that emerge from the uses of the apps.
35
M. Zietwitz, “Governing Algorithms: Myth, Mess and Methods”, Science, Technology & Human
Values, 4, 1 (2016): 3-16.
36
For empirically grounded contributions, see the special issues “Governing Algorithms”, Science,
Technology & Human Values, 41, 1 (2016), edited by M. Zietwitz and “The Social Power of Algorithms”,
Information, Communication & Society, 20, 1 (2017), edited by D. Beer.
37
F. Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture. The Whole Earth Catalogue and the Rise of Digital
Utopianism, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006.
38
R. Kitchin, M. Dodge, Code/Space. Software and Everyday Life, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011.
39
L.D. Introna, “Algorithms, Governance and Governmentality: On Governing Academic Writing”,
Science, Technology & Human Values, 41, 1 (2016): 17-49 (24).
40
T. Bucher, “Want To Be on the Top? Algorithmic Power and the Threat of Invisibility on Facebook”,
New Media & Society, 14, 7 (2012): 1164-1180; Introna, Algorithms, Governance and Governmentality.
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to organize some aspects of the social world in terms of a relational force which acts
not in isolation but rather with the cooperation of those same subjectivities and fields of
knowledge that it actively constitutes. There is a wide consensus that the social domain
where algorithms exert their most relevant governmental capacity is that of gatekeeping41, that is the mechanism of sorting, assigning value and regulating visibility of pretty
much everything cultural: “it is about the visibility of culture, and of particular forms of
culture that algorithmically finds it audience. These systems shape cultural encounters
and cultural landscape”42. This happens essentially because the algorithmic and protocological infrastructure of Facebook has the capacity to enable, shape and instantiate
specific modes of attention, in conjunction with its users. According to Bucher43, these
modes have to do with anticipation and personalization. A basic orientation to future is
inscribed in the management of attention proposed by Facebook, which is “not just anticipatory, in prompting participation, but rather a form of self-perpetuating anticipatory
action that seeks to realise its own future”44. The user generated data are used by Facebook to identify those patterns and predictions about user’s future interests and activities
on whose basis personalized advertising and recommendation will be produced. What
is important for Facebook is the aggregate of individual actions, because only from
repetition and difference it will be possible to isolate those patterns that allow for predictability. Once patterns are found, they are used to inform the rationale of News Feed
within a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy where users receive more of what they have
already paid attention to. The possibility of being exposed to different points of views is
therefore sacrificed by a peculiar economy of attention where the present is capitalized
in order to create value from the future, from any social activities that are not yet but can
potentially become45.
Personalisation of attention comes as a paradox for a platform that promises to
connect people around the world. Indeed, both EdgeRank and Graph Rank are tied to
the single user and oriented towards the creation of a personalised data repertoires,
tailored specifically to the likes and tastes of individual users. Bucher46 underlines as
this economy of attention radically excludes any idea of public, thought in terms of a
collective identity or shared endeavor. The idea of public isn’t there, nor in the logic of
users like you (as it happens for instance in Amazon where user identity is based on how
many other people have paid attention to the same book), neither in the form of public
attention that regulates authority of links in search engines.
This could be seen as an incongruity for a social networking site that since the
beginning has been introduced as the pioneer of the social web where, in contrast to the
informational web, links are based on connections between people. But the paradox is
only apparent insofar as the core business of Facebook, the so-called “like-economy”,
exactly consists in the “extensification” of the social, that is on the channeling of social dynamics and affective interpersonal responses into technicity based and countable
41
E. Hargittai, “Open Portals or Closed Gates? Channeling Content on the World Wide Web”, Poetics,
27, 4 (2000): 233-253; T. Gillespie, “#trendingistrending: When Algorithms Become Culture”, in Algorithmic
Cultures. Essays on Meaning, Performance and New Technologies, edited by R. Seyfert and J. Roberge, New
York: Routledge, 2016, 52-75.
42
D. Beer, Popular Culture and New Media, Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 97.
43
Bucher, Technicity of Attention.
44
Ibid., 13.
45
C. Gerlitz, A. Helmond, ‘Hit, Link, Like and Share. Organizing the Social and the Fabric of the Web
in a Like Economy’. Paper presented at the DMI mini-conference, Amsterdam 2011, accessed 26 April 2017,
https://research.gold.ac.uk/7075/1/GerlitzHelmond-HitLinkLikeShare.pdf.
46
Bucher, Technicity of Attention.
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activities such as liking, sharing and commenting47. The personalised attention instantiated by Facebook infrastructure therefore works, on the one hand, by dismissing any
public dimension, and on the other hand, by enabling a new sociality that Gerlitz and
Halmond48 call the “informational social” as it is concerned with the validation of information through personal networks and the “wisdom of friends”. When turning the social
into information, Facebook not only makes the social more predictable and manageable49 but also brings it to collapsing “with the traceable as the still intensive, non-measurable, non visible social is of no value for the company”50. In fact, the management of
visibility by EdgeRank shows that what is worth of attention is not spectatorship but
rather the amount and the kind of user participation.
These modes of attention shape the conditions of possibility for knowledge to
emerge, circulate, being validated, discussed or disregarded within social networking
sites. We have seen that technicity of attention on Facebook is inherently conservative.
In the like-economy, value is produced on the predictability of future social activities
and the challenge is to shape the future on the basis of patterns of difference and repetition that are found in the present. In this context, innovation is not rewarded and
less-standardized actions of commenting and connecting risk to succumb to the threat
of invisibility.
Moreover, it has been shown that attention is measured in terms not of spectatorship, rather of participation, which in turn is registered both in its intentional or active
form (as in explicitly clicking a “Like” button), and through users’ passively-created
activity data. It then results that any voice that aspires to exceed the threshold of visibility should multiply its social activities (liking, sharing, commenting, using social
applications), thus complying with the compulsion to participate in a platform where the
social is constantly geared to collapse into the traceable. The alternative is to fall into a
new spiral of silence, where marginalization is not dependent on what is said, rather on
how often it is said.
Finally, the value attributed to information hinges on affinity among friends. This
means that news are considered as worth of showing only if they come from frequently
contacted friends. Relevance comes thus to be framed not as authority engendered by
some kind of public attention, rather as popularity uniquely rooted in the circumscribed
social circle of frequently contacted users.
Conservativeness, compulsion to participate and popularity have thus emerged as
the main mechanisms that drive the social sorting enacted by the algorithmic infrastructure of Facebook. By highlighting them, we have intended to trace some of the main
trends that shape the knowledge ecosystem within which fake-news proliferate nowadays. The anthropological entrenchment of algorithms51, that is their constitutive entanglement with their creators and users, prevents us to establish any direct relationship between the role they play in cultural gatekeeping and the emergence of fake-news. Wide
empirical analyses are needed in order to investigate how the priority that is given to
content that are predictable, frequent and popular, concretely interact with specific community of practices, pre-existent parameters of authority and of knowledge legitimacy.
For the moment, we can only observe that the peculiar management of attention that is
Gerlitz, Helmond, Hit, Link, Like and Share, 21.
Ibid.
Van Dijk, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media.
50
Gerlitz, Helmond, Hit, Link, Like and Share, 21.
51
Roberge, Seyfert, “What Are Algorithmic Cultures?”.
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enhanced by Facebook introduces in the circuit of knowledge both a form of inertia and
new bottlenecks that are not in tune with the radical openness towards the unexpected,
the endless discussion and the freedom from the constraints of social trends, that are required by any search of the truth. The issue is not whether the information environment
of Facebook fosters fake-news, rather whether it offers any bulwark to their strengthening and propagation. We will see in next paragraph how these shortcomings have been
implicitly recognized also by Zuckerberg through his public commitment towards the
construction of a “safe”, “informed” and “civically engaged” global community.

4. towards a safe (and automated) community
In addition to being an excellent subject for analysis of the transformation of the information market, Facebook is a concrete example of a specific platform strategy in relation to the circulation of news. As noted by Meikle52, Facebook’s statements give us an
insight into the evolution of the platform, as well as the strategic thinking of its founder
Mark Zuckerberg. Zuckerberg himself has recently taken a stand on the subject, and we
will now undertake a detailed analysis of this document.
In April 2017, FB launched a campaign to raise awareness about fake news53, and
joined other companies in plans for fact checking and certifying online news.
Already on 16 February 2017, Mark Zuckerberg had posted an interesting statement about Building a Global Community on Facebook, which we believe merits close
attention, as it focuses on the specific role of a platform like Facebook in the information
system.
The post opens with the remark that
for the past decade, Facebook has focused on connecting friends and families. With that foundation, our next focus will be developing the social infrastructure for community ‒ for supporting us, for keeping us safe, for informing us, for civic engagement, and for inclusion of all.

It appears interesting that, in his post, Zuckerberg intends to create a watershed between
the foundation phase, where the platform was focused on connecting friends and families,
and the new challenge, made up of five social tasks (helping communities to be supportive, safe, informed, civically engaged and inclusive), the third of which has a direct
relevance to information: “help people build an informed community that exposes us to
new ideas and builds common understanding in a world where every person has a voice”.
In the continuation of the post, this point is developed along two lines. The first
(related to the task of creating safe communities) is how to build useful information,
especially in particularly critical circumstances, where the support of the platform can
take three forms:
To prevent harm, we can build social infrastructure to help our community identify problems
before they happen […]. To help during a crisis, we’ve built infrastructure like Safety Check
so we can all let our friends know we’re safe and check on friends who might be affected
by an attack or natural disaster […]. To rebuild after a crisis, we’ve built the world’s largest
social infrastructure for collective action.

G. Meikle, Social Media: Communication, Sharing and Visibility, London: New York: Routledge, 2016.
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2016/dec/15/facebook-flag-fakenews-fact-check.
52

53
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In this case, the information he refers to is not necessarily news, but can rather be identified with the institutional task of informing citizens, which in many countries is carried out by public authorities. This is a salient point of Facebook’s philosophy: namely
substitution or subsidiarity in relation to public institutions, in accordance with the doit-yourself logic that has led to the development of all digital technology-related innovations, especially network technologies54. Zuckerberg immediately clarifies the strategy
of improvement in this respect
artificial intelligence can help provide a better approach. We are researching systems that
can look at photos and videos to flag content our team should review. This is still very early
in development, but we have started to have it look at some content, and it already generates
about one-third of all reports to the team that reviews content for our community. It will
take many years to fully develop these systems. Right now, we’re starting to explore ways
to use AI to tell the difference between news stories about terrorism and actual terrorist propaganda so we can quickly remove anyone trying to use our services to recruit for a terrorist
organization.

Here it is clear that Facebook’s approach is based on AI, and more generally what we
might call knowledge automation, in continuity with the discovery of the algorithms
that underpin all Web 2.0 platforms. The functionality of algorithms lies in their speed
and ability to process otherwise unmanageable data, and it seems obvious to Zuckerberg that this is the only viable path. What is far from clear is whether this is intended
just for Facebook or, more generally, as the only acceptable solution to the problem.
Correlated with the previous point (substitution of – or integration with – the activity of
institutions by the Facebook community), this automation seems to prefigure a collective do-it-yourself, based on the strength of the sharing community and the algorithmic
computing power.
Below, with regard to the informed community, the post focuses on the two concerns regarded as most relevant and important that
this past year were about diversity of viewpoints we see (filter bubbles) and accuracy of
information (fake news)55. I worry about these and we have studied them extensively, but I
also worry there are even more powerful effects we must mitigate around sensationalism and
polarization leading to a loss of common understanding.

Zuckerberg observes, with regard to the plurality of views
compared with getting our news from the same two or three TV networks or reading the
same newspapers with their consistent editorial views, our networks on Facebook show us
more diverse content.

But what is most interesting here is the attention to the accuracy of information. Zuckerberg notes:
We are proceeding carefully because there is not always a clear line between hoaxes, satire
and opinion. In a free society, it’s important that people have the power to share their opinion, even if others think they’re wrong. Our approach will focus less on banning misinfor54
F. Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture. The Whole Earth Catalogue and the Rise of Digital
Utopianism, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006.
55
Our emphasis.
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mation, and more on surfacing additional perspectives and information, including that fact
checkers dispute an item’s accuracy.

In this sentence we notice many interesting things from our point of view. The first is
the insistence on sharing as a value. Various observers56 have pointed out that the term
“sharing” on Facebook has at least two overlapping meanings: adding to the common
store and selling. In a perspective such as this, it is obvious that sharing value has to be
defended at all costs, because, as Zuckerberg writes
Social media is a short-form medium where many messages are amplified many times.This
rewards simplicity and discourages nuance. At its best, this focuses messages and exposes
people to different idea.

It remains true, in any case, according to the founder of Facebook, that the strength of
sharing is a value, and even polarisation produces positive effects, such as the pluralism
of opinions expressed. We can point out here that the pluralism Zuckerberg speaks of
has nothing to do with the battle of opinions in some conceptions of the public sphere,
starting from its theorist, Habermas57. That refers to an initial diversity that – through
discussion – leads to a better winnowing of opinions. In this case, more simply, the reference is to a marketplace of information where the consumer has the inalienable right
to have the greatest choice among possible opinions.
However, it remains true even for Zuckerberg, that such a process (resonant messages amplified many times) entails risks:
at its worst, it oversimplifies important topics and pushes us towards extremes. If this continues and we lose common understanding, then even if we eliminated all misinformation,
people would just emphasize different sets of facts to fit their polarized opinions. That’s why
I’m so worried about sensationalism in media.

So, the dream of Zuckerberg and the other social platforms is to have a free information
market, with many legitimate opinions and the extreme ones cut out, for the sake of a
better balance in the opinions themselves. It has to be said that the argument here is very
contradictory, because it seeks to wed some kind of absolute liberalism in news to the
need for a corrective. Where should this corrective come from? As is generally known,
some economic policies – in contrast with laissez-fair principles – suggest the need for
public corrections to market effects. But this is not what Zuckerberg is proposing. Instead he is recommending an “inner” corrective, which acts on the sharing mechanism
and is based (again!) on the platform’s power of automation:
we noticed some people share stories based on sensational headlines without ever reading
the story. In general, if you become less likely to share a story after reading it, that’s a good
sign the headline was sensational. If you’re more likely to share a story after reading it, that’s
often a sign of good in-depth content. We recently started reducing sensationalism in News
Feed by taking this into account for pieces of content, and going forward signals like this
will identify sensational publishers as well. There are many steps like this we have taken
and will keep taking to reduce sensationalism and help build a more informed community.
56
Van Dijk, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media; G. Meikle, Social Media:
Communication, Sharing and Visibility, London: Routledge, 2016.
57
J. Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a category of Bourgeois Society, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989 (ed. or. 1962).
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All this should – in Zuckerberg’s view – help the traditional news industry, since it
is also critical to building an informed community. Giving people a voice is not enough
without having people dedicated to uncovering new information and analyzing it. There
is more we must do to support the news industry to make sure this vital social function is
sustainable ‒ from growing local news, to developing formats best suited to mobile devices,
to improving the range of business models news organizations rely on.

Of course the idea of Facebook’s development assisting the news industry needs to
be carefully interpreted. As Adrienne Lafrance observed in The Atlantic “Facebook is
building a global newsroom run by robot editors and its own readers”58. Such a circumstance hardly favours the traditional news Industry at all. Rather it structurally modifies
what we have called the “information market”, amplifying some of its sides, above all
the automation of newsfeed through the complexity and enhancement of algorithms.
This relates to the idea of an overall automation of the system, where algorithmic control gains the upper hand over traditional routines of news building and the specific
impact of journalistic professionalism.

5. conclusion: bringing social practices back in the picture
More than of the dawn of a new era of post-truth, the analysis of the new conditions of
production, distribution and circulation of fake news we have sketched here seems to
talk about the definitive sunset of one of the main techno-utopian myths elaborated in
the ’90s about the Internet: the myth of disintermediation59. What we could observe is
in fact a vast process of re-intermediation based on new institutional players, and new
technological tools. This shift brings with it new opportunities, but also new and specific problems, of which the massive circulation of fake news is but an evident example.
Yet, as we have anticipated in our discussion of intermediating algorithms, there’s still
a key element missing from the picture we have drawn: a specific focus on the patterns
of consumption, attribution of value and meaning, discussion, and sharing of fake news,
as part of users’ online practices. As a relevant strand of empirical literature on users’
consumption of online news60 and on their engagement with those same news (i.e. sharing) in social media has shown, the act of sharing news (and thus circulating and redistributing them) has a plural and intertwined multiplicity of cultural meanings ‒ ranging
from identity construction to the invitation to discussion, from the provocation to the
disclosure of systems of values and so on ‒ that goes beyond the purely informative
and veridictive face value of their content. A specific focus of the users’ practices of
engagement with fake news is therefore needed to fully understand the phenomenon of
their circulation.

