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Abstract

Based on remarks at the 25™ anniversary of the Center on Organizational Innovation at
Columbia University, this essay suggests that canonical debates over historical media “rev-
olutions” call attention to the narrow, behaviorist paradigm driving most research about
online misinformation today. While numerous empirical studies have found only minimal
exposure to or risks from lies, hoaxes and conspiracy theories circulating on social networks,
defining media effects strictly in terms of individual psychology neglects the broader cul-
tural and institutional dimensions of how media shape public life. Foundational accounts
of the development and influence of the printing press —- including those that challenge
deterministic assumptions —- remind us that, in hindsight, the media effects that matter
will be understood as shifts in culture, perhaps especially elite political culture.
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“Yes, but a recent meta-analysis of 63 experimental studies finds that exposure to the printed word has
no significant impact on religious attitudes!”

This brief reflection is based on remarks at a reunion conference for the 25™ anniversary of
the Center on Organizational Innovation at Columbia University. Alumni of the COI were
asked to offer “impulses” to spark conversation around various themes over the course of the
day, and I began mine with an odd little joke: an imaginary New Yorker-style editorial cartoon,
which I described more or less as follows. (Trying to coax the cartoon to life via ChatGPT
produced the image above, full of AI’s characteristic visual tics, like the misspelled sign).

The yearis, say, 1498, in Antwerp or Leipzig or some other bustling commercial center
in late medieval Europe. Barely so years have passed since Gutenberg introduced
movable type, and already the printing press is in more than 300 cities and some
20 million books have been produced. A clutch of scholars is emerging from one of
the print shops that Elizabeth Eisenstein tells us were engines of the “print culture”
credited with sweeping social and political transformation across the continent.” The
academics are in a heated debate over the implications of this new medinm, until one
holds up a finger and exclaims trinmphantly, “Yes, but a recent meta-analysis of 63
experimental studies clearly shows that exposure to the printed word has no significant

impact on religious attitudes!”

This cartoon anachronism came into my mind several years ago while preparing a literature
review about the phenomenon of online mis- and disinformation.> It was inspired by the im-
age Bruno Latour offers, in Science in Action, of a child quoting “three NIH studies” to refute

1.  Elizabeth Eisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge University Press, 2005).

Lucas Graves, “Lessons from an Extraordinary Year: Four Heuristics for Studying Mediated Misinforma-
tion in 2020 and Beyond,” in The Routledge Companion to Media Disinformation and Populism (Routledge,

2021).
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his mother’s gentle suggestion that “an apple a day keeps the doctor away”. Latour uses the ab-
surd breach of context to illustrate the different “regimes of circulation” of soft, everyday facts
versus harder scientific ones. Here, the absurdity is meant to highlight — for a small group of
communications researchers who argue about the effects of media technologies — the field’s
surprisingly narrow approach to thinking about misinformation on social networks.

To wit: Public commentary tends to take for granted that conspiracy theories and phony
news stories proliferating across social media matter a great deal. The question has sharply di-
vided communication scholars, however. In that debate, the dominant view, reflecting dozens
of scientific studies conducted over the last decade, is that most people encounter such misin-
formation much less often than we imagine, and that when they do it has very limited effects on
their beliefs or behavior. “Public intellectuals and journalists frequently make sweeping claims
about the effects of exposure to false content online that are inconsistent with much of the cur-
rent empirical evidence”, charges a recent overview in Nature.? A related argument holds that
media and political elites were swept up in a moral panic about “fake news” on Facebook and
Twitter in the wake of events like the Brexit vote and Donald Trump’s first election victory.

The studies anchoring that consensus — mostly online experiments, tracking studies, and
network analyses — are grounded in a behaviorist/psychological paradigm that conceives of
“media effects” mainly in terms of individual exposure and response to specific messages, in line
with the long-dominant tradition in communications research.* Obviously, this affords only a
very limited picture of how media might matter in public life. Imagine using a psychological ef-
fects model to understand, say, the influence and impact of Martin Luther’s Ninety-fine Theses
— sometimes called the first bestseller because reprinted editions spread throughout Germany
in two weeks, and across Europe in as many months. Accordingly, a small scholarly counter-
current has argued that, moral panic notwithstanding, most research into the impacts of online
misinformation misses the forest for the trees.5 It’s hard not to wonder whether this narrow-
ness of vision results, ironically, from another sort of media effect: What scholars have called
the “datafication” of social life yields up an abundance of data about online behavior, data that
exerts an irresistible pull on the social sciences.®

The odd juxtaposition also hopefully evokes the very different register of analysis we be-
come comfortable with when looking at past media “revolutions”. Canonical work from Eisen-
stein, Benedict Anderson, and others credits the printing press with paving the way for key mod-

3. Ceren Budak et al., “Misunderstanding the Harms of Online Misinformation,” Nature, 630, no. 8o1s (June
2024), 45—53. As a response in the same issue notes, “Some critics, even in the scholarly community, have
claimed that concerns related to the spread of misinformation reflect a type of ‘moral panic’.” Ullrich Ecker
et al., “Misinformation Poses a Bigger Threat to Democracy than You Might Think,” Nazure, 630, no. 8015
(June 2024), 29-32.

