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The “Fake News crisis”

https://www.buzzfeed.com/craigsilverman/viral-fake-election-news-
outperformed-real-news-on-facebook?utm_term=.qnG0mJyJb#.ximDd5y5B
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Public Data Lab and the ”Fake News crisis”

publicdatalab.org fakenews.publicdatalab.org
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4 reasons to stay clear of”fake news”

According to the literature, the notion of fake news is

1. Vague

2. Undistinguishable from past forms of misinformation

3. Charged with a simplistic idea of journalistic truth

4. Politically dangerous
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http://www.tommasoventurini.it/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/craigsilverman/viral-fake-election-news-outperformed-real-news-on-facebook?utm_term=.qnG0mJyJb
http://publicdatalab.org/
http://fakenews.publicdatalab.org/


What is ”fake news” about

if it is not about fakeness?

?
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The dynamics of the news cycle

Leskovec, Jure,
Lars Backstrom,
& Jon Kleinberg, 
2009.

“Meme-Tracking and 
the Dynamics of the 
News Cycle”

In Proceedings of 

the 15th Conference 
on Knowledge 
Discovery and Data 
Mining, 497–506.
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Mountains out of molehills

https://informationisbeautiful.net/visualizations/mountains-out-of-molehills/
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Media acceleration & amplification

What we are considering here, however, 

are the psychic and social consequences 

of the designs or patterns as they 

amplify or accelerate existing processes. 

For the “message” of any medium or 

technology is the change of scale or 
pace or pattern that it introduces into 

human affairs.

The railway did not introduce movement 

or transportation or wheel or road into 

human society, but it accelerated and 

enlarged the scale of previous human 

functions, creating totally new kinds of 

cities and new kinds of work and leisure.

McLuhan, Marshall. 1964. Understanding 

Media: The Extensions of Man.

New York: McGraw-Hill.

McLuhan, Marshall, and Quentin Fiore. 1967.

The Medium Is the Massage. Gingko Press.
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https://informationisbeautiful.net/visualizations/mountains-out-of-molehills/


Media acceleration-amplification

and its consequence

The psychic and social 

consequences of the designs 
or patterns as they amplify or 

accelerate existing processes.

trendiness hype &
junk news bubble bubbles

The psychic and social 

consequences of the designs 
or patterns as they amplify or 

accelerate existing processes.

media ephemerality
& secondary orality 

McLuhan, Marshall. 1964.
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man
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“From Fake to Junk News.”

In D. Bigo, E. Isin, and E. Ruppert (eds.) 

Data Politics: Worlds, Subjects, Rights
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Junk news

Venturini, Tommaso. 2019.

“From Fake to Junk News, the Data Politics of Online Virality.”
In Data Politics: Worlds, Subjects, Rights. 

”spread, rather than fakeness, is the birthmark of 

these contents that should be called “viral news” 

or possibly “junk news” for, just as junk food, 

they are consumed because they are addictive, 

not because they are appreciated”
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Castaldo, M., Venturini, T., Frasca, P., & Gargiulo, F. (2021).

Junk News Bubbles: Modelling the Rise and Fall of 

Attention in Online Arenas. New Media & Society

doi.org/10.1177/1461444820978640
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https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1177/1461444820978640


an attention regime in which

- few items attracts large shares of collective attention

- but are incapable of sustaining it for a long time

Junk News Bubbles 
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Hilgartner, S. & Bosk, C. 1988

The Rise and Fall of Social Problems: A Public Arenas Model

American Journal of Sociology 94 (1)
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A junk news bubble toy-model
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A junk news bubble toy-model

The popularity (π)
of each content (i) is defined 
at each time (t) by

16



A junk news bubble toy-model

its increment of t-1 
multiplied by ⍺

1. Boost of trending topics 

The popularity (π)
of each content (i) is defined 
at each time (t+1) by its value at t
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A junk news bubble toy-model

plus a random factor (x) 

1. Boost of trending topics 
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A junk news bubble toy-model

1. Boost of trending topics 

2. No negative attention

If negative, the 
new popularity 
is set to zero
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A junk news bubble toy-model

After increment, the popularity 
(π) of each item (i) is divided 
by the sum of all popularities 
so that they sum is always 1

3. Inelasticity of   
total attention

2. No negative attention

1. Boost of trending topics 
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The consequences of trendiness
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The consequences of trendiness

more ephemerality more concentration
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Some empirical evidence

1

2

3
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Three cherry-picked channels

1 France Culture 2 La Chaine Info 3 Sputnik France
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Three cherry-picked

channels compared
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Three cherry-picked

channels compared
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Media acceleration-amplification

and its consequence

The psychic and social 

consequences of the designs 
or patterns as they amplify or 
accelerate existing processes.

trendiness hype &
junk news bubble bubbles

The psychic and social 

consequences of the designs 
or patterns as they amplify or 
accelerate existing processes.

media ephemerality
& secondary orality 

McLuhan, Marshall. 1964.
Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man
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attention economy and

the curse of ephemerality

”This conception and organization [contemporary 

attention economy] has caused the processes of 

individuation that connect psychic and social life to be 

short-circuited, resulting in the destructive hegemony 

of the short term over the long term” (p. 12) 

Terranova, Tiziana. 2012.

“Attention, Economy and the Brain.”

Culture Machine 13: 1–19.
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Oral cultures and

the curse of ephemerality

Goody, Jack, and Ian Watt. 1963. “The Consequences of Literacy”
Comparative Studies in Society and History 5(3): 304–345.