58
Accessed 26 April 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2017/02/the-mark-zuckerberg-manifesto-is-a-blueprint-for-destroying-journalism/517113/.
59
T. Takseva, Social Software and the Evolution of User Expertise: Future Trends in Knowledge Creation and Dissemination, IGI Global, 2012.
60
M. Madianou, “Living with News: Ethnographies of News Consumption”, in The Routledge Companion to News and Journalism, edited by S. Allan, New York: Routledge, 2010, 428-438; S. Flaxman, G. Sharad,
R. Justin, “Filter Bubbles, Echo Chambers, and Online News Consumption”, Public Opinion Quarterly, 80, 1
(2016): 298-320; V. García-Perdomo, R. Salaverría, D. Kilgo, S. Harlow, “To Share or Not to Share”, Journalism Studies, 2017: 1-22; A.O. Larsson, “Diversifying Likes”, Journalism Practice, 2017: 1-18.
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Abstract
Since 2013, when the World Economic Forum mentioned in its annual report the “global risk of
massive digital misinformation”, situating it at the centre of a constellation of technological and
geopolitical risks, the issues of truth in digital communication and fake news have become a key
area of academic research and public discourses.
Misinformation is often described as the widespread diffusion of intentionally false information or of satirical contents. Nevertheless, misinformation has been described also as the diffusion
of “unsubstantiated rumors, whether intentional or unintentional”1 that circulate online, contributing to a sort of collective credulity2.
The article will focus on the latter typology of misinformation based on the diffusion of
unsubstantiated rumors resulting in a “shared and believable truth”. In particular, the article will
describe how the peculiarity of diffusion flows in social media, the homophily of social networks
and some social media logics affect both the spread and the likelihood of misinformation. Special
focus will be placed on the question of trust in social media and the evolution from a systemic
trust in newsrooms to a predominance of the so-called affective trust given not only to charismatic
figures (horizontal or vertical opinion leaders), but to ordinary people or friends and friends of
friends.The paper will also take into account the role of some crucial characteristics of 2,0 communication: the programmability of contents3 and popularity logic4.
The description will be based on the review of existing literature on trust and credibility
and on information diffusion models in contemporary social media applied to a case history from
November 2016 in Austin, Texas, which also became a news story for The New York Times. The
case history will be used to exemplify some of the processes described.
The final goal of the paper is to describe how the truth in social media, eventually, is the
result of the interaction of specific models of information circulation and the evolution of the
attribution of trust.
Keywords
Social media; trust; post-truth; credibility; digital media; shareability.
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1. introduction
Over the last 20 years we have witnessed an evolution from social networks to social
media. The first have been defined as “web-based services that allow individuals to
1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, 2) articulate a list
of other users with whom they share a connection, and 3) view and traverse their list
of connections and those made by others within the system”5. The second have been
described as part of a connective culture or a platform society6 and are characterized by
some emergent logics labelled as: programmability, popularity, connectivity and datafication7.
The evolution of social media has also been marked by the differentiation of the
contents’ producers (including ordinary people, representatives of institutions, commercial companies and so on) and by the increasing relevance of the sharing activities of
users.
Spreadability8 of publicly accessible contents is also a crucial issue, bringing together users’ activities, algorithms that filter the visibility of contents and social media
logics of connectivity.
In particular, during the US presidential elections in 2016, the spread of fake news
called into question the relationships between truth and information diffusion in social
media in terms of control, the platforms’ economy of power, the accreditation processes
and the so called “filter bubbles”.
In many cases, the focus was on fake news deliberately disseminated with a view
to backing opinions or political positions; in many other cases, misinformation was due
to the diffusion of “unsubstantiated rumors, whether intentional or unintentional”9 that
circulate online, contributing to a sort of collective credulity10. The latter case is still
relevant as the emergence of a collective credulity in unsubstantiated rumors in social
media is connected to the peculiarity of diffusion flows in social media, some social media logics and the homophily of networks. The transition from unsubstantiated rumors to
a “shared and believable truth” (information shared and perceived as credible by users)
is due also to trust attribution and propagation in social media.
The article will focus on how some theories on information diffusion, homophily
and trust in social media can be used to explain a case history.
The case history unfolded in November 2016 in Austin, Texas, and was also given
coverage in The New York Times. The social dissemination and re-use of a single tweet
of an ordinary (digital) citizen ended in news (a true story) mentioned by digital media,
broadcasters and newspapers.
The case history will be described as a starting point and theoretical issues will be
presented hereafter.

5
d. boyd, N.B. Ellison, “Social Network Sites: Definition, History, and Scholarship”, Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13, 1 (2008): 210-230.
6
The terms connective media and platform societies emphasize the socio-technical nature of social
networks, while the term social media emphasizes also the human interactions hosted by platforms. Van Dijck,
The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media, 2013.
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Poell, “Understanding Social Media Logic”, Media and Communication, 1, 1 (2013): 2-14.
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2. case history: a starting point
A starting point to describe the process of constructing a “shared and believable truth”
in social media is provided by a case history which occurred in November 2016. It is
based in the USA and involves different kinds of digital platforms: from social media to
blog and television news or websites.
Even if the story is a non-exhaustive example of the construction of “shared and
believable truth”, it is useful to give an account of it in order to identify some crucial
aspects of the process we are interested in.
The case history will be described using the information included in the news story
published by The York Times11 and analyzed below. The whole history occupies three
days: from November 9th to November 11th 2016 and can be divided in/into three phases: the first tweet; the first spreading; the divergence of communication flows.
The first tweet: November 9th 2016. A Twitter user (named Erik Tucker) publishes
on his profile an amateur photo showing an unusual number of buses parked in a street
in Austin, Texas. He sees the buses while driving home from work and is surprised how
many there are. After a quick google search on events scheduled in Austin, he supposes
that the buses were carrying anti-Trump protesters involved in a demonstration planned
for that day.
The photo is accompanied by the text: “Anti-Trump protestors in Austin today are
not as organic they seem. Here are the buses they came in #fakeprotests #trump2016
#austin”.
The tweet was written for a very small community of 40 people who follow Eric
Tucker on Twitter, but it had an unexpected circulation.
The first spreading: November 10th. The tweet (thanks to the #trump2016 hashtag)
is shared by a group of Trump supporters on Reddit (a different social media). The tweet
is used as an original testimony that anti-Trump protests are supported by Democrats.
The Reddit post is shared in a right-wing forum called FreeRepublic. The original tweet,
the photo, the text and the author are quoted. Free Republic is followed by different
right-wing American politicians who share the link to the forum and to the original tweet
through their Facebook pages. The Facebook posts are shared more than 5,000 times
and more than 300,000 Facebook users share the link in their profiles.
Unluckily the tweet is based on a misinterpretation of facts. The buses were parked
in Austin, the anti-trump protests were scheduled in Austin, but the two facts were wholly unrelated. The buses had transported conference delegates to a convention organized
in Austin by a software producer, Tableau Software.
The diffusion of the tweet originates three communication flows: 1) direct communication: the manager of the bus company shown in the photo receives phone calls
and mail seeking more information. 2) media communication: a Fox newsreporter asks
the manager for an interview and reports her answer explaining the real reason for the
buses’ presence in Austin. A local news station does likewise. 3) social media communication: the spread of the information goes on especially on Facebook pages of rightwing groups (for example Right Wing News) and on righ-wing blogs (such as Gateway
Pundit) Tucker’s tweet is used as an original testimony. The original tweet is shared
5,000 times and the Gateway Pundit article is shared 44,000 times on Facebook. At the
11

2016.
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same time – though less diffusely – Eric Tucker answers negatively to direct tweets
asking for proofs of his statements.
The divergence of communication flows: November 11th. On November 11th the
different communication flows diverge definitively. The original tweet (and its mentions) spreads on social media. Media communication proceeds by interviewing interested parties (for example the manager of Tableau Software who organized the convention) and diffusing the interviews through local news stations (for example KVUE) or
local online newspapers (for example American Statesman). Tucker and rumor debunkers online (for example Snoper) go public with corrections. Tucker shares the link to his
blog on Twitter where the real event is described. He shares his original tweet with the
overlapping text “FALSE” and on the evening of November 11th he cancels the original
tweet, but he cannot stop its spread.
Communication flows proceed independently and with different success. The
spread of Tucker’s original tweet in the end reaches 16,000 retweets, 350,000 Facebook
shares. The Tucker tweet correcting his misinformation has 25 likes and 27 retweets,
and the debunk of the misinformation is shared 5800 times. At the end of the story Tucker says, “Anytime you see me in the future going out there where I think there’s going
to be a big audience, I can assure you I’m going to try my best to be balanced with the
facts and be very clear about what is opinion and what is not”.
The crucial aspects emerging from the story are: 1) the starting point was not an
intentionally false piece of news, but a piece of unverified opinion; 2) the diffusion of
the tweet originated a cascade on social media; 3) the original tweet was perceived as
credible by social media users on different bases; 4) the information flows diverged and
the diffusion of information could not be stopped by the traditional correction mechanisms and media communication.
Starting with these points, discussion will focus on certain characteristics both of
information flows and trust in social media which may throw light on them.

3. the diffusion flows in social media and homophily
In the case described, we can observe that the original tweet ‒ posted by an ordinary
user whom we cannot define as either an opinion leader or an influencer ‒ spread online
as a result of the interaction of social media logics (for example the popularity of the
hashtag), the specificity of social media cascades, homophily as a specific feature of
online social relations.
The first diffusion triggers are the hashtag #fakeprotests and #trump2016 which
relate the tweet to a wider networked discourse. Furthermore, the hashtag #fakeprotest
relates the original tweet to a polarized networked discourse. The audience imagined
by Tucker (by his account 40 followers) collapsed in the wider audience following the
trending topics of November 2016.
Some followers of the two hashtags shared the original tweet and triggered diffusion cascades. In some cases they belonged to inter-related groups; in other cases they
were independent users.
Inter-related triggers are, for example, members of the Reddit group who are also
members of the right-wing forum, and with a personal page on Facebook.
Independent triggers are users whose newsfeeds were reached by posts (or tweets)
shared by a variety of profiles and pages and representing a significant part of the final
350,000 shares.
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In this case we can observe that ‒ in line with what has been described in some
studies on diffusion models on Facebook12 ‒ the cascade of information was triggered
by publicly visible pieces of contents (tweets of posts) introduced into a particular network from many disconnected sources. This mechanism is peculiar to social media because traditional diffusion models assume that few and connected sources trigger the
information cascades. The described case exemplifies that on Facebook (and in social
media in general), information can spread through large-scale collision of short chains
of adoption13. Tucker’s original tweet (and its quotes) reached the social media user
through different sources belonging to different personal social networks. As a result “a
flurry of chains all started by many people acting independently, often merges together
into one group of friends and acquaintances. For example this merging occurs when one
person fans a Page after seeing two or more friends (who are on separate chains) fan
that same page”14.
As a consequence, as in the case of our story, it is very difficult to re-produce the
same multi-triggered flow which led to the misleading information being spread and then
to diffuse, through the same short chains of adoption, a message or a post correcting it.
Furthermore, there is another aspect of social media communication which influences the spreading of the original tweet: homophily.
Homophily has been described as the attraction between actors due to the similarity
of shared attributes and the tendency of individuals to associate and bond with similar
others15.
A number of studies have demonstrated that in social media homophily often structures the ego-networks of individuals16 and impacts their communication behavior17,
increasing the amount of communication between two (or more) actors which in turn
increases their perception of homophily18.
According to the distinction19 between status homophily (based on ascribed status
such as race, ethnicity, age, religion, etc.) and value homophily (based on values, attitudes, and beliefs), the latter has a greater influence on the ego-networks of individuals
in social media and it has been shown to be a predictor of Facebook ties20 and a generator of social influence (connected individuals influence each other and become more
similar)21.
12
E. Sun, I. Rosenn, C.A. Marlow, T.M. Lento, “Gesundheit! Modeling Contagion through Facebook
News Feed Mechanics of Facebook Page Diffusion”, in Proceedings of the 3rd International Conference on
Weblogs and Social Media, Palo Alto: AAAI Press, 2009: 146-153.
13
Ibid.: 146-153.
14
Ibid. (150).
15
M. Mcpherson, L. Smith-Lovin, J.M. Cook, “Birds of a Feather : Homophily in Social Networks”,
Annual Review of Sociology, 27 (2001): 415-444.
16
P. Barberá, “Birds of the Same Feather Tweet Together: Bayesian Ideal Point Estimation Using
Twitter Data”, Political Analysis, 23, 1 (2015): 76-91; E. Colleoni, A. Rozza, A. Arvidsson, “Echo Chamber
or Public Sphere? Predicting Political Orientation and Measuring Political Homophily in Twitter Using Big
Data”, Journal of Communication, 64 (2014): 317-332; M. Conover, J. Ratkiewicz, M. Francisco, “Political
Polarization on Twitter”, Icwsm, 133, 26 (2011): 89-96.
17
G.A. Barnett, G.A. Benefield, “Predicting International Facebook Ties through Cultural Homophily
and Other Factors”, New Media & Society, 19, 2 (2017): 217-239.
18
Ibid., 217-239.
19
P. Lazarsfeld, R. Merton, “Friendship as a Social Process: A Substantive and Methodological Analysis”, in Freedom and Control in Modern Society, edited by M. Berger, T. Abel, C.H. Page, New York: Van
Nostrand, 1954, 18-66.
20
Barnett, Benefield, “Predicting International Facebook Ties through Cultural Homophily and Other
Factors”, 217-239.
21
L.M. Aiello et al., “Friendship Prediction and Homophily in Social Media”, ACM Transactions on the
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In terms of the subject of the present article, homophily is relevant insomuch as
it limits people’s social worlds in a way that has powerful implications for both the
attitudes they form and the information they receive22 , including the social process of
information diffusion in social media23.
As described by danah boyd, “In a networked world […]. What flows across the
network flows through edges of similarity. The ability to connect to others like us allows
us to flow information across space and time in impressively new ways, but there’s also
a downside. [...] In a world of networked media, it’s easy to not get access to views from
people who think from a different perspective”24.
Even though different studies have demonstrated that homophily doesn’t affect information access and diffusion as a whole25, it has been shown that, in the case of unverified news or misinformation, the user’s engagement on a specific content correlates with
the number of friends having similar consumption patterns (defined as homophilous)26.
For example, information is often taken by a friend having the same profile (polarization) and the selection of information is based on the coherence of the information with
the shared system of beliefs or narratives,often triggering framing of narratives that are
biased toward self confirmation27. Social media algorithms (for example the Facebook
one) and the resulting programmability of social media communication28 also contributes in creating a sort of “filter bubble‘’ in which content is automatically selected according to a viewer’s previous behaviors and which increases homogeneous information
consumption29.
In the Austin story described at the beginning of the article, we can observe the
interaction between the social media logic of programmability and the homophily of
social media networks. First of all, the triggers of information cascades are often homogeneous networks: the group of Trump supporters on Reddit; the conservative forum
FreeRepublic; the followers of politicians’ Facebook pages; the group Right Wing News
on Facebook and the right-wing blog.
The largest flow of information (the diffusion of the original tweet) spread alongside homophilous networks, where the diffusion is widespread and very rapid.
Conversely the correction of the original tweet does not spread alongside homogeneous groups (but on media channels) and is pushed only by individuals. The only
exception is the rumor debunker site which has an homogenous group of followers
sharing common values and which triggers the largest diffusion flow of original tweet
corrections (5,800 shares).
Web, 6, 2 (2012): 1-33.
22
W. Sherchan, S. Nepal, C. Paris, “A Survey of Trust in Social Networks”, ACM Computing Surveys
(CSUR), 4, 4 (2013): 1-33.
23
M. De Choudhury et al., “Birds of a Feather”: Does User Homophily Impact Information Diffusion
in Social Media?”, Arxiv Preprint, Cornell University, 2010.
24
d. boyd, ”Streams of Content, Limited Attention: The Flow of Information through Social Media”,
paper presented at Web2.0 Expo, New York, NY, November 17, 2009.
25
J.L. Nelson, J.G. Webster, “The Myth of Partisan Selective Exposure: A Portrait of the Online Political News Audience”, Social Media + Society, 3, 3 (2017): 1-13; C. Vaccari et al., “Of Echo Chambers and
Contrarian Clubs: Exposure to Political Disagreement among German and Italian Users of Twitter”, Social
Media + Society, 2, 3 (2016): 1-24.
26
Bessi, “Viral Misinformation: The Role of Homophily and Polarization”, 355-356.
27
Del Vicario, “The Spreading of Misinformation Online”, 554-559.
28
Van Dijck, Poell, “Understanding Social Media Logic”: 2-14; Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity:
A Critical History of Social Media, 2013.
29
E. Bakshy, S. Messing, L.A. Adamic, “Exposure to Ideologically Diverse News and Opinion on Facebook”, Science, 348, 6239 (2015): 1130, 1132.
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We can conclude that the case described shows how the different flows of information (the diffusion of the original tweet and its correction) do not cross and do not influence each other, due to the fact that they flow through different homophilous networks.