4. Anearly and influential critique of that “administrative” orientation in media research is Todd Gitlin, “Media
Sociology: The Dominant Paradigm,” Theory and Society, 6, no. 2 (1978), 205-253.

s.  Forinstance, Aman Abhishek, “Overlooking the Political Economy in the Research on Propaganda,” Harvard
Kennedy School Misinformation Review, April 1, 20215 CW. Anderson, “Fake News Is Not a Virus: On
Platforms and Their Effects,” Communication Theory, 31, no. 1 (2021), 42—61; Graves, “Lessons from an
Extraordinary Year”; Lucas Graves and Chris Wells, “From Information Availability to Factual Accountability:
Reconsidering How Truth Matters for Politicians, Publics, and the News Media,” in Journalism and Truth in
an Age of Social Media, ed. James E. Katz and Kate K. Mays (Oxford University Press, 2019), 39—57; Daniel
Kreiss, “The Media Are about Identity, Not Information,” in Trump and the Media, ed. Pablo J. Boczkowski
and Zizi Papacharissi (Cambridge, MA; London: The MIT Press, 2018), 93—101; Alice E. Marwick, “Why
Do People Share Fake News? A Sociotechnical Model of Media Effects,” Georgetown Law Technology Review.
2, n0. 2 (2018), 474—512.

6. Ulises A. Mejias and Nick Couldry, “Datafication,” Internet Policy Review, 8, no. 4 (2019), 1-10.
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ern institutions — the nation state, the enlightenment, the scientific revolution.” Of course,
these claims have sparked long-running debates over questions of causality and contingency.
For instance, Eisenstein’s account of the print revolution has been criticized for leaving out the
painstaking, institution-building work needed to realize the characteristics she treats as inherent
features of print.® As with similar debates over the influence of the telegraph and radio, though,
the alleged print determinists and their constructivist critics share an ample, culture-centered
view of what a new medium’s “effects” might encompass.

What will seem obvious about the impacts of online disinformation a few generations from
now? What vocabularies will we use in hindsight, when the Internet and smartphones and so-
cial media and perhaps even Al resolve into a single shift? Scholarship that announces new
eras in media res usually does not age well; witness much of the most influential and generative
early work on the digital revolution.® Still, it seems undeniable that future scholars trying to
understand how online misinformation matters in political life today won’t be arguing over the
results of randomized trials. Instead, the most illuminating and durable explanations how our
media shape our politics, today and in the past, often center on culture. That can mean polit-
ical or civic culture broadly speaking, but also the microcultures of online communities that
actively create and spread disinformation — and especially of the media and political elite who
turn it into a strategic meaning-making resource, refining and recontextualizing these tropes
for specific campaigns.*®

Consider, as a closing example, perhaps the lowest moment of the 2024 US presidential
campaign: when Donald Trump repeated a floridly racist rumor about Haitian immigrants
living in Springfield, Ohio, during a televised debate with an audience of 67 million. Baseless
claims of pets being stolen and eaten had circulated online for several days, amplified by his
running mate, before Trump repeated the lie onstage — a familiar pattern to the professional
fact-checkers who track how false narratives flow between fringe networks and national political
figures. Some had already debunked the ugly rumor, paving the way for debate moderators to
challenge it live.

One set of questions relates to the disinforming effects of such an ugly rumor: Who saw
it, whether they believed it, what influence corrections had, and of course whether it helped
or hurt on election day. (“It is easy to suppose that Trump will lose votes for indulging this
pet-eating chimera. But his dark rhetoric masks a calculated bet,” a Financial Times colum-
nist opined.) The more interesting question is how this style of politics has taken shape in the

7. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised
and extended edition. (London; New York: Verso, 1991); Eisenstein, The Printing Revolution in Early Mod-
ern Europe.

8. Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making (University of Chicago Press,
1998).

9. Yochai Benkler, The Wealth of Networks: How Social Production Transforms Markets and Freedom (Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2006).

10. A few examples of research in this vein include Katherine J. Cramer, The Politics of Resentment: Rural Con-
sciousness in Wisconsin and the Rise of Scott Walker (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 2016);
Arlie Russell Hochschild, Strangers in Their Own Land: Anger and Mourning on the American Right (New
York; London: The New Press, 2018); Daniel Kreiss, “The Fragmenting of the Civil Sphere: How Partisan
Identity Shapes the Moral Evaluation of Candidates and Epistemology,” American Journal of Cultural So-
ciology