“as Oswald Spengler put it, ‘writing... implies a complete change in the 
relations of man's waking-consciousness, in that it liberates tyranny of 
the present ... the activity of writing and reading is in abstract than that 
of speaking and hearing’ ” (p. 330) 

Ong, Walter S. J. 1982.
Orality and Literacy - The Technologizing of the Word. London: Methuen.

“Sound exists only when it is going out of existence. It is not simply 
perishable but essentially evanescent, and it is sensed as evanescent. 
When I pronounce the word ‘permanence’, by the time I get to the ‘-
pence’, the ‘perma-’ is gone, and has to be gone.” (pp. 31, 32).
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Deep vernacular web

(cf. https://oilab.eu )
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4chan or the ephemerality by design

https://oilab.eu/rendering-legible-the-ephemerality-of-4chanpol
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Secondary orality

Ong, Walter S. J. 1982.
Orality and Literacy - The Technologizing of the Word. Methuen.

”Our understanding of the differences between orality and literacy developed 
only in the electronic age, not earlier. Contrasts between electronic media and 
print have sensitized us to the earlier contrast between writing and orality. The 
electronic age is also an age of ‘secondary orality’, the orality of telephones, 
radio, and television, which depends on writing and print for its existence.” (p. 2)

“Telephone, radio, television and various kinds of sound tape, electronic 
technology has brought us into the striking age of ‘secondary orality’.” (p. 133)

”Various kinds of residual orality as well as the ‘literate orality’ of the secondary 
oral culture induced by radio and television await in-depth study.” (p. 156)
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https://oilab.eu/
https://oilab.eu/rendering-legible-the-ephemerality-of-4chanpol


Five among the features of secondary orality

Ong, Walter S. J. 1982. Orality and Literacy.

This new orality has resemblances to the old in

its [3] participatory mystique, communal sense,

its concentration on the present moment,

and even its [2] use of formulas. (p. 133)

- [1] Redundant or ‘copious’

- [4] Agonistically toned

- Empathetic and not objectively distanced

- [5] Aggregative rather than analytic

- Additive rather than subordinate

- Close to the human lifeworld

- Situational rather than abstract

- Homeostatic

- Conservative or traditionalist

McLuhan, Marshall. 1964.
Understanding Media:

The Extensions of Man.

Radio provides a speed-up of 

information that also causes acceleration 

in other media. It certainly contracts the 

world to village size, and creates

[4] insatiable village tastes for gossip, 

rumor, and personal malice (p. 306)

33

OILAB., 2018. The Baker’s Guild: The Secret Order Countering 4chan’s Affordances
https://oilab.eu/the-bakers-guild-the-secret-order-countering-4chans-affordances/

[1] Redundant or copious
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Hagen, Sal., 2018.
4chan/pol/ Image Walls: Memes

https://oilab.eu/4chanpol-image-walls-memes/

[2] Use of formulas

Tuters M., Hagen, S., 2018. Who are 
(((they)))?: On Online Hate, Tasteless 
Transgression, and Memetic Versatility

https://oilab.eu/who-are-they-on-online-hate-
tasteless-transgression-and-memetic-versatility/
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https://oilab.eu/the-rise-and-fall-of-kekistan-a-story-of-idiomatic-animus-as-told-
through-the-youtube-recommender-system

[3] participatory mystique

& communal sense

De Keulenaar, Emillie V., 2018. The Rise and Fall of Kekistan: A Story 
of Idiomatic Animus as Told Through Youtube’s Related Videos
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https://oilab.eu/the-bakers-guild-the-secret-order-countering-4chans-affordances/
https://oilab.eu/4chanpol-image-walls-memes/
https://oilab.eu/who-are-they-on-online-hate-tasteless-transgression-and-memetic-versatility/
https://oilab.eu/the-rise-and-fall-of-kekistan-a-story-of-idiomatic-animus-as-told-through-the-youtube-recommender-system


[4] Agonistic tone

Hagen S., Tuters M. & Wilson, J., 2020. 
Reactionary Wokeness: How Redpilling
Became a Thing on Reddit
https://oilab.eu/reactionary-wokeness-how-
redpilling-became-a-thing-on-reddit/

Stijn Peeters, 2020. Normiefication of extreme 
speech and the widening of the Overton window
https://oilab.eu/normiefication-of-extreme-speech-and-
the-widening-of-the-overton-window/
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Muirhead, Russel & Nancy Rosenblum. 2019.
A Lot of People Are Saying. Princeton: University Press.

The new conspiracism is something different. There is no 
punctilious demand for proofs, no exhaustive amassing of 
evidence, no dots revealed to form a pattern, no close 
examination of the operators plotting in the shadows…

This is conspiracy without the theory. What validates the 
new conspiracism is not evidence but repetition

[5] Aggregative rather than analytic
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[5] Aggregative rather than analytic

Marc Tuters, 2020. The Birth of QAnon: On How 4chan Invents a Conspiracy Theory

https://oilab.eu/the-birth-of-qanon-on-how-4chan-invents-a-conspiracy-theory/
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*Secondary* orality folklore

& translation to written cultures

Ong, Walter S. J. 1982. Orality and Literacy.

I style the orality of a culture totally untouched by any 
knowledge of writing or print, ‘primary orality’. It is 
‘primary’ by contrast with the ‘secondary orality’ of 
present-day high-technology culture, in which a new 
orality is sustained by telephone, radio, television, and 
other electronic devices that depend for their existence 
and functioning on writing and print.
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