4. the evolution of attribution of trust in sm: systemic, personal, affective
The Austin case is an example of the generation of a “shared and believable truth” in
social media. Beside social media logics, and the homophily of social networks, trust
and credibility are crucial in the process of truth generation. The information, to be
shared, must be believable and therefore the process of trust attribution in the information sources is crucial. Furthermore, it has been observed that trust is strictly related to
misinformation and its pervasiveness on social media, sometimes fostering a sort of
collective credulity30.
In the Austin story we can note the divergence of media communication and social
media communication and the reduced influence that media channels have on information diffusion. At the same time we register a sharing process of the original tweet which
scales up its credibility, regardless of the author.
In order to understand how trust and credibility are crucial in the building of a
shared and credible truth, we have to consider how trust and credibility are attributed
in social media communication. We shall first describe trust in social media and then
credibility in publicly visible contents on social media.
Trust is basically defined, in sociology, as the measure of confidence that an entity
or entities will behave in an expected manner. We will focus on a specific “expected
manner” when providing and sharing a piece of information that is (belived as) true
Trust is also supposed to have a consequence upon the action of individuals. In this case
the actions are trusting the information, sharing and spreading it through social media.
Trust in social media has been described in conjunction with the evolution of communication models in contemporary societies, based on the hypothesis that societal
communication and trust models co-evolve31. According to Quandt32, in contemporary
societies we can observe a contradiction between mistrust in media-reported reality and
trust in network and communities sources.
The aforementioned contradiction has been explained by the fact that the hyper-complexification of societies produces more fragmentation; the number of networked and segregated sub-groups increases and the significance of a larger unified
core of (mainstream) opinions decreases.
As a consequence, some aspects of mainstream media appear to be critical: for
example the fact that media journalism might not serve all parts of society, and in particular might neglect the interests of the whole number of networked sub-groups, by
seeming focused on political and economic elites. Therefore systemic trust in the media
30
D. Mocanu et al., “Collective Attention in the Age of (Mis)information”, Computers in Human Behavior, 51 (2015): 1198-1204.
31
T. Quandt, “What’s Left of Trust in a Network Society? An Evolutionary Model and Critical Discussion of Trust and Societal Communication”, European Journal of Communication, 27, 1 (2012): 7-21; A.
Kunnel, T. Quandt, “Relational Trust and Distrust: Ingredients of Face-to-Face and Media-Based Communica
tion”, in Trust and Communication in a Digitized World, edited by B. Blöbaum, Berlin-Heidelberg: Springer,
2016: 27-49.
32
Quandt, “What’s Left of Trust in a Network Society?, 7-21.
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institutions (the belief in the general functioning of the whole network, its rules and its
actors) decreases.
In this context, social media (and the internet) provide a different information system where local interests can be better represented by personal and bottom up sources.
Instead of the systemic trust, typical of mainstream media, social media offer the
framework for the increasing relevance of personal trust ‒ inspired by the trust model
of pre-modern societies ‒ based on “individual features of trustee and trustor, and their
personal relationship”33.
In the Austin example, we face a divergence of communication flows due also to
a divergence between systems trust (in mainstream media) and personal trust (in social
media), the latter being more relevant in communication through digital platforms.
Furthermore two aspects of trust in social media are relevant: the pervasiveness
of relational trust in social media (including personal trust); the distinctive features of
credibility attribution in social media.
Social media have been described as characterized by relational trust. This has
been defined as trust built over time as a result of repeated interactions between the trustors and the trustees and based on information available to the trustor on the trustee34. In
social media these features are supported by mutual likes, comments, sharings and by
personal profiles, but also by the popularity of individuals on social media, defined by
the number of likes, comments and sharings they accumulate over time. Popularity is
a crucial feature of social media communication. In describing the social media logics,
Van Dijk defines popularity as the effect of the interaction between social activities (like
and dislike) and the algorithms of social media platforms, pushing popular post and people in users’ newsfeed. Popularity has also been described as often equated with values
such as truth, trust, objectivity or quality35.
In defining relational trust, Kunnel and Quandt introduce a further relevant element. Relational trust is defined as “a multi-dimensional, meta-cognitive but social process that constitutes human relationships by giving both sides the individual assumption
of a ‘shared identity’ ”36.
Individuals connected by multiple interactions through mediated co-presence or
social presence37 build the sense of “shared identity”. As a consequence, in social media
we can observe a network trust based on an accumulated perception of ‘personalized’,
individual trust38, long-term relationships that have developed a sense of familiarity39,
and a constant, ongoing social identification process that “involves not only personal
identities, but also collective identities”40. We can recognize within these groups the
33
Ibid. (9). Quandt emphasizes that mediated interpersonal communications are often not based on long
-term relationships between truster and trustee and that the contextual information is weaker than in interpersonal face-to-face communication.
34
D.M. Rousseau et al., “Not so Different after All: A Cross-Discipline View of Trust”, The Academy of
Management Review, 23, 3 (1998): 393-404
35
Van Dijck, The Culture of Connectivity: A Critical History of Social Media, 2013.
36
Kunnel, Quandt, “Relational Trust and Distrust: Ingredients of Face-to-Face and Media-Based Communication”, 27-49.
37
A type of co-presence that is perceived not directly but through mediated communication. Kunnel,
Quandt, “Relational Trust and Distrust: Ingredients of Face-to-Face and Media-Based Communication”, 27-49.
38
Ibid., 27-49.
39
Rousseau et al., “Not so Different after All: A Cross-Discipline View of Trust”: 393-404 (393).
40
G. Mollering, “Process Views of Trusting and Crises”, in Handbook of Advances in Trust Research,
edited by R. Bachmann and A. Zaheer, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2013, 285-306.
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presence of a form of relational trust that influences the perceived credibility of each
member, also when sharing a piece of information.
The relational trust characterizing social media can contribute to understanding
the peculiarities of the individuals who trigger the dissemination of the original tweet.
In some cases they are popular not only online, but also offline (for example the rightwing politicians) and can benefit from the social activities of liking their post but also
from the algorithms pushing their posts towards other users’ newsfeed. In some cases
they belong to a network where repeated interactions build a shared relational trust (for
example Right wing news or Free republic). In this case, beside homophily, the accumulated perception of ‘personalized’, individual trust contributes to building the credibility
of individuals belonging to the group.
Credibility in social media is a further relevant topic to be explored because it
is strictly related to trust ‒ credibility and trust have been described as being at either
end of relational trust41 ‒ and because it is involved in the process of sharing what we
have called a “believable trust”, and in its dissemination along social networks. When
discussing credibility and trust, then, we also have to take into account the shareability
of information.
As described by John, “sharing is the fundamental and constitutive activity of web
2.0, in general, and in social network sites in particular”42. Shareability of information
is also defined as a crucial affordance of social networks “as it constitutes an architectural feature of networked structures that encourages sharing over withholding information”43. Sharing information is both an affordance (sharing buttons) and a social process
(sharing is caring for friends in social networks). As a consequence of the pervasiveness
of sharing in social media, information flows along networks of friends, in most cases
it reach social network users as shared by friends, or friends of friends, and the original
source (author) of the information is often difficult to detect.
Furthermore, the life cycle of a piece of information in the newsfeed (or in a twitter
hashtag) is very short and users are invited to express their like or dislike very quickly.
As pointed out by Van Dijk, “Facebook’s Like-scores automatically select emotive and
positive evaluations of topics, rather than asking for complex assessments”44.
During the very quick decision-making process whether to like or share (like or
retweet) a single piece of information, the crucial issue is the credibility of the friend (or
social media contact) who shared it. The credibility of the friend or social contact can
be based on one of the three roots of credibility described in literature: cognitive (based
on the competence of the source), normative (based on the desirability of the values
expressed by the source) or affective (based on an affective tie with the source).
The cognitive root of credibility can come into play when the information sharer45
is considered an expert on a specific topic46. In some cases competence is based on a
specific role (a profession or a public office); in many cases it is based on local expertise
41
G. Gili, La credibilità. Quando e perché la comunicazione ha successo, Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2005.
42
N.A. John, “Sharing and Web 2.0: The Emergence of a Keyword”, New Media & Society, 15, 2
(2012): 167-182 (167).
43
Papacharissi, Gibson, “Fifteen Minutes of Privacy: Privacy, Sociality, and Publicity on Social Network Sites”, 75-89.
44
Van Dijck, Poell, “Understanding Social Media Logic”: 2-14.
45
We use the term information sharer to indicate the friend (or friend of friend) or social media contact
who is visible in the user newsfeed as the person who shared the post or tweet. We use this term to indicate
that he/she does not correspond necessarily to the author of the tweet.
46
Gili, La credibilità. Quando e perché la comunicazione ha successo, 2005.
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recognized within a group of friends or contacts, for example because an individual is
well-informed on a specific topic.
The normative root of credibility come more often into play in cases when the
information sharer is trusted because he/she expresses beliefs and values similar to the
user who decides to like or share the information. In this case, homophily and credibility
are strictly linked.
In many cases, affective credibility come also into play when information is shared
because the user perceives an affective proximity with the information sharer. For example, especially in social media “if the other side is or includes a friend of a friend it will
be easier for us to assume convergent expectations [...] based on the emotional intensity
of the tie”47.
We can say, then, that in social media, posts and tweets are often shared on the basis
of a credibility involving the normative or affective roots and based on the emotional
intensity of the tie between the trustor and the trustee.
The shareability of information and the relevance of affective credibility in social
media impact also on a specific characteristic of trust: propagation48. Propagation of
trust along social network chains “is similar to word-of-mouth” propagation of information”49 and includes the accreditation which occurs when an individual lends credibility
to another. In fact, typical of the accreditation process is the “presentation” of a friend,
including the transfer of part of one’s own credibility to another50.
In social media the typical example of propagative trust is the friends of friends
(FOAF) trust chain. Social media users can accord a certain amount of trust towards people they do not know and with whom they do not have any direct interaction, on the basis
of how many friends trust them. As ‒ also in social media ‒ the foundation of friendship
is trust, friendship chains are perceived as trust chains, and in FOAF relationships trust
is assumed as implicit51. In social media trust is also composable. A member of a social
network can form some some degree of trust in a member not directly connected, based
on recommendations from several chains. In this case, trust is composed by combining
different trust chains. And this is encouraged by the propagation of information model
that has been described on Facebook where information is propagated through different
short chains. This means that people can be reached by information provided by different sources and this increases the perceived truth of the information because trust is built
by composing trust in different sources or in friends of friends52.
In the Austin example, we cannot directly observe the process of credibility attribution due to the lack of any social network analysis of the nodes (or social media users)
involved in the dissemination of the original tweet, but we can see that the credibility
chains are not based on the specific characteristic of the original source (Ervin Tucker)
who had neither popularity, nor a specific competence, nor a particularly normative
profile. We can describe the spreading of the original tweet as based on trust and credibility chains, originated by either a normative root (the right-wing forums and Facebook
pages) or by credibility chains of friends of friends.
47
Kunnel, Quandt, “Relational Trust and Distrust: Ingredients of Face-to-Face and Media-Based Communication”, 27-49 (37).
48
Sherchan, Nepal, Paris, “A Survey of Trust in Social Networks”, 1-33; Gili, La credibilità. Quando e
perché la comunicazione ha successo, 2005.
49
Sherchan, Nepal, Paris, “A Survey of Trust in Social Networks”, 1-33.
50
Gili, La credibilità. Quando e perché la comunicazione ha successo, 2005.
51
Sherchan, Nepal, Paris, “A Survey of Trust in Social Networks”, 1-33.
52
Ibid., 1-33.
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5. conclusion: the truth and social media
In 2016 a case history described by The New York Times presented an example of how
a “shared and believable truth” based on an unverified piece of content can be built by
users of digital platforms and social media.
The analysis of the case history, in the light of the existing literature on information
diffusion and on trust and credibility in digital media, shed light on some crucial aspects.
The building of a “shared and believable truth” is reinforced by some mechanisms
typical of social media communication (and social digital platforms such as blogs or forums). First of all, the information flows are triggered by information introduced into a
particular network from many disconnected sources. Social media users can be reached
by the same information originating from different sources and, as a consequence, perceive an increased relevance and credibility in it.
Second, homophilous social networks, typical of polarized groups, foster the credibility of the unverified information due to: the richness of communication flows that
characterizes them; the mutual sharing of contents and the programmability of social
media, based on the algorithms managing the visibility of contents.
Running parallel to this, the correction of the non verified information often flows
through different networks and often suffers from the disconnection between the circulation networks of the misinformation and the circulation networks of the correction.
Furthermore, when it is diffused by mainstream media, the correction of the non verified
information is also hampered by the crisis of the system trust in mainstream media and
its competition with the relational and affective trust typical of social media.
The building of a “shared and believable truth” is also based on the specificity
of trust and credibility on social media. Information which flows among networks of
friends who communicate frequently on social media (like, comment, share each other)
can benefit from the relational trust and the perception of being part of a shared identity
which characterize them. Furthermore the friends of friends chains, based on affective
or normative credibility, when supporting the flow of pieces of information, lend to the
information the credibility of the chain and thus contribute to its perceived truth.
At the end of the process, an unverified piece of content is converted into a “shared
and believable truth”, difficult to correct.
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IT JUST FEELS RIGHT:
AFFECTIVE VERIDICTION IN THE ERA OF POST-TRUTH

Abstract
When considered in the context of affect theory, post-truth is quite plausible. Affects come from
deep inside of us, convincing us of their prominence over everything else, including rational
thought. The embodied quality of affects leads to their misconception as fact. Because affects are
felt so powerfully, they are often believed over anything that may indicate something contradictory.
The post-truth world is an affective imaginary where people who do not believe consensual
facts and truths as they are presented are offered established alternatives. Through the lens of
affect these alternative facts are better understood as affective facts. Affective facts are perceived
and trusted as facts. The major achievement of rightwing populist movements is their creation of
a fully operational logical apparatus that functions through affect, so that any information it comes
across is filtered through and recoded according to affective facts and truths. That they are based
in lies is irrelevant. In this context there is no possibility of the fabled “speaking truth to power”.
Old forms of resistance are outmaneuvered by an emergent politics of competing affects.
The new master narratives are intensity and confusion, where affect gives semblance to a
new ontology of governance. Michel Foucault discussed this as the notion of veridiction, where
truth is constructed for populations in order to align them with state rationality. We are witnessing
the far-right in the U.S. attempt an extreme experiment in veridiction. Through a case study of the
2016 election campaign and first 100 hundred days of Trump’s presidency, we aim to explore attempts by the far right in the U.S. to harness affect and cultivate a new regime of truth, an alternate
reality for supporters.
Keywords
Affect; veridiction; post-truth; far-right; alternative facts.

Post-truth is a curious idea. At first glance, the notion of a post-truth world presupposes the laughably naive confidence in an era of truth existing beforehand. If anything
the notion of post-truth reveals a higher order of truth by reminding us that what we
immediately understand as truth is a political luxury, open at any moment to affective
annihilation. Today consensual facts and truths are under siege in a fashion so unbelievable that it is disarming, but with such potency that it should have been understood as
inevitable. Through affect the seemingly impenetrable modern world is being assailed
by truth’s oldest of rivals: mendacity and absurdity.
Post-truth attracts people from all across the ideological spectrum, but its ideas
have been reappropriated strategically by far-right movements to expand and secure
political territory. Affect is being used by the far-right to repudiate and supplant tradi*
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tional politics by subverting the reality within which they operate. The success of the
resurgence of extreme right ideology lies in their use of affect to not only rally support,
but to construct and maintain a fully-functioning logical apparatus that operates through
affect1. Essentially the far-right are using affect to perform action on the logic of logic by
offering an alternative perception whose intensity supersedes established facts, truths,
and realities at a primary level.
In 2017 millions of people in the United States have passed a threshold where established facts and truths are being actively disregarded. Today in America 81% of Republican and Democrat voters cannot agree on basic facts2. This appalling figure is a towering triumph for far-right politics. The very foundation on which common ground can be
found has been ruptured. When basic facts can’t be agreed upon, discourses built upon
these facts are undermined. The far-right are weaponizing affect, they’re impairing the
conditions under which consensual truth is understood by inviting followers to dismiss
rational thought in favour of the thrill of sensation. For the far-right the abolition of facts
is one step in a far more insidious process. Post-truth to the far-right is about ontological
reterritorialization through the administration of affect. Politics throughout the contemporary West are negotiated through affect, with no more obvious example than Donald
Trump’s victory in the United States.
Let’s go back to the inauguration day of Trump, where media reports3 emerge
claiming the crowds are the smallest ever recorded. Along with many of these reports is
a paring of photos, side by side. One is from the Obama inauguration in 2009, the other
from the Trump Inauguration in 2017. The Obama crowd is plush and overflowing, but
Trump’s crowd is sparse, the same space more empty than full. The next day Trump’s
press secretary Sean Spicer claims in his daily press conference: “This was the largest
audience to ever witness an inauguration. Period”4. Spicer is not referring to Obama’s
crowd, but Trump’s. He also calls the news media coverage of Trump’s tiny crowds
dishonest and ill intentioned.
Coming from an official representative of the president, the comment is so comically mendacious many simply cannot take it seriously. It seems too preposterous to
imagine people watching at home could actually believe Spicer. But as the social sphere
erupts with laughter and news media denounce the pathetic duplicity of the attempt, the
treachery of the strategy is forgotten. The crowd claim is just one in an unending series
of falsehoods perpetuated by Trump and those who speak for him. Individually each
claim is more outrageous than the next, but collectively they work together to develop
and maintain affective resonance among supporters. As long as the affective intensity is
sustained, it does not matter what Trump claims.
At a post-inauguration rally in Melbourne, Florida, Trump points to a supporter in
1
“This is not to say that affect is not a legitimate way of knowing, or that reason does not suffer its own
perversions, but rather to point out that in 2017 affect is being harnessed by the far-right to call into being
political realties. For a more comprehensive discussion of the substantive and transcendental potential of
affect, see ch. 1: “The Slinky”, in Masamune’s Blade: A Proposition for Dialectic Affect Research, edited by
P. Zuurbier and F. Lesage (New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 2016).
2
A. Edwards-Levy, “Trump and Clinton Supporters Can’t Even Agree on ‘Basic Facts’”, HuffPost, October 14, 2016, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/clinton-trump-facts_us_5800e7dbe4b0162c043b6d5a.
3
J. Mason, R. Rampton, “White House Accuses Media of Playing Down Inauguration Crowds”, Reuters,
January 24, 2017, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-trump-media-idUSKBN15600I.
4
L. Robertson, R. Farley, “Fact Check: The Controversy over Trump’s Inauguration Crowd Size”, USA
Today, January 24, 2017, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/01/24/fact-check-inaugurationcrowd-size/96984496/.
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the crowd and calls him to the stage. A man of average height with a lean build, dark
hair, and bulging eyes emerges. After a tense minute in the arms of the Secret Service,
Trump devotee Gene Huber takes the stage. President Trump moves aside from the
lectern and gives Gene the stage. After the speech, Trump shakes Gene’s hand, hugs
him, says something in his ear, and gestures him off the stage. At that point, Huber is
interviewed on CNN and asked about his admiration for Donald Trump. Gene responds:
Every single second every day I am with you. I’ve got a six-foot cardboard box [sic] of president Trump in my house. And I salute that every single day. And I pray and tell him ‘Mr.
president, I pray for your safety today’. And I’m not lying, I do that every single day, to the
president, that is cardboard5.

In terms of affect, what is particularly resonant about Gene’s response is how he describes his relationship to Donald Trump, someone he had never met before this moment. Gene seems to truly believe Trump loves him, and that he loves Trump. Gene’s
devotion to Trump may very well be fanatical, but as Gene beams and effuses praise for
the man whose image he literally worships it becomes clear that there is little beyond the
surface of his intensity. Gene continues:
I’ve never been into politics in my life up until president Trump came down the elevator [sic]
and he taught me everything. He taught me everything…There’s no words to describe what
this man is doing. He promised to do this, he promised to do that, you know you have a lot
of voters out there, I have family members that say to me they voted for president Trump:
“I hope he does this”, “I hope he can do this”. You know what I say? He will do this. That’s
why I love this man.

Gene’s connection with Trump is deeply personal. But Gene’s inability to articulate
anything specific about Trump’s politics reveals the affective plane on which the connection resides. Because of Trump, Gene now feels. Specifically, he feels about politics.
Though he does not refer to an individual policy, or even accurately describe the moment of Trump’s political debut where he descended on an escalator and not an elevator,
he’s convinced that Trump is looking out for his interest. This unconditional knowing
is based in affect.
***
Brian Massumi discusses the process of misconception that goes on between affects and facts. Massumi writes that affect is used to:
Functionally substitute the affective fact of the matter for what is accepted as actual fact.
The actual fact is neither directly contested nor forgotten, yet is disabled. It slips behind the
affective fact, which comes to the fore to take over as the operative reality6.

For those caught up in the affective moment of the far-right resurgence the intensity offers them the pretence of truth. There is no reasoning, there is no amount of informing,

5
“Trump Supporter: I Salute a Cardboard Trump”, CNN, February 18, 2017, http://www.cnn.com/videos/politics/2017/02/18/donald-trump-supporter-gene-huber-intv-nr.cnn.
6
B. Massumi, “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact: The Political Ontology of Threat”, in The Affect
Theory Reader, edited by M. Gregg and G.J. Seigworth, Durham: Duke University Press, 2010, 67.
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explaining, or arguing that will shake the affective connections that lie at the heart of
these facts. So claims to “alternative facts” made by Trump spokespeople are quite plausible in the context of affect. “Alternative facts” are affective facts, bits of information
that evoke a reaction with an accompanying feeling which is preferable to the underlying truths associated with the contested consensual fact. These affective facts, whether
they involve crowd sizes, walls, tragedies that never occurred, surveillance that didn’t
happen, or any of the other deceptive claims made by Trump and his inner circle, are
always constructed to align with the pre-established resonance. This resonance has been
established around long-standing fears and anxieties, as well as a generalized political
cynicism that has been waiting to be named and directed.
The reality that toddlers with firearms kill more Americans each and every year
than Islamist extremists does not matter. For millions of Americans, one claim feels
more true than the other; it feeds into the existing intensity. The affective fact is believed, and it becomes a logical foundation that other affective facts are developed
around. Affective facts are not verifiable because they are affects. Far-right converts do
not recognize consensus facts, nor do they desire to. As long as the affect stays lit any
piece of information, any kernel of a relation to consensus reality can be reconfigured
to fit the affective logic.
In the aftermath of the Trump victory it came out that though he had won the
electoral college, he had lost the popular vote. One of the key claims of Trump and the
far-right is that millions of illegal ballots were cast for his opponent. CNN held a group
interview with five Trump supporters, asking them about this wholly unsubstantiated
and disproven claim: “Voting is a privilege in this country, and you need to be legal, not
like California where three million illegals voted” an elderly trump supporter named
Paula tells CNN7.
Up to that point, the only notable example of voter fraud in 2016 is a case involving the
former chairman of the Republican Party in Colorado who mailed in his estranged wife’s
voting card with a forged signature8. When Paula is challenged on this the three-million-illegals-voted claim, she has no evidence other than ‘the media’ and an anecdotal
example from a polling station that she and some of her colleagues on the panel refer to.
Despite the absence of factual evidence they all speak with conviction.
“Do you think that three million illegal people voted?”
“I believe in California that there were illegals that voted”.
“How many?”
“I don’t. To tell you the truth, nobody really knows that”.
“But do you think three dozen, or do you think three million?”
“I think there was a good amount because the President [Obama] told people that they could
vote and it happened in Nashua, we caught some people. They went into Nashua and they
said ‘the President said I could vote, I’m here illegally’”.
“Did you hear President Obama say that illegal people could vote?”
“Yes”.
“Tell me, where?”
“You can find it. Google it”, another Trump says.

7
A. Camerota, “Trump Supporters Claim Stuns CNN Anchor”, CNN, December 1, 2016, http://www.
cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/12/01/cnn-anchor-stunned-trump-supporter-newday.cnn.
8
B. Siepel, “Ex-Colorado GOP Head Charged with Voter Fraud”, The Hill, March 22, 2017. Found at:
http://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/325140-ex-colorado-gop-head-charged-with-voter-fraud.
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The resounding takeaway from the interview is that Paula and her peers remain
resolutely unmoved in their belief that three million people voted illegally in California.
They come off as foolish of course. Even the reporter can barely manage to disguise
their own shock at the pure baselessness of the claim, at one point physically banging
their own head. Yet to Trump supporters the claim is soundly imbedded in a higher
affective truth. After all, how else could Trump lose the popular vote? Pushed into a
corner with actual facts the Trump supporters did not cower, they raised the intensity
through attack.
In far-right post-truth ignorance, is not as much celebrated as it is flipped on its
head. To be ignorant is to be of a higher level of consciousness. Trump embodies this,
and in doing so he inspires followers to the do the same. The post-truth world is one
where people who don’t believe consensual facts have alternatives that better suit their
feelings. Massumi explains that affect is used to hijack logic while situating itself as
logical:
An operative logic is a productive process that inhabits a shared environment, or field of
exteriority, with other processes and logics. It figures in that field as a formative movement:
a tendency towards the iterative production of its own variety of constituted fact. The forms
of determination it brings into being as fact have an inborn tendency towards proliferation
by virtue of the self-causative powers of their formative processes9.

When legacy media indulges affective facts by providing them a platform, the resonance
is transmitted as it becomes chained to other affective facts, reinforcing the whole edifice. It is difficult to go back to the start to debate what has now been accepted, so any
challenges have to accommodate the affective logic. But in accommodating affective
logic these challenges succumb to it. Arguments shift to fit affective logic but in doing
so they have already lost, they will only enhance pre-existing resonance or inspire new
violent intensities in opposition. Appeals by the far-right use affect to supersede the
discursive negotiation of fact and truth, they chain affective facts together to recode
everything it comes across into their ideological construct. Each individual affective fact
is already verified by the established resonance surrounding it. We can see this dynamic
at play in Trumps tweeting about having been the victim of state surveillance.
Only a couple of months into his term, Trump finds himself at the centre of an investigation surrounding the ties between him, his campaign, and Russia leading up to, during,
and after the election. In a response to the growing trouble Trump tweeted: “Just found
out that Obama had my ‘wires tapped’ in Trump Tower just before the victory. Nothing
found. This is McCarthyism!”10
The story cycled through news media and the social sphere, with Trump supporters facing a challenge to their predictable ideological alignment: the Red Menace. The
long-standing relationship between Russia and the U.S. has its own affects which contest the intensities Trump evokes in his followers. As the controversy plays out and the
evidence piles up, Trump and his surrogates get more and more desperate to maintain
resonance and provide some air of logical anchoring. At one point Trump spokesperMassumi, “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact”, 62-63.
P. Bump, “Why Does Trump Think Obama Tapped His Phones? A Point-by-Point Investigation”,
The Toronto Star, March 6, 2017, https://www.thestar.com/news/world/2017/03/06/why-does-trump-thinkobama-tapped-his-phones-a-point-by-point-investigation.html.
9

10
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son Kellyanne Conway makes the claim that: “You can surveil someone through their
phones, certainly through their television sets ‒ any number of ways… [There are] microwaves that turn into cameras… We know this is a fact of modern life”11.
Blaming Obama, crying McCarthyism, accusing microwave ovens, all of it is intended to divert from the reality that Trump has been under surveillance from agencies
both foreign12 and domestic13 for relationships with Russian government officials and
organized crime members. The tweet in and of itself has just enough of a kernel of truth
to feed the established logic. The overall point is to provide a semblance of fact to legitimate the affect and diffuse any attempt at rational thought or discussion. This intentional
stoking of affects sets the political table for the larger project of creating the conditions
through which a new regime of truth can be established.
The lies told by Trump and his surrogates should not only be considered individually, instead they can be better understood collectively as ongoing attempts to ignite affect
and fan the flames among supporters. With each spurious, grandiose and false claim
made by Trump and his people the goal is the continuation of the entrenched, smouldering intensity that has been developed by Trump and his predecessors for decades.
When it seems like Trump and his surrogates are being incoherent, it’s because they
are, at least according to the rational logic most people use to negotiate the everyday
world around them. But they are appealing to affective logic and legitimating through
affective fact. The ascendency of far-right politics in the United States is based in the
advancement of a regime of veridiction through affect.
***
In his Birth of Biopolitics lectures, Michel Foucault discusses veridiction as the process
by which truth is constructed for populations in order to align them with state rationality.
Foucault writes:
The constitution of a particular right of truth on the basis of a legal situation, the law and
truth relationship finding its privileged expression in discourse, the discourse in which law
is formulated and in which what can be called true or false is formulated and in which what
can be truth or false is formulated; the regime of veridiction, in fact, is not a law of truth,
[but] the set of rules enabling one to establish which statements in a given discourse can be
described as true or false14.

Veridiction is the cultivation of perception by contouring the edges, prescribing the conditions that allow particular discourses to appear as truth. The continual provocation
of affective logic within the political media spectacle affirms a perception that self-reinforces based on the most resonant yet factually-specious correlations. Bio-politics is

11
M. Kelly, “Kellyanne Conway Suggests Even Wider Surveillance of Trump Campaign”, USA Today,
March 12, 2017, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/03/12/kellyanne-conway-surveillancetrump-campaign-wider/99109170/.
12
L. Harding, S. Kirchgaessnerand, N. Hopkins, “British Spies Were First to Spot Trump Team’s Links
with Russia”, The Guardian, April 13, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/apr/13/britishspies-first-to-spot-trump-team-links-russia.
13
J. Borger, S. Ackerman, “Trump-Russia Collusion Is being Investigated by FBI, Comey Confirms”,
The Guardian, March 20, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/mar/20/fbi-director-comey-confirms-investigation-trump-russia.
14
M. Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France 1978-1979, translated by
G. Burchell, New York: Picador, 2004, 35.
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about the instrumentalization of populations, the administration of masses of people
to participate in the neoliberal economy. This involves calibrating every single aspect
of the bio-political subject’s lives so that they are optimized to produce as labor. The
ontological aspect of this process of bio-political conditioning is known as veridiction.
The U.S. far-right has used affect to construct a regime of veridiction. What Massumi describes in the imposition of an operative logic of affect is a similar process to
Foucault’s discussion of veridiction. Massumi writes:
Each regime of power in the ecology of powers will have its own operative logic implicating
unique modes of causality… The causal and temporal processes involved will endow the objects of each regime of power with an ontological status different from those of any regime.
Correlative to its ontology, each regime will have the dedicated epistemology guiding the
constitution of its political “facts” and guaranteeing their legitimation15.

Affect ensures favourable conditions in advance, so that any fact and logical inference
surrounding it is accepted. Trump claims: “I will build a great wall ‒ and nobody builds
walls better than me, believe me… I will build a great, great wall on our southern border,
and I will make Mexico pay for that wall. Mark my words”16. The premise is farcical,
but the impossible logistics of the claim, both legal and financial, are subsumed in the
larger resonance. The entire proposition of the wall is legitimated beforehand through
the existing intensities around immigration, inequality, drug war, ISIL, etc. For Trump’s
supporters, the wall will do whatever they need the wall to do. Anything that does not
fit the ongoing resonance is ignored or dismissed immediately. There are few if any
entry points for contestation, though countless individuals, organizations, and media
outlets try. The truth that feels right is the one taking priority for huge portions of the
population. Affect provides a thick, impenetrable shield that only fortifies itself with
each attack.
Massumi discusses the ontological implications of the administration of the operative logic of affect over populations through his notion of ontopower. Massumi writes:
“Ontopower is a name for a power of becoming whose force is maximally abstract,
whose power resides in ‘conceptual persuasion”17. Ontopower is a means for Massumi
to conceptualize the instrumentalization of affect involved with the Bush-era “War on
Terror”. The logic of pre-emption conditioned the perceptions of the public, reterritorializing through the ceaseless immanence of threat. Massumi sees ontopower as
over-arching bio-politics, writing: “Ontopower is conceptually distinct from biopower,
and that it processually encompasses it, along with its companion modes of power”18.
But Massumi’s discussion of ontopower and bio-politics makes no reference to veridiction. Given the close alignment between the ideas, veridiction can perhaps be seen as a
more granular aspect of ontopower. But operative logics of affect are only one means by
which processes of veridiction are established. Though the implications of his argument
of pre-emption remain resonant, the narrow scope of Massumi’s discussion make his
claim to the pre-eminence of ontopower seem overstated. In 2017 the attempts by the

Massumi, “The Future Birth of the Affective Fact”, 62.
Telegraph Foreign Staff, “The Trump Manifesto”. The Telegraph, June 17, 2015, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/us-election/11679626/The-Trump-manifesto.html.
17
B. Massumi, Ontopower: War, Powers, and the State of Perception, Durham: Duke University Press,
2015, 221.
18
Ibid., 234.
15
16

Com soc 3_17.indb 479

19/12/2017 10:02:51

480

PETER ZUURBIER - DARREN FLEET

U.S. far-right to construct a regime of veridiction encompasses far more than the manip-

ulation of fears around terrorism.
According to Foucault veridiction is “a site of verification-falsification for governmental practice”19. The process of veridiction is one of a continually ongoing test.
In the case of Trump, these tests use affect to disrupt facts, truths, and the underlying
conventions they operate under. Supporters are given the choice: Follow the affect, or
the rational fact? Do they adhere to the affective logic, or the established logic? This is
a test. What feels more true?
Each of the endless stream of false claims by Trump and his surrogates challenge
his supporters to continually follow the intensity. Any one false claim that is not completely dismissed is treated as though it has been verified, and it along with new versions and variations are promoted. Through repetition and insistence the resonance and
plausibility of the false claim is enhanced and eventually it begins to gain traction.
From there the now somewhat believable false claim is pushed to the absolute limit
of verification, just before it faces enough resistance to risk affective reversal. At this
point the most seemingly preposterous conclusions are extrapolated from the now-established affective fact. Whatever inferences resonate to the extent that they are not
totally discounted are picked up on, and the process begins anew, all of it aggregating
and compounding. The line shifts as the distance between what was once understood as
truth and the new affective reality grows, while at the same time the distance travelled
in the process of veridiction is forgotten.
During the campaign, each time Trump said something more offensive, he dared
followers to leave him. The first test Trump offered was his “Mexican rapists” comment.
As soon as it was not summarily denied and contemptibly rejected, he moved on to the
wall. Day after day, tests both large and small accumulate. Their affective intensity
won’t allow them to be completely abandoned, so they are verified and built upon.
During the first debate, Trump claims: “I did not support the war in Iraq. That is a [sic]
mainstream media nonsense put out by her”20. The debate moderator challenges Trump
on this, since on many occasions surrounding the war Trump publicly supported the
Bush administration, all on public record. In response, Trump attempts a meandering,
and at times incoherent, explanation that somehow this is not what he said. Realizing the
error, Trump goes back to what he knows: I was against the war. Even if I said I was for
it, I was against it. Trump’s refusal to acknowledge his previous words is openly mocked
by many, but for supporters Trump’s resonance maintains its consistency, if not intensifying in the wake of his intransigence. The inconsistency doesn’t matter. Since Trump
and his surrogates were rarely-if-ever denied time on the air for lying, the affective facts
they put forth were verified and built upon.
Trump’s particular brand of veridiction is based in the conditioning of a perception that is maintained in the immediate21. Affect exists in the immediate and the lies
depend on it. For better and worse affect maintains perceptual immediacy. When people
are focused in the immediate, they are never considering the larger picture. Historical
context and larger implications are marginalized in favour of whatever is occurring in

Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 32.
“Trump: I Was Against Iraq War, Ask Sean Hannity”, CNN, September 26, 2016, http://www.cnn.
com/videos/politics/2016/09/26/clinton-trump-debate-hofstra-trump-iraq-war-sean-hannity-12.cnn/video/
playlists/2016-presidential-debate-donald-trump-hillary-clinton/.
21
For a deeper discussion of the relationship between immediacy and affect, see ch. 3: “Real Time”, in
Masamune’s Blade: A Proposition for Dialectic Affect Research, edited by P. Zuurbier and F. Lesage.
19
20
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the immediate instance. Immediacy never has to end, it is open to perpetual shifting and
reshaping. Trump himself seems to be locked into the immediate, and he brings his followers along with him. Every flip-flop and contradiction affirms this. NATO is obsolete,
NATO is no longer obsolete; scrap NAFTA, keep NAFTA; non-intervention, intervention.
He is ideologically fluid, but his mode stresses urgency and presence. There is no time
to think, there is only time to feel. Consider his attempt at a Muslim travel ban. Trump
insisted the ban must happen right away, regardless of the legality22. Why? Because it
needs to happen now.
By the time we get back to where we began, with Sean Spicer’s comments on
Trump’s inauguration day crowd, almost every test Trump has employed has been
passed. At this point most alternative facts have been verified by virtue of his victory.
So Spicer pushes to a new, previously unimaginable limit: claiming Trump’s crowd is
the biggest ever in spite of photographic evidence to the contrary. Perhaps the instance
had occurred earlier, but at that moment Spicer makes it clear: the purpose of the test
has changed. It is no longer about affect versus rationality, the test has become one of
obedience to the affect, and to Trump by extension.
While claims of fact and truth are being undermined, fealty to the system is also
enforced through a demand to accommodate the process of veridiction. The verification-falsification test becomes not only one of perception, but one of conformity: are
you one of them, or one of us? The next test that follows each normalized claim raise
the stakes as followers become more and more complicit in the process. No one knows
when the shift from verification-falsification to obedience occurs until it has already
passed into the latter. Enough concessions and compromises occur as the affective logic
takes hold, the endless repetition of the demands break through any logical armour.
Midnight Tweets. Open conflicts of interests. Leaks and palace intrigue. Transparent
bigotry. Strategic bombing. All are essential not only to keeping the affective firestorm
raging, but to continue to test. As Trump is treated seriously not literally23 consensus
reality must bend to what he says in order to justify whatever nonsense comes out of
his mouth.
***
Foucault’s discussion of veridiction occurs within the context of neoliberalism. Today,
the failure of neoliberalism has opened the terrain for far-right affective veridicition.
The result is dueling regimes of veridiction: the neoliberal and the authoritarian. The
ascendancy of far-right post-truth politics rides upon continuous waves of affect, a tide
that slowly shapes everything they come across through ceaseless repetition. We’re seeing in the U.S. and throughout the globe that affect is used to stoke panic, suspicion,
contempt and malice, manufacturing new social divisions while re-establishing age-old
ones. That it is based in lies and deception is not relevant. Whoever can inspire the
most resonant affect wins. Old forms of political discourse and resistance towards it are
22
S. Siddiqui, “Trump Signs ‘Extreme Vetting’ Executive Orrder for People Entering the U.S.”, The
Guardian, January 27, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/27/donald-trump-muslim-refugee-ban-executive-action#img-1.
23
N. Berlatsky, “Peter Thiel Wants America to Take Trump Seriously, but not Literally. That’s Dangerous”, Quartz, November 1, 2016, https://qz.com/824650/peter-thiel-wants-america-to-take-donald-trumpseriously-but-not-literally/.
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outmaneuvered by an emergent politics of competing affects ‒ from the left, right, and
centre ‒ contested logics, and discordant perceptions.
Far-right veridiction is about destroying neoliberal states so that authoritarian ones
rise in their place. That is the endgame. The competition for perception between the dueling regimes of veridiction occurs within people as much as among them. The unending
tests challenge each individual in ways unique to them, and collectively they undermine
the entire system as constructed. Most people can only follow one truth, so the dueling
regimes of veridiction are creating communities and countries of people living together
while engaged in separate realities. Whether followers are loyal to Trump or to the affect
he provokes is unclear. The ‘movements’ fidelity is to the feeling and action, in embodying the ideology more than actually subscribing to it.
This is the intersection that we’ve come to at this moment. The absurdity of the administration of post-truth is indicative of the way in which truth is discursively created.
Post-truth is the revelation of veridiction and in particular the instrumentalization of affect to create alternate notions of truth. Far-right populist movements are succeeding not
only in emboldening an existing base and recruiting new people, their most remarkable
achievement involves something much more threatening, the undercutting of some of
the most fundamental facts and truths that our world operates under. Their major coup is
the development of a logical apparatus based in affect that constructs alternate perceptions, truths and realities for their followers. Everything that is seen and experienced in
the world is different for the supporters of the far-right. They have no faith in the core
and underlying conventions and norms in what they perceive as a false, liberal society.
Instead they privilege discourse that further undermines pre-existing knowledge and
information because the sensations are appealing.
The affects manufactured and administered by the far-right have been compelling
in claiming territory the traditional left held firmly. The tautology of affective politics
has confounded the left as much as it has empowered the right. Critical theory is forced
to argue in favour of things that it would have found itself critiquing under previous
circumstances, while frustratingly finding itself aligned with the far-right on other issues. The gravitational pull of the far-right is unavoidable. But where critical theory
endeavours to open perception, post-truth’s goal is the severe limitation of perception.
The left-right political spectrum is now a quaint remnant of a simpler time, affective
veridiction has resulted in a shift. Today the affective negotiation of politics has created
a new division: on one side neoliberalism and on the other fascism.

Com soc 3_17.indb 482

19/12/2017 10:02:51

«Comunicazioni sociali», 2017, n. 3, 483-494
© 2017 Vita e Pensiero / Pubblicazioni dell’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore

FRANÇOIS ALLARD-HUVER*
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Abstract
From traditional to digital media, the growth of false information, hoaxes or rumors has recently
crystalized in the formulas “fake news” or “alternative facts”, which indicate a certain weakening
of critical thinking. These formulas reveal that the public sphere experiences complex epistemological processes, an even more complex relationship to truth and a profound modification of alethurgies. This paper will analyze the “life” of false information in a changing media environment,
first by defining what the terms “fake news” and “alternative facts” mean, before subsequently
analyzing a recent case study involving different levels of false information and forgeries during
the French election, the macronleaks. We will observe the ambiguous role of social networks and
the strategies deployed by some actors to decipher false information. Therefore, our aim is to offer
a semio-political analysis of “fake news” and “alternative facts” that will help us understand why
we are so eager to believe in them, and what to do about them.
Keywords
Veridictory square; fake news; alternative facts; macronleaks; semiology; social networks.

1. introduction
In his book on the epistemology of knowledge, Gaston Bachelard stated that “knowledge of reality is a light that always cast shadows somewhere” but more interestingly
that “reality is never ‘what one may believe’ but always what one should have thought”1.
This definition of knowledge in the epistemological context of scientific enquiry resonate today when one think about the propagation of so-called “fake news” or “alternative facts”, that some actors tend to promote, mostly in media and politics. For instance,
since his investiture President Donald Trump is constantly harassing media and claiming that what they report is “fake” according to what he believes reality is – or should
be. More recently, Florian Philippot, number 2 of the French nationalist party, tweeted
false information from the “macronleaks” – a vast and broad smear campaign mitigating
real leaked documents and forgeries – claiming that even if they are false “they may
have been perfectly real”, thus worth spreading and “truthful” enough to construct an
ideological argument against Emmanuel Macron. From traditional to digital media, the
growing number of false information, hoaxes or rumors have recently crystalized in the
formulas “fake news” or “alternative facts”, which indicate a certain weakening of crit-
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ical thinking. When one speaks about truth, one must also defines what isn’t true, what
is lie, falsehood or secrecy, and what ideological constructs are behind “fake news” and
“alternative facts”. These formulas reveal that the public sphere experiences complex
epistemological processes, an even more complex relationship to truth and a profound
modification of alethurgies, the revelation of truth.
The first part of this research is dedicated to exploring the definition of truth as well
as the relationship between truth and its antonyms and associated concepts such as lie,
falsehood or secrecy. From the rumor to the hoax, from the fabricated story to the simple
“photoshoped” image, false information are meaningful signs2 creating a specific rhetoric and aesthetic that need to be analyzed. At the crossroad of the scholastic tradition
and a semiotic perspective, the veridictory square designed by Greimas and Courtes will
help us to position and observe the different concepts3. Secondly, in this paper, we are
also conducting a semiological analysis of the different categories of “fake news” or “alternative facts” that one may encounter, by observing the discourse, imageries, media,
diffusion strategies, as well as the actors involved in their enunciation, publication or
denunciation. We will work on different examples that will help us understand the complexity and historical density of false information and their semio-political signification
as well as their techno-semiotic nature4.
For instance, President Trump’s and his administration’s tweets and statement on
media and facts recall on processes as old as democracy and question the evolution of
democracy itself. In the last part of this paper, we will focus on the deciphering strategies engaged by several actors in order to counter disinformation tactics that others
engage. We will observe the “macronleaks” which disturbed the last moments of the
French presidential election and presented an interesting case of intertwined uses of
fake news, alternative facts, real leaks in addition to foreign countries media and hackers
interventions to destabilize Emmanuel Macron. Moreover, the analysis of the ambivalent role played by digital media and social networks will hold a special place in this
research. If Facebook or Twitter seem to have accompanied the multiplication and the
mass diffusion of false information, they also allow the development of faster and more
effective verification mechanisms, thus creating a whole new alethurgy in which transparency plays a particular role.

2. the veridictory square
Defining truth is a difficult process. In this paper, we choose to use Greimas’s veridictory square to analyze the different forms of false information, hoaxes, rumors or “leaks”
one can encounter. The veridictory square, although used by semioticians, recalls on the
scholastic tradition which tried to distinguish the false ontological – something that is
truly, by nature, false – from the false intentional – something that someone made false
by design. The square also clarifies the relationship of the different concepts with each
other by visually positioning them. It is thus an interesting tool both to characterize

R. Barthes, “Rhétorique de l’image”, Communications, 4 (1964): 40-51.
A. Greimas, J. Courtés, Sémiotique. Dictionnaire raisonné de la théorie du langage, Paris: Hachette,
1994, 454.
4
F. Allard-Huver, N. Gilewicz, “Digital Parrhesia 2.0: Moving beyond Deceptive Communications
Strategies in the Digital World”, Handbook of Research on Digital Media and Creative Technologies, IGI
Global, 2015, 404-416.
2
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“fake news” and “alternative facts” and to understand what these new concepts involve
regarding truth in the public sphere. Moreover, by marking the nuance, the different
degrees and the distinction between the different terms of the square, Greimas and
Courtés wanted to present in this figure the: “cognitive activity of an epistemic nature
which [...] aims to achieve a veridictory position”5. The square allows the understanding of what “simulacrums of truth” are and how to position them in their relationship
with truth itself.
The veridictory square is presented in the following way: two lines intersect, the
first is that of manifestation, “appear / not-appear”, the second is that of immanence,
“being / non-being”. On each side of the square stays a concept: truth on the top, falsehood on the bottom, secrecy on the right facing lie on the left. Each concept can be
defined through the different lines and the side where it stands.
Figure
- Theveridictory
veridictory square
square
Figure
1 -1 The

So, the secrecy is what is, but does not appear. Truth is, on the contrary, what is and
appears. The lie also appears, but is not. Finally, the last term of the square is falsehood,
something that is not and does not appear. Let us considers lies: they appear at the face
of the world but do not exist by nature. On the opposite side, secrets are things that exist
but remain hidden. Thus, lying is diametrically opposed to secrecy, which is important
when we consider deciphering strategies as necessary new online activities for those
who fight “fake news”: one must use transparency to reveal secrecy by making it pass
into the regime of manifestation. Transparency exposes the non-being nature of the lie
which was already in full light, seen and known to all. Truth rests indirectly on these
two sides: it is and it appears, and can be born at the same time through the revelation
of what did not appear or through the revelation of the fallacious character of what is
already in light, of what is not true. Transparency then appears as the activity capable
of deciding on the nature of the elements we encounter. The activity of transparency is
therefore the exercise of the faculty of judging, at least the premises of the faculty of
judging, with the aim of determining what is or what is not. When seeking the truthfulness of the information we encounter online transparency helps exposing objects as well
as determining the nature of these objects. Therefore, truth cannot be seen as a given but

5
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always as the result of a process which infers ruling on the immanence and the manifestation of the object.
Lastly, falsehood is an interesting and complex term in this figure. It is something
that is not but also does not appear. It can be seen as a transitory state rather than a fixed
category, as the false often tends to become a lie. Nonetheless, some actors may take
advantage from this concept: they imply that the false concept is in fact a secret that is
not yet revealed. By doing so, they exploit confusion surrounding not-yet revealed concepts to reinforce their ideological position and use false as strong rhetorical arguments.
For example, false “leaks” disguise false information as revealed secrets and play with
the public eagerness to uncover secret, to discover the hidden truth: the “macronleaks”
is a clear example of such mechanism. On a historical perspective, Senator McCarthy’s
“list” of potential communists within the U.S. administration used similar mechanisms:
always mentioned as a hidden truth but never fully disclosed or even attested, it allowed
Senator McCarthy to draw power and influence in the U.S. public opinion by becoming
the keeper of a secret allegedly crucial for public safety. Subsequently, how can we position and describe “fake news” and “alternative fact”?

3. from the fake to the alternative, from assumed falsehoods

to assured lies

“Fake news”. The United States’ President Donald Trump used this expression more
than 50 times since his election. This expression is most associated with mainstream
media networks or newspapers like CNN or The New York Times that, according to Donald Trump, propagate “conspiracy theories” and are “blind hatred”.
On the first hand, “fake news” claims that what is and what appears is not the
truth. It implies that other actors are lying or, worse, that their arguments are false, that
they build their discourses on things that do not exist. Qualifying an information, a
comment or an analysis, “fake news”, therefore lead to push the opponent’s argument
down the immanence line from being to non-being and to see the opponent as a liar
which discourse should not be trusted. Furthermore, suggesting the falsehood of the
news is also a way to oblyrate the opponent’s right to formulate statements in the public
sphere as it implies that his discourse comes from a place of non-being and non-appearing, and should stay this way. When discussing the real number of supporters who
showed for President Trump’s Inaugural Ceremony, the White House Press Secretary
Sean Spicer accused the media of propagating false information: “Some members of
the media were engaged in deliberately false reporting”6. In order to support his claims,
he suggested public transportation passengers’ ridership without clear evidence where
data came from. Furthermore, in the same press conference, Sean Spicer also declared
that: “That’s what you guys should be writing and covering, instead of sowing division
about tweets and false narratives”7. By doing so, he engaged a debate about the veracity,
the immanence level, of information circulating in the media as well as a critic of the
journalists’ right to publish information freely. He also indirectly stated that information
he dismisses should never be published. Moreover, during his discourse at the Con6
Sean Spicer held a press conference, last modified May 15, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/the-fix/wp/2017/01/21/sean-spicer-held-a-press-conference-he-didnt-take-questions-or-tell-the-wholetruth/?utm_term=.ae8478d03a1b.
7
Ibid.
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servative Political Action Conference at the Gaylord National Resort and Convention
Center, the 24th February 2017, Donald Trump stated that “the fake news doesn’t tell
the truth”8. He corroborated the idea that those using the concept of “fake news” are associated with falsehood, as a refutation of truth. The U.S. President further elaborated on
this idea: “We’re just not going to sit back and let, you know, false narratives, false stories, inaccurate facts get out there”9. Again, the manifestation and the circulation issues of
contents one judges as “false” are questioned here. This strategy consequently polarizes
the public opinion and makes Trump’s opponents look like controversial actors. It has
been used in the past by Republican actors in the Congress to make Democrats look like
they were not respecting the bipartisan system. To make a proposition, a statement or a
fact look controversial in the eye of the public is also related to the strength and unity
one side shows fighting it:
One crude way to judge a proposal is by how much support it’s getting from the “other side”.
To most voters out in the vast middle, consensus across parties is a very strong indicator of
acceptability. Conversely, if there is no support on the other side ‒ if the proposal is controversial ‒ there is something suspect about it10.

Thus, if there is no support to a proposition or a fact that even actors on both side could
find reasonable, it has a lot of chance to appear controversial or extreme for the public
opinion. What then matters is the narrative created around the political proposition, not
its content: “we live in post-truth politics: a political culture in which politics (public
opinion and media narratives) have become almost entirely disconnected from policy
(the substance of legislation)11”, and in our case, facts.
On the other hand, the expression “alternative facts” directly follows the idea of
“fake news”. Indeed, after Sean Spicer controverted presentation of the inauguration
ceremony, Kellyanne Conway, a senior aide to the president, declared at NBC’s Meet
the Press: “You’re saying it’s a falsehood [...] Sean Spicer, our press secretary, gave alternative facts to that”. Thus, “alternative facts” implies that something that is not – yet
verified or may not be verified – can be and should appear in the light of a revelation
against a supposed falsehood, against someone else’s arguments. This concept moves,
in the eye of those defending “alternative facts”, from secrecy to truth to counter other
facts. But if we consider carefully the concept in the light of the veridictory square,
“alternative facts” are, at best, barefaced lies – they do not exist but stand in the light
– or at worse, elaborated fake – they do not exist and are not showed, but the claim of
their alleged existence is enough to use them as valid arguments. The willingness of
some actors to believe in these alternative facts is worrying for the state of democracy.
Indeed, in his 1992’s essay, the playwright Steve Tesich prophesized a world in which
citizens did not seek the truth anymore but willingly acknowledged the fact that truth
isn’t necessary anymore:
We are rapidly becoming prototypes of a people that totalitarian monsters could only drool
about in their dreams. All the dictators up to now have had to work hard at suppressing the
8
White House Sean Spicer Briefing, last modified May 15, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/24/
us/politics/white-house-sean-spicer-briefing.html.
9
Ibid.
10
D. Roberts, Post-Truth Politics, last modified August 21, 2017, http://grist.org/article/2010-03-30post-truth-politics/.
11
Ibid.
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truth. We, by our actions, are saying that this is no longer necessary, that we have acquired
a spiritual mechanism that can denude truth of any significance. In a very fundamental way
we, as a free people, have freely decided that we want to live in some post-truth world12.

Going back to the scholastic and semiotic analysis, lie and falsehood hold a special position in our research when we consider the actors behind “fake news” and “alternative
facts”. Lie and falsehood question how specific actors enunciate what they consider to
be the truth or what they hold as the truth, in opposition to what other actors claim or believe. In a semiotic perspective, Greimas calls this relationship the “utterance contract”
which is the contractual relationship between the enunciator, the utterance, and the receiver. This relation presupposes that the utterance is not true but appears to be true.
Everything is in the subtle relation between veracity and credulity. Opacity does not
necessarily harbor the truth, but transparency does not necessarily reveal truths. Sometimes opacity also houses lies and falsehood. The challenge of the utterance contract is to
maintain the balance between the actors’ beliefs, facts and the discourse they exchange:
Discourse is that fragile place where truth and falsehood, lies and secrecy are inscribed and
read; a more or less stable equilibrium arising from an implicit agreement between the two
actors of the communication structure. It is this tacit understanding that is referred as the
contract of veridiction13.

This process of updating the truth through discourses is part of the long tradition of alethurgy, that is to say, a series of procedures and processes inscribed within discourses
that lead to the revelation of truth. This process also recalls observing the relationship
between the enunciator and the receiver, as the contract of veridiction seems to be denounced by some actors and questions the stability of the public sphere itself.

4. questioning veracity and challenging truth as political agenda
From an historical perspective, the propagation of false information and lies is nothing
new. In pre- and post-war societies the collusion between mass communication, media
and propaganda in the communication processes raised questions about the status of the
opinion, considered manipulable, particularly among some researchers at the Frankfurt
School. The birth of the modern habermassian public sphere in relationship with mass
media was seen as tainted by the circulation of “alternative facts” such as, for example,
the communist implication in the Reichstag fire in 1933. Consequently, political leaders
have always been keen on manipulating facts to fit their political agenda and propose
their own version of truth.
As we have seen truth is never a given but always the result of a process – an
alethurgy – which is intimately linked with falsehood, secrecy and lies. At the very
foundation of the public sphere and governmentality, truth is at the crossroad between
being and appearing. The symbolic of this dialectic has been questioned for a long time
and still questions the nature of the political leader. For instance, Machiavel gives great
importance to the use of secrets, lies and make-believe for the sake of the leader. The

12
Post truth and its consequences, last modified August 21, 2017, https://www.thenation.com/article/
post-truth-and-its-consequences-what-a-25-year-old-essay-tells-us-about-the-current-moment/.
13
A. Greimas, Du sens II, Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1983, 108.
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chapter XVIII of the Prince, “How Princes should keep faith”, theorized a pre-modern
opinion and public relation strategies for political leaders:
It is necessary, indeed, to put a good color on this nature, and to be skillful in simulating and
dissembling. But men are so simple, and governed so absolutely by their present needs, that
he who wishes to deceive will never fail in finding willing dupes14.

For the philosopher Alexandre Koyré: “Political lie was born with the city itself”15.
From the moment the political speech is exposed and constructed, deception and artifices are used. Initially conceived as the weapon of the weak who deceives its stronger
opponent, lies and falsehood prove to be major elements of modern societies’ communication, favored in their diffusion by the multiplication of supports and information
sources. However, lies seem to have in some cases a facilitating virtue that elevate it
to the rank of art in totalitarian regimes: “Myth is often preferable to science, and rhetoric speaks to passions, when demonstrations address intelligence”. However, Koyré
brings an interesting distinction between the different forms of lies. One must make the
difference between lying as “suggestion falsi”, a misleading suggestion, and lying as
“suppression veri”, suppression of the truth. This distinction is relevant when we try to
understand the nuance between “fake news” and “alternative facts”.
One the one hand, “alternative facts” suggests that truth is only a matter of point of
views and that some unproven facts can be seen or perceived as the truth even if nothing
sustain them like, for example, the number of people attending President Trump’s inaugural ceremony. In this case, an alternative fact is a suggestion falsi. On the other hand,
when President Trump qualifies his opponents of using “fake news” he implies that they
are telling lies: “The Fake News Media works hard at disparaging & demeaning my use
of social media because they don’t want America to hear the real story!” and “it is very
possible that those sources don’t exist but are made up by fake news writers. #FakeNews
is the enemy!”16. For him, those who speak against him are seen as suppressing the truth,
“suppressio veri ”, and thus as enemies. Indeed, the violence of such statement manifests
itself in the political decisions made by the Trump administration regarding mainstream
press, for instance banning journalists access to a press conference by suggesting that
they are “enemies”: “It doesn’t represent the people, it doesn’t and never will represent
the people, and we’re going to do something about it”.
Alexandre Koyre in his analysis suggested that in some conditions, some actors
may see the uses of lies or false information as justified. In the context of conflicting
situations, like war, the exceptional use of falsehood can be tolerated. For some actors,
the radicalization of antagonisms can thus “psychologically” justify the use of lies in
“normal” situations:
Go further. Consume the break between “us” and “others”. Let us transform hostility into
an antagonism, in a way essential, founded in the very nature of things. Let us make our
enemies threatening and powerful. It is clear that every group, placed thus in the midst of
a world of resolute and irreconcilable adversaries, would see an abyss open between them
and himself. An abyss that no bond, no social obligation could cross. It would seem obvious
that in and for such a group, lying – a lie to the “others” of course – would not be simply a

N. Machiavelli, Le Prince, Paris: Le Livre de Poche, 2000, 192.
Koyré, Réflexions sur le mensonge, 1943, 9.
16
http://www.trumptwitterarchive.com/archive.
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tolerated act, or even a simple rule of social behavior: it would become obligatory; it would
be transformed into virtue17.

Do we find in the context of the “fake news” and “alternative facts” these implicit justifications? What are the conditions that could justify the use of lies for some actors?
First, when the degree of opposition and ideological or even axiological distance
between the actors become irreconcilable, some may see lies and false information as a
rational tool. For example, in the case of Trump’s relationship with the media, the opposition with some newspaper or networks like The New York Times, The Washington Post
or CNN, may be qualified as ideological and thus justifies a strong response.
Secondly, when some actors believe to be in a situation of weakness or in danger,
lies become weapons. Following the election and the inaugural ceremony a wave of
public protestations in the public space or in universities destabilized Trump administration and somewhat “ruined” its victory. In front of this massive public protest, “alternative facts” became a way to minimize the reality of the opposition.
Finally, the degree of exchange and the frequency of contacts and skirmishes
between opponents reinforce the sentiment of aggression and the need for false justification: “Lying presupposes contact; It implies and demands trade”18. What better place
than Twitter to start and animate written skirmishes: it is thus no surprise that “fake”,
“fake news” or “lies” find themselves among the most popular themes in Trump’s tweets
and serve the purpose to plant seeds of doubt in the public opinion or worse, to suppress
truth itself. As Hannah Arendt asked:“Is it from the very essence of truth to be impotent
and from the very essence of the power to be deceitful?”19

5. the macronleaks: false information and deciphering strategies
Two days before the second turn of the French presidential election that opposed the centrist Emmanuel Macron and the French nationalist Marine Le Pen, and only a few hours
before the end of official campaign, a massive amount of leaked data from En Marche
– Macron political movement – was released on internet, first on the website pastebin20
and with numerous links to download (torrents). Under the hashtag #Macronleaks, the
news rapidly circulated on Twitter and during the following days emails, accounts data
or even official documents from En Marche were scrupulously investigated by netizen.
This raised a lot of interest on the web and traditional watchdog as well as leaking sites
like WikiLeaks also propagated the information. We can observe information circulating, its accompanying narratives and most interestingly the deciphering processes used
to identify if the leaked data are false or not. Just after the leak, the campaign team confirmed that most of the documents were, indeed, real documents stolen during a recent
hack in a clear attempt to influence the results of the election (En Marche, 2017). But a
few hours later, many false documents, obvious forgeries, also circulated online under
the same hashtag, some on Twitter and some on famous forums like 4chan. These do-

Koyré, Réflexions sur le mensonge, 4.
Ibid.
H. Arendt, “Vérité et politique”, in La Crise de la culture, Paris: Gallimard, 1972, 290.
20
Happening Macron Fucked up, Exposed as a Fraudster, last modified August, 22, 2017, https://
pastebin.com/gLpwpU2U.
17
18
19
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cuments blurred the line between real revelations about the campaign team’s work and
strategy, and “fake news” created for the occasion.
In previous articles, we observed different semiotic levels of meaning and questions one has to ask in order to understand the nature of a statement, here, tweets and
data circulating online and their accompanying discourses21: Where does the statement
occur (Medium level)? How is the statement enunciated (Document level)? What does
the statement say (Text level)? And who said it (Discourse level)? Actors who analyzed
documents, emails, tweets and discourses held during the Macronleaks thus focused on
different levels of meaning to determine the nature – truthful or fallacious – of the leak
and the documents inside.
For instance, one document – a photography of a text – supposedly proved the
influence of En Marche’s supporters in a violent manifestation against Marine Le Pen.
The text suggesting to “kill” her was allegedly sent to all supporters in Reims and a copy
of it found on an Iphone. The number 2 of the French Front National, Florian Philippot,
tweeted the photography asking for explanations22. Internet users as well as the website
hoaxbusters then proved that the clock format on the text could not originate from an
Iphone conversation but also showed how one can easily create a fake Iphone conversation23. In this case, the fake was very clumsy and the attempt to destabilize Macron not
very convincing. Those who examined the documents questioned both the veracity of
the content (the message carried by the text) and the veracity of the document itself (the
clock format of an Iphone’s text). Nonetheless, the comments made by Florian Philippot
when confronted about the fact that he relayed such obvious “fake news” were explicit:
“If you are referring to the Reims demonstration, the problem is not to have relayed a
text that everyone thought was true. Everybody thought it was true at first”24. The fake
thus became an alternative fact that could have been real, that could have been the truth.
Another interesting example is the supposed offshore account of Emmanuel Macron. In the same batch of documents, a bank statement from the First Caribbean was
signed by the candidate and proved that he had a hidden offshore account. A few hours
later, several French news site as well as anonymous users from 4chan showed the harsh
quality of the fake. A graphist who opened the pdf document on Adobe Illustrator even
found out that the counterfeiter forgot to “merge” the different layers of their original
forged document25. The fake combined real names coming from other leaked documents
and fake signatures or information. Those who leaked the false documents hence hoped
to create confusion by implying that these fakes were in fact revealed secrets. On a semiological perspective, they created a false document but incorporated real text in order to
blur the lines. The leakers play on the different degrees of truth and those of falsehood,
of secrecy and lies. According to the veridictory square, we find ourselves in a situation
where lies, non-being and appearing are at the heart of the public sphere and within the
framework of a political system that favors the existence of these lies. Hannah Arendt
distinguishes two forms of lies: on the one hand, the “traditional lies” linked to secrets
21
F. Allard-Huver, N. Gilewicz, “Digital Parrhesia 2.0: Moving beyond Deceptive Communications
Strategies in the Digital World”, 409.
22
P. Philippot, last modified May 15, 2017, https://twitter.com/f_philippot/status/860491942643290112.
23
Hoaxbuster, last modified May 15, 2017, http://www.hoaxbuster.com/print/hoaxliste/la-palme-duridicule
24
Je n’ai pas relayé de fake news, last modified May 15, 2017, http://www.bfmtv.com/politique/rumeurs-macronleaks-je-n-ai-pas-relaye-de-fake-news-affirme-philippot-1159413.html.
25
Compte offshore, last modified May 15, 2017,http://www.numerama.com/politique/254983-compteoffshore-demmanuel-macron-une-intox-venue-de-4chan.html.
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and “data that had never been made public”; on the other hand, “modern lies” which
“deal effectively with things that are by no means secrets”26.
Figure22-- Deconstructing
Deconstructing the
Figure
thefake
fake

However, if most of the forged documents followed a clear political goal, some of them
had a “lighter” purpose and were obviously created as jokes. For instance, in a fake
email, the general secretary of En Marche states his love for “yaoi”, “progressive metal”
and confesses that he binged watched the ten seasons of Doctor Who! Similarly, another
email claims that Emmanuel Macron is going to impose the expression “chocolatine”
instead of “pain au chocolat” in France. Of course, Emmanuel Macron’s email account
was noticeably a joke: “em_UltraBG.Macron@en-marche.net”: “BG” meaning “goodlooking guy” in slang!27
On the medium level, the circulation of the leaks was also accompanied by numerous tweets and discourse especially by Wikileaks who commented and analyzed the
data. WikiLeaks plays an ambivalent role in the leak: on one side, it first questioned
the nature of the leaked documents, but on the other side suggested that the timing of
the leak could only harm… Russia28. By doing so, Wikileaks creates its own narrative,
its own discourse around the leak and engages itself in a one-upmanship over other
actors who tried to understand the data and the leaks. Furthermore, after the leak, Wiki
Leaks conducted a complex study ofthe techno-semiotic nature of the leaked emails
to determine which were originals and which were fake29. Since the leak, the platform
released more than 21.000 “real” authentic emails from Emmanuel Macron’s campaign

Arendt, “Vérité et politique”, 291.
Macronleaks, la grande foire aux “Fake News”, last modified May, 15, 2017, http://www.liberation.fr/
elections-presidentielle-legislatives-2017/2017/05/09/macronleaks-la-grande-foire-aux-fake-news_1567868.
28
Macronleaks, mais à quoi joue WikiLeaks?, last modified August, 21, 2017, http://www.francetvinfo.
fr/politique/emmanuel-macron/macronleaks/macronleaks-mais-a-quoi-joue-wikileaks_2180819.html.
29
Macron Campaign Emails, last modified August, 21, 2017, https://wikileaks.org/macron-emails/.
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team30. Nonetheless, those who leaked the documents leant on nowadays information
consumption and social media uses to spread the idea that Macron was hiding the truth
about his campaign. The exchange of tweets during the leaks is typical of the tendency
to share information that are “crowd-curated” rather than curated by specialists like editors, and most of the links shared are not read by those who share them: “This is typical
of modern information consumption. People form an opinion based on a summary, or
summary of summaries, without making the effort to go deeper”31.

6. conclusion
The issues raised by post-truth’s techniques and rhetoric meet the concerns raised by
Colin Crouch when describing the situation of our democratic countries in what he calls
a post-democratic era:
Under this model, while elections certainly exist and can change governments, public electoral
debate is a tightly controlled spectacle, managed by rival teams of professional experts in the
techniques of persuasion, and considering a small range of issues selected by those teams. […]
Behind this spectacle of the electoral game politics is really shaped in private by interaction
between elected governments and elites which overwhelmingly represent business interests32.

Being a businessman and a Reality TV star, Donald Trump interestingly masters the
art of spectacle as well as represents himself and other business interests at play in
the political game. Telling false truths, deceiving and smearing the opinion is thus
nothing negative, it is part of the “spectacle”, a sort of political wrestling in which the
U.S. President already illustrated himself: “the virtue of all-in wrestling is that it is the
spectacle of excess33”.

Figure 3 - #FraudNewsCNN
Figure 3 - #FraudNewsCNN

30
WikiLeaks publie l’intégralité des “Macron Leaks” avec moteur de recherche intégré, last modified
August, 21, 2017, https://www.marianne.net/politique/wikileaks-publie-l-integralite-des-macron-leaks-avecmoteur-de-recherche-integre.
31
http://datascience.columbia.edu/new-study-highlights-power-crowd-transmit-news-twitter>.
32
C. Crouch, Coping with Post Democracy, London: Fabian Society, 2000, 1.
33
R. Barthes, Mythologies, New York: The Noonday Press, 1991, 15.
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In all these cases, social networking websites played an ambivalent role: on the one side
Twitter and Facebook propagated the fake news and popularized the hashtag Macron
leaks, especially in the French Nationalist networks, but on the other hand, they also
helped refutations circulate more easily. Both originate nonetheless from a form of
“negative citizenship” recalling on the negative side of transparency: “the negative activism of blame and complaint, where the main aim of political controversy is to see
politicians called to account, their heads placed on blocks, and their public and private
integrity held up to intimate scrutiny”34. Ultimately, fake news and alternative facts’
propensity to circulate and to be easily believed is linked to the complexity of the relation between truth and public opinion itself. Hannah Arendt observed that the discursive
and “fluctuating” or even consensual character of public opinion poses a problem to the
truth, or rather to the nature of truth itself:
Rational truth illuminates the human understanding, and factual truth must serve as a matter
for opinions, but these truths, although they are never obscure, are not transparent in any
case, and it is of their very nature to refuse to later elucidation, as it is the nature of the light
to refuse to be brought to light35.

By criticizing, doubting and even challenging mainstream media, those who believe
in alternative facts may be seen as liars, conspiracy theorists or simple minded, nonetheless some of them actuality try to exercise their judging – inappropriately or even
for false motives – and genuinely question the ontology of truth and its limits in our
“transparent society”36.

Crouch, Coping with Post Democracy, 4.
Arendt, “Vérité et politique”, 292
36
G. Vattimo, The Transparent Society, London: Polity, 1992, 129.
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LA VERITÀ MEDIATA
Comunicazione politica e arte nell’era digitale

The Mediated Truth. Political Communication and Art in the Digital Era
Abstract
Since the 1960s, art has often addressed the ambiguous way the media interpret reality. However,
artists have adopted different strategies, also determined by the technological changes in communication. During the 1960s and 1970s, artists linked with Visual Poetry declared a “semiotic war”
against the language of mass communication, that aimed to “reveal” its forms of mystification. In
the post-media era, art’s relationship with society has changed: the very notion of public art (or
social art) has evolved from that of a practice taking place in an actual space to a practice diffused through the simultaneous space of the media, where it can be experienced by many private
viewers. Such new way of defining the public sphere, in the context Byung-Chul Han called “society of transparency”, is very similar to the way people today interact with ‘news’.
The very distinction of “true” and “plausible” has therefore changed. “Truth” is not in the
content of an image, but rather in its power, since images, as Hito Steyerl puts it, are “poor” in
themselves, conveyed as they are through large-scale digital mediums. The forms of art which
adopt these same mediums and their diffused strategies of communication provide us with interesting insights on our current political, economic, and social circumstances. Moving from the
debate originated by the Documenta 10exhibit, aptly titled Politics Poetics, this essay analyzes the
main theoretical contributions and artistic responses (General Idea, Francesco Vezzoli, and many
young new media artists) on this subject, showing how art addresses the notion of “truth” in the
public sphere, as well as language and media images used in political communication.
Keywords
Public art; politics; digital art; media; digital communication.
Viviamo in un mondo in cui la suprema funzione del segno
è quella di far scomparire la realtà
e di mascherare nel contempo questa scomparsa.
Oggi l’arte non fa altro. Oggi i media non fanno altro.
Ecco perché sono condannati al medesimo destino.
(Jean Baudrillard)1

Un famoso lavoro di Francesco Vezzoli intitolato Democrazy mostra su due schermi
accostati gli spot della campagna elettorale presidenziale americana di due candidati
Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore di Milano – elena.diraddo@unicatt.it.
J. Baudrillard, Il delitto perfetto. La televisione ha ucciso la realtà? (Le crime parfait, Paris: Éditions
Galilée, 1995), Milano: Raffaello Cortina Editore, 1996, 9.
*
1
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fittizi: da una parte una figura femminile impersonata dall’attrice Sharon Stone e dall’altra una maschile interpretata dal filosofo Bernard-Henri Lévy. La prima, vestita con un
aggressivo tailleur maschile, appare consapevole e allo stesso tempo un po’ imbarazzata
dalla sua bellezza, ma si esprime con estrema competenza, il secondo, conscio del suo
fascino intellettuale, punta l’attenzione su problemi concreti e reali. Per costruire il set
di questi spot Vezzoli, che è avvezzo a muoversi con estrema scioltezza nel mondo del
jet set americano, si è servito di veri professionisti della comunicazione, che avevano
seguito le campagne elettorali di Bush nel 2004 e di Bill Clinton nel 19962. Il lavoro
appare quindi perfettamente riuscito dal punto di vista della qualità e competenza delle scene girate e pertanto risulta estremamente realistico nell’indagare i meccanismi
complessi delle elezioni americane, dove entrano in gioco professionalità, charme, ma
anche fattori non prevedibili come scandali e vicende strettamente private. Inoltre, negli
spot creati dall’artista, avviene una doppia lettura dell’opera dovuta alla scelta dei due
‘candidati’, identificati in personaggi famosi del cinema e della cultura internazionale.
Durante gli spot, infatti, si verifica una sovrapposizione tra i protagonisti, che tra l’altro
si conoscono nella vita reale, e i personaggi che interpretano. Il lavoro tende a confondere il loro lato pubblico con quello privato, facendo entrare nella lettura di quanto si sta
osservando anche informazioni che non derivano direttamente da ciò che dicono, ma da
conoscenze pregresse. Entrambi sono infatti conosciuti per il loro impegno e sensibilità
nei confronti delle cause civili e socialmente impegnate. Nella fiction, inoltre, i due
personaggi si chiamano Patricia Hill e Patrick Hill a indicare un’unica provenienza e
pertanto l’inutilità della vittoria di uno o dell’altro, in quanto entrambi figli dello stesso
mostro del potere. Democrazy rivela quindi i meccanismi che sottostanno alle elezioni
americane, che confezionano candidati ad hoc da dare in pasto ai media. Ma questo lavoro non è soltanto figlio della “società dello spettacolo” di Guy Debord, perché mette
in gioco il diverso panorama politico e culturale cui appartiene. Il punto centrale dell’opera è l’infiltrazione dell’arte in un linguaggio che appartiene alla spettacolarizzazione
della politica e alla conseguente messa in evidenza delle aberrazioni cui può giungere
il potere. Il titolo infatti gioca sull’assonanza della parola democrazia con, appunto, la
pazzia. In L’arte espansa3 Mario Perniola dimostra come oggi ci si trovi di fronte a un
panorama artistico privo di confini in cui solo la strategia teorica degli addetti ai lavori
(critici, curatori di mostre, ecc.) può sostenere una possibile strategia artistica. Questo
approccio è tanto più vero per un artista come Vezzoli il cui lavoro tende continuamente
a sconfinare dall’immagine alla teoria, dal cinema alla ricerca scientifica.
Nell’uso spettacolarizzato dell’immagine attraverso la fotografia e il video, Vezzoli
è figlio degli anni Ottanta, ma il suo lavoro attinge anche alla matrice concettuale del
decennio precedente, soprattutto nei confronti di un uso critico del linguaggio.
È del resto nelle ricerche artistiche concettuali che è possibile riscontrare il primo
interesse verso l’indagine delle ambiguità dei mezzi di comunicazione, in opere che si
insinuano anche direttamente al loro interno. Tra i primi artisti che si pongono in relazione diretta con il mezzo e il linguaggio televisivo è John Cage che nel 1960 partecipa
al popolare programma americano I’ve Got a Secret, condotto da Gary Moore, per presentare un concerto sperimentale eseguito con oggetti comuni. In questa performance,
che era già stata realizzata due anni prima nel programma Lascia o Raddoppia? di Mike
Bongiorno, Cage crea un cortocircuito tra linguaggio elitario dell’arte e linguaggio della
2
Si tratta di Marc McKinnon di Public Strategies, già consigliere della campagna elettorale di Bush nel
2004, e Jim Mullhall di Squier Knapp Dunn, media adviser di Bill Clinton nella campagna del 1996.
3
Cfr. M. Perniola, L’arte espansa, Torino: Giulio Einaudi Editore, 2015.
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comunicazione di massa. La sua apparizione è un vero fallimento dal punto di vista della ricezione da parte del pubblico, ma egli ottiene proprio quello che voleva: mostrare
come un linguaggio alto si scontri inevitabilmente con le aspettative della massa e allo
stesso tempo crei attenzione nei confronti di ciò che viene veicolato dallo schermo. Fabio Mauri nel marzo 1972 si insinua in modo ancora più critico nella programmazione
televisiva attraverso l’happening Il televisore che piange per una puntata della trasmissione RAI Dizionario. I fatti dietro le parole4. L’operazione è costituita dall’interruzione per 60 secondi delle normali trasmissioni: sullo schermo bianco appare il nome di
Mauri, seguito dal titolo “il televisore che piange”, per poi lasciare spazio al suono di
un esasperato lamento, che si conclude sulla scritta “THE END”. Lo schermo televisivo
viene privato delle immagini e l’unico canale di comunicazione per lo spettatore, che
resta attonito, è un suono enigmatico. Questi si rende così consapevole di ciò che sta
succedendo sullo schermo, cui è solitamente e acriticamente veicolato dalla normale
programmazione televisiva. Lo schermo bianco, come ha scritto l’artista in un testo del
1989, “non afferma, lascia che su di sé si affermi. […] Finge di far parte del mondo. È
muto, epico, afflitto. […] Un foglio trasparente tra apparenza e scomparsa”5. La televisione in tal senso veicola la realtà solo apparentemente, perché è invece frutto di artificio
e manipolazione, appunto, del reale. L’immagine degli spettatori che restano in attesa
che succeda qualche cosa del lavoro di Mauri richiama anche quella dell’artista Joseph
Beuys che nel video Filz TV 6 del 1970 si è filmato di fronte a un televisore mentre cerca
di interagire con l’apparecchio (cercando persino di nutrirlo con una salsiccia) privato
delle immagini da una copertura in feltro. Sostituendosi ai sistemi di indagine sociopolitica diffusi attraverso i media americani, Hans Haacke, artista tra i più impegnati in
campo sociale, in una sua famosa operazione artistica (Moma Pool) ha innescato un rapporto diretto con gli elettori chiedendo in un sondaggio rivolto ai visitatori della mostra
se il fatto che il governatore Rockefeller non avesse denunciato la politica di Nixon in
Indocina costituisse una ragione per non votarlo alle successive elezioni. A quel tempo
Nelson Rockefeller, governatore dello Stato di New York ricandidatosi per le elezioni
del 1970, faceva parte del consiglio di amministrazione del Moma, dove era, appunto,
ospitata la mostra.
Negli anni Sessanta e Settanta sono molti gli artisti che si pongono in relazione
con i mezzi di comunicazione di massa e che attuano una critica alla politica e alle logiche capitalistiche della società attraverso la critica al linguaggio con cui tali contenuti
venivano veicolati. In Italia, gli artisti della Poesia Visiva – Nanni Balestrini, Eugenio Miccini, Lamberto Pignotti, Lucia Marcucci, Ketty La Rocca, Luciano Ori, Mirella
Bentivoglio, Giuseppe Chiari, Emilio Isgrò, Michele Perfetti, Sarenco, a cui si può aggiungere anche l’artista fluxus Gianni Emilio Simonetti – innestano una vera e propria
“guerriglia semiologica” volta a scardinare e “svelare” le mistificazioni del linguaggio
della comunicazione di massa. Tale operazione mira a intervenire sui significanti e sul
loro sistema di relazioni, in modo da stimolare costantemente il fruitore verso un’attiva

4
Recentemente la performance è stata oggetto di un’approfondita analisi di C. Mari nel corso del convegno Arte fuori dall’arte tenutosi presso l’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore (Milano, 12-13 ottobre 2016),
e pubblicato nel volume Arte fuori dall’arte. Incontri e scambi fra arte visiva e società negli anni Settanta, a
cura di C. Casero, E. Di Raddo, F. Gallo, Milano: Postmediabooks, 2017.
5
M. Fabio, La miserabilità e l’arte, 1989, in C. Christov-Bakargiev, M. Cossu, a cura di, Fabio Mauri.
Opere e azioni (1954-1994), catalogo della mostra (Roma, Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna, 21 giugno5 ottobre 1994), Milano: Editoriale Giorgio Mondadori, 1994, 96-97.
6
Filz TV è un video del 1970, realizzato per Identification, la mostra collettiva dedicata alla registrazione
video di “azioni” artistiche e organizzata dalla Fernseh Galerie di Gery Schum a Düsseldorf.
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partecipazione mentale: “La poesia visiva è una trasfigurazione semiologica di tutti gli
accadimenti antropologici del nostro tempo. Non ignora la propria civiltà, ma la nega, la
‘strania’7”. Lo stretto rapporto che fin dall’inizio viene instaurato con i mezzi di comunicazione di massa mira a “estetizzare” le strutture formali dei mass media e ad assumerle
a modello per denunciarne gli effetti negativi sul contesto sociale. Questi artisti si rendono conto che il linguaggio usato dai mezzi di comunicazione di massa e il potere del
consumismo hanno cambiato il modo di intendere le parole: anche la parola più innocua
diffusa tramite tali mezzi reca infatti in sé una componente ideologica. Si oppongono
quindi a tale sistema, servendosi di quello stesso linguaggio, ma “ristabilendo” i rapporti
tra le cose e le parole, fra i significati e i significanti. Recuperano e insieme distruggono
il messaggio dei media per sviluppare un nuovo mezzo espressivo, in cui la poesia-bene
privato si appropria del tecnologismo-bene pubblico. Prendendo a prestito quel linguaggio e privilegiando l’aspetto iconico su quello grafico-tipografico cercano di recuperare
il significato del messaggio, “sottratto alla banalizzazione della quotidianità attraverso
il meccanismo della dislocazione e usato con il preciso intento di una critica alla società
e agli aspetti tradizionali della cultura8” per far emergere la “verità”, la vera natura del
messaggio. In ambito internazionale si può citare anche l’attività svolta tra gli anni Settanta e gli Ottanta dal gruppo General Idea. Molti progetti video del gruppo sono infatti
dedicati alla televisione con l’intenzione di sovvertire alcuni dei suoi più diffusi formati.
Pilot (1977), Test Tube (1979), Loco (1982) e Shut the Fuck Up (1985) sono stati creati
appositamente per il pubblico televisivo con l’intento di infettare il sistema. Pilot, ad
esempio, utilizza il formato di uno show di informazione per presentare General Idea e
la loro adozione dello schema di un concorso, e incorpora alcuni filmati di riprese del
pubblico che partecipa a precedenti audizioni. Anche Test Tube si serve di diversi format
televisivi popolari, tra cui il telegiornale, l’informazione commerciale e il talk show.
Sebbene nell’interpretazione del reale attraverso i media l’arte si interroghi in
modo specifico appunto fin dagli anni Sessanta, in relazione ai mutamenti tecnologici
che hanno interessato il mondo della comunicazione, nell’era postmediale9 l’approccio dell’arte alla società è profondamente differente. In concomitanza con lo sviluppo
esponenziale delle tecnologie interattive, dall’inizio degli anni Novanta circa gli artisti
esplorano la partecipazione sociale e l’interazione, costruendo modelli di partecipazione sociale atti a produrre relazioni umane. Questa arte, pur poggiandosi sulle ricerche
concettuali dei decenni precedenti e in particolare quel concettuale definito da Barilli
“mondano”10, non si offre come critica alla società e non propone modelli alternativi
ideologicamente connotati, ma semplicemente si pone come un momento di “vissuto”
7
M.T. Balboni, Poesia concreta e visuale, in A. Altamira, M.T. Balboni, M. Dalai Emiliani, P. Dragone,
C. Gavinelli, T. Groff, P. Mattioli, N. Misler, D. Moretti, A. Negri, P. Panzeri, G. Verzotti, Ricerche visuali
dopo il 1945, Milano: Unicopli, 1985, 289.
8
Ibid., 279.
9
Il termine è qui utilizzato nella comune accezione che ha assunto nell’ambito del pensiero occidentale
e che intende indicare l’epoca attuale come quella caratterizzata dal superamento dei mass media in favore di
un utilizzo dal basso dei media in chiave più critica. Per un approfondimento su questo aspetto si può vedere il
recente volume di R. Eugeni, La condizione postmediale: media, linguaggi e narrazioni, 2015. In ambito prettamente artistico, inoltre, sulla base delle riflessioni di Rosalind Krauss (L’arte nell’era postmediale, 1999)
questo termine indica anche il superamento del medium artistico specifico dell’arte in favore dell’apertura a
media differenti, anche proprio tecnologici. Per gli studiosi di New Media in arte il concetto “postmediale”
del resto implica addirittura un punto di non ritorno nell’arte. Dopo l’invasione dell’informatica tutta l’arte
odierna non può dirsi al di fuori dell’esperienza mediale, dal momento che il computer è in grado di simulare
qualsiasi altro media (cfr. Weibel, Postmedia Condition, 2005).
10
Barilli conia il termine “concettuale mondano” per tutte quelle opere che pur avendo una forte matrice
concettuale si materializzano in opere o azioni concrete, esteticamente connotate.
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alternativo all’interno del contesto sociale di cui assimila le forme stesse di interazione,
le logiche occulte, le pratiche tecnologiche.
Attraverso azioni che chiamano in causa il pubblico, artisti come Rirkrit Tirivanija,
Philippe Parreno, Carsten Holler, Henry Bond, Douglas Gordon, Pierre Huyghe si pongono in relazione diretta con la vita reale, scardinando ogni possibile utopia avanguardistica e producendo, invece, micro-utopie, interstizi aperti nel corpo sociale. Tali artisti
vengono definiti da Nicolas Bourriaud “relazionali”11 e lo scopo della loro arte, basata
generalmente su azioni performative o documentazioni, è quello di attivare azioni di
portata sociale e politica nel contesto reale. Essi realizzano ad esempio situazioni in cui
la gente viene chiamata a svolgere attività non consuete per il mondo dell’arte (mangiare
tutti insieme, raccogliere degli oggetti “artistici” da portare a casa, ecc.) o si offrono di
fare professioni comuni. L’arte in questo modo si propone come un “modello funzionale, non un modellino” che entra in relazione con la vita. Tali opere appartengono
pienamente all’era del digitale perché non hanno una dimensionalità precostituita, ma
materializzano “delle virtualità in determinate dimensioni”12. Inoltre, proprio come nel
digitale, queste opere – spiega Bourriaud – possiedono l’ambivalenza di forme di comunicazione che stanno nella e con la realtà, ma che allo stesso tempo “non pretendono di
essere la realtà”. “In altri termini l’influenza della tecnologia sull’arte che le è contemporanea è contenuta dai limiti che l’arte stessa circoscrive fra reale e immaginario”13. In
Postproduction (2002), un saggio che si pone in continuità con Esthétique relationelle
del 1998, Bourriaud torna sul rapporto con le nuove tecnologie specificando meglio
come la differenza sostanziale tra l’arte degli anni Settanta e quella seguente ai Novanta
sia il rifiuto di qualsiasi metonimia, cioè la rappresentazione di qualcosa attraverso la
contiguità di uno dei suoi elementi. L’arte metonimica dei Settanta denunciava i paradigmi sociali capitalisti basati sullo sfruttamento e le logiche omologanti della comunicazione di massa attraverso esemplificazioni tratte dal mondo dell’arte. La critica
sociale degli artisti concettuali era quindi filtrata da una critica dell’istituzione museale
o del mercato dell’arte. Nell’arte attuale, invece, tale critica si apre al socius, cioè la
totalità dei canali che producono e distribuiscono l’informazione, che nell’immaginario
degli artisti di questa generazione diventa il vero luogo espositivo: la galleria e il museo
così entrano a far parte in modo integrante del luogo pubblico. Intendendo con “luogo
pubblico” non quello fisico della public art (spazio della città, ecc.) ma quello “astratto”
della vita di tutti i giorni, del passante distratto o del navigatore in internet. Luoghi del
quotidiano in cui l’arte si insinua come una delle tante realtà sfruttando le forme sociali
esistenti. Se i Situazionisti negli anni Settanta creavano situazioni parallele a quelle della vita quotidiana, attraverso la “deriva”, al fine di elaborare modelli alternativi di lettura
del sociale (pensiamo alle mappe geopsichiche di Guy Debord o di Ugo la Pietra), gli
artisti più giovani si muovono senza soluzione di continuità tra il vero e il verisimile,
esattamente come avviene in tutti gli ambiti della società postmediale.
Muta in questo modo anche il concetto stesso di arte pubblica, o arte in rapporto
al sociale, evolvendosi da una pratica legata a uno spazio fisico, a una pratica che interviene nello spazio dei media distribuiti e che viene esperita attraverso atti di fruizione
privata simultanea14. Questo nuovo modo di concepire la sfera pubblica in quella che
11
N. Bourriaud, Estetica relazionale (Esthétique relationelle, Paris: Nicolas Bourriaud et Les presses
duréel, 1998), Milano: Postmediabooks, 2010.
12
Ibid., 69.
13
Ibid.
14
Cfr. S. Price in Dispersion, 2002, http://sethpriceimages.com/post/42277603863/dispersion-2002-sethprice-download-pdf, consultato il 14-04-2017.
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Byung-Chul Han ha definito “società della trasparenza”15 ha molti punti in comune con
le modalità odierne in cui i soggetti della comunicazione interagiscono con la “notizia”.
Si tratta infatti di una società permeata da internet e dai social in cui impera la legge del
“like”, incoraggiato dai siti economici in Facebook, che conosce ogni nostro bisogno,
e dai singoli che si espongono sui social per essere riconosciuti e accettati. Un sistema
oramai pienamente acquisito dalla società postmediale. In tale meccanismo si inserisce anche la politica “che cede il passo alla amministrazione dei bisogni sociali, che
lascia immutata la cornice dei rapporti socioeconomici esistenti e in essi si ferma”16.
Trasparenza, positività e comunicazione: questa la triade fondamentale secondo Byung
Chul Ha. In questo contesto è cambiato anche il modo stesso di intendere ciò che è
vero e ciò che è verisimile. Il “vero”, non è nel contenuto di un’immagine, ma nella
forza di quell’immagine stessa che Hito Steyerl chiama “immagine povera”17, in quanto
veicolata attraverso strumenti digitali di larga diffusione. L’immagine povera – spiega
Domenico Quaranta basandosi sulle riflessioni di Steyrl –
sovverte il sistema di valore su cui si fonda la comunicazione mainstream, opponendo il degrado alla qualità, la pirateria al copyright, e fondando su queste premesse – la bassa qualità
che le consente di essere leggera e viaggiare veloce, e l’assenza di vincoli di proprietà che
la rende remixabile – una nuova economia dell’immagine e un nuovo sistema di valori: la
partecipazione creativa degli utenti, la velocità di diffusione, la capacità di essere condivisa
nelle reti globali, che crea una nuova “storia condivisa”18.

Questa “storia” appare molto più vera di qualsiasi altro messaggio veicolato dai tradizionali mezzi di comunicazione di massa. Negli ultimi anni infatti si è persa la distinzione tra reale e virtuale. Il mondo della rete ha un impatto reale sulla vita delle persone,
sulle loro abitudini, sul loro essere sociale. Consapevole di questo grande potenziale
persuasivo della rete, la politica non ha potuto fare a meno di inglobarla nelle campagne
di comunicazione. I visual media, secondo Boris Groys, “sono divenuti la nuova agorà
di un pubblico internazionale, soprattutto per quanto riguarda il dibattito politico”19. Se
nell’antica Grecia l’agorà era la piazza pubblica in cui i singoli condividevano le loro
idee con la platea presente, ora “ogni individuo deve costruire la propria immagine nel
contesto dei visual media” e chiunque voglia essere riconosciuto nel mondo pubblico
deve “prima crearsi una persona pubblica individualizzata”. Anche l’arte più attuale, che
si può definire “biopolitica”20, in quanto si dedica alla produzione di documentazione
artistica piuttosto che alle opere d’arte, in questo suo avvicinamento alla vita reale si trova a interagire con i visual media. La decima edizione di Documenta, dedicata al tema
Politics-Poetics, che nel 1997 rivolgeva per la prima volta l’attenzione al contesto sociopolitico globalizzato raccoglieva del resto soprattutto lavori realizzati con registrazioni

15
Cfr. Byung Chul Han, La società della trasparenza, http://www.edizioninottetempo.it/it/prodotto/
la-societao-della-trasparenza, Milano: Nottetempo, 2014.
16
Ibid.
17
Cfr. H. Steeyrl, in Defense of the Poor Image, in e-flux journal, n. 10, novembre 2009, ristampato in
H. Steyerl, The Wretchded of the Screen, Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012, 31-45.
18
D. Quaranta, Arte contemporanea e distribuzione digitale, in Sketch BOOK. Postmedia journal, Senzatitolo, 1 (2016), 67.
19
B. Groys, Going Public (e-flux, Inc., Sternberg Press, 2010), Milano: Postmediabooks, 2013, 10.
Groys si occupa di tali temi anche in Art Power (MIT Press, 2008), Milano: Postmediabooks, 2012.
20
Molti autori, da Michel Foucault a Giorgio Agamben, da Antonio Negri a Michael Hardt hanno scritto
della biopolitica come il luogo in cui oggi si manifestano la volontà politica e il potere della tecnologia di
modellare la realtà.
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video, in gran parte fruibili anche in rete. In quell’occasione, nell’Introduzione pubblicata sulla short guide la curatrice, Catherine David, riconosce alle pratiche artistiche
contemporanee, la possibilità di contrastare la strumentalizzazione sempre più diffusa
“di informazioni e delle forme di dibattito che paralizzano ogni attività di giudizio in
presenza di una seduzione o emozione rozza (che potremmo chiamare ‘effetto Benetton’) […]”21. La dimensione immaginaria e simbolica dell’arte, infatti, le permette di essere irriducibile “al (prossimo) dominio incontrastato del reale da parte dell’economia”.
Dopo il 2000, a seguito della nascita dei social network, è proprio nell’ambito
dell’arte che si serve di questi strumenti della comunicazione tecnologica diffusa che è
possibile individuare interessanti letture dell’attuale situazione politica, economica e sociale e soprattutto riflessioni sulla natura ambigua dell’informazione veicolata attraverso i nuovi media, in bilico tra verità e falsità. Un caso emblematico è quello rappresentato dal lavoro dell’artista Brad Troemel intitolato The Jogging: una piattaforma digitale,
tecnicamente appoggiata a Tumblr, che consente ai suoi utenti di sfruttare la possibilità
di diffusione e condivisione dei contenuti immessi dall’artista. L’opera si serve di un
sistema in rete che permette di far seguire all’immagine una sorta di ‘pedigree’ in forma
di note che registra il numero di volte in cui l’immagine è stata commentata e condivisa,
fino al post iniziale. In tal modo l’immagine di natura artistica, decontestualizzata, entra
a far parte del patrimonio collettivo di un pubblico di non addetti ai lavori. L’immagine
così ottenuta, definita dall’artista “anarchica”, riflette l’indifferenza generazionale nei
confronti della proprietà intellettuale, considerato un costrutto regolato dalla burocrazia. Questa indifferenza deriva dalla condivisione di file e si estende ai post di Tumblr,
che sono anonimi e decontestualizzati. “L’anarchismo dell’immagine è il percorso che
consente all’arte di esistere al di fuori del contesto dell’Arte”22. Questo processo di
democratizzazione anarchica dell’informazione, privata di qualsiasi controllo nella sua
veicolazione attraverso internet e le piattaforme social, è un aspetto che l’opera d’arte
rende manifesta attraverso il suo specifico linguaggio. Nell’epoca postmediale le immagini, così come le informazioni, diffuse in forma mediata, confondono l’originale con la
copia, la realtà con la finzione.
Secondo Baudrillard nella virtualità avviene qualcosa di molto diverso rispetto allo
spettacolo, che lasciava ancora spazio a una coscienza critica e a una demistificazione.
Noi oggi non siamo più degli spettatori, ma “attori della performance e sempre più integrati nel suo svolgimento”23. Mentre potevamo in qualche modo difenderci dall’irrealtà
del mondo spettacolarizzato dai mezzi di comunicazione di massa, non possiamo farlo
davanti “all’estrema realtà di questo mondo, davanti a questa perfezione virtuale”24. La
virtualizzazione del reale a suo parere si risolve in un “delitto perfetto” che consiste “in
una realizzazione incondizionata del mondo attraverso l’attualizzazione di tutti i dati,
mediante la trasformazione di tutti i nostri atti e di tutti gli eventi in pura informazione.
Insomma: la soluzione finale, la risoluzione anticipata del mondo tramite la clonazione
della realtà e lo sterminio del reale nel suo doppio”25. Fortunatamente però – sostiene
Baudrillard – il “delitto” non è mai perfetto, perché questa impossibilità di identificare il
mondo e gli oggetti che giungono a noi sempre alterati ci permette di non essere sopraf-

C. David, Short Guide. Documenta X, Ostfildner: Cantz Verlag, 1997, 7.
B. Troemel, The Accidental Audience, in The New Inquiry, March 14, 2013, http://thenewinquiry.
com/essays/the-accidental-audicence/, consultato il 14-04-2017.
23
Baudrillard, Il delitto perfetto, 33.
24
Ibid.
25
Ibid., 31.
21
22
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fatti dall’informazione. In caso contrario, si assisterebbe infatti a un fenomeno molto
simile a quello che potrebbe avvenire se le stelle, la cui luce giunge a noi anche quando
sono oramai morte, si manifestassero insieme contemporaneamente, annullando la loro
stessa esistenza:
Fortunatamente nulla accade in tempo reale, altrimenti saremmo sottomessi nell’informazione, alla luce di tutti gli eventi e il presente sarebbe di un’incandescenza insopportabile.
Fortunatamente, viviamo in base a un’illusione vitale, a un’assenza, a un’irrealtà. A una non
immediatezza delle cose. Fortunatamente, nulla è istantaneo né simultaneo né contemporaneo. Fortunatamente, nulla è presente né identico a se stesso. Fortunatamente, la realtà non
ha luogo. Fortunatamente, il delitto non è perfetto26.

E fortunatamente, potremmo concludere, è oggi ancora così. Ma questa distanza temporale tra la realtà e la sua percezione non si è forse terribilmente accorciata in questi poco
più di venti anni dalla pubblicazione delle riflessioni di Baudrillard? L’era che possiamo
definire social, a seguito della diffusione dei social network all’inizio del XXI secolo, è
molto vicina a quella inquietante immagine delle stelle che appaiono tutte nello stesso
momento proprio in virtù della velocizzazione del tempo dell’informazione e della sua
acritica democratizzazione e manipolazione. Le potenzialità comunicative dei social
network come Facebook, Instagram o Twitter, dei blog e delle piattaforme di condivisione video come YouTube e Vimeo sono molto più rapide e immediate di qualsiasi altro
sistema di comunicazione di massa. Ne consegue che la rete ha la possibilità che sia
l’informazione (vera o alterata) a invadere la realtà manifestando un grado di realismo
più vicino a quello precedente; diventa pertanto più difficile distinguere ciò che è vero
da ciò che è falso.
Alcuni artisti di Net Art indagano nel loro lavoro proprio questa dimensione, svelando le falle dei sistemi tecnologici in rete. I lavori di Michael Mandiberg e del !Mediengruppe Bitnik, ad esempio, dimostrano come la ricerca di una semplice definizione,
scritta o sotto forma di immagine, nei sistemi di ricerca in rete porti a conclusioni molto
lontane dalla verità. Il primo, chiedendo al motore di ricerca di Amazon Mechanical
Turk la definizione e una tag per l’immagine The Poet di Man Ray, arriva al risultato
della parola ‘gatto’, che nulla ha a che vedere, evidentemente, con l’informazione di
partenza. I secondi in dada. State of the reference, partendo dalla stessa fonte e inserendola nella ricerca di immagini di Google, raccolgono una serie di riferimenti oggettuali
molto lontani dall’opera dell’artista dadaista. Al centro del lavoro Dark Content di Eva
e Franco Mattes, invece, è la figura del content moderator, che ha il compito di selezionare nel web contenuti non accettabili definiti in modo variabile dagli Stati e dai regimi
in base a leggi locali o internazionali, violazioni di copyright o volontà politiche. In una
serie di video che riportano le interviste realizzate dal duo di artisti a svariati moderatori
di contenuti emerge così la non trasparenza della rete e la falsità di chi pensa che i contenuti del web siano democratici.
In relazione al tema politico inoltre, sfruttando le potenzialità del web, il gruppo
Ubermorgen ha realizzato Vote-Auction, un sito web che offriva ai cittadini americani
la possibilità di vendere il loro voto in occasione delle elezioni presidenziali del 2000
in cui si scontravano Al Gore e George W. Bush. Diversi Stati (Missouri, Wisconsin,
Chicago, Arizona, Nevada, California, Massachusetts, New York) hanno emesso ordini restrittivi temporanei o ingiunzioni per il presunto voto di scambio illegale. Ciò
26
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ha portato alla chiusura dei due domini (voteauction.com e vote-auction.com) creati
dagli artisti per portare all’attenzione e quindi denunciare una pratica che avviene generalmente all’oscuro e che in tal modo, invece, si presentava ironicamente palese. Ma
l’esempio più significativo di come si sia giunti oramai all’impossibilità di distinguere
tra realtà e finzione è offerto da un’operazione performativa intitolata N075 Unified
Estonia, realizzata nel 2010 dalla compagnia estone Theatre N099 che ha dato vita a
un fittizio movimento politico, accolto come reale dalla maggior parte dell’opinione
pubblica estone. Per sei settimane gli attori si sono impegnati in una campagna politica
che si serviva di tutti i sistemi di comunicazione della vera politica, dalle comparse televisive agli slogan, ai social, per diffondere nell’opinione pubblica la loro posizione iperpopulista. Anche nel corso dell’ultima convention, che ha radunato 7.500 persone, e che
ha segnato lo scioglimento del partito, gli attori hanno praticato forme di persuasione
collettiva mettendo in atto strategie psicologiche come l’invitare una persona a salire sul
palco per coinvolgere a poco a poco tutti, per svelare i sistemi occulti utilizzati, appunto,
dalla politica. Ed è stata, non a caso, proprio la presenza in sala durante la performance
di un politico, il Ministro della Giustizia Reni Lang, a interromperla, facendo irrompere
brutalmente la realtà in quella che era a tutti gli effetti una finzione, un’imitazione della
realtà. Diversamente da quanto dimostrato da Vezzoli con il suo video Democrazy, che
svelava fin da subito la sua natura fiction, in questo caso gli artisti si sono insinuati in
modo più subdolo nel mondo reale, manipolando le informazioni, esattamente come
fanno i social. Nei blog la persona apparentemente si mostra senza veli di fronte al suo
pubblico, ma in realtà inscena se stessa davanti a una telecamera o a una tastiera. L’arte,
che da sempre nella riproduzione gioca con l’ambiguità del vero, ha quindi il compito
di mostrare che il re è nudo.
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APPENDICE ICONOGRAFICA

Figura 1 - Francesco Vezzoli, Democrazy, 2007 (Production stills).
Double Video installation, color, sound, 1 min. Courtesy MAXXI – Museo nazionale
delle Arti del XXI secolo, Rome; François Pinault collection,
Paris and Fondation Louis Vuitton, Paris.
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Figura 2 - John Cage, performing Water Walk on “Lascia o Raddoppia” (Feb. 5, 1959),
La Stampa, Issue No. 32, Feb. 6, 1959. Courtesy of the John Cage Trust.
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Figura 3 - Ketty La Rocca, E i timpani?, 1964-1965. Collage su carta.
Courtesy The Ketty La Rocca Estate.
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Figura 4 - General Idea, Test Tube, 1979. Video, color, sound, 28:08 mins.
Produced by Stichting de Appel, Amsterdam, Courtesy the Estate of General Idea.

Figura 5 - Michael Mandiberg, Man Ray, The Poet, as tagged by Amazon
Mechanical Turk (total cost $4.64). Found image file with EXIF metadata
created by Amazon Mechanical Turk workers. Based on: Man Ray, The Poet, 1938.
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Figura 6 - !Mediengruppe Bitnik, Dada. State of the Reference (2017).
Website https://w ww.bitnik.org/sor/. Based on: Man Ray, The Poet, 1938.

Figura 7 - NO75, Yhtne Eesti, foto Anna Tuvike.
Veduta di insieme della performance.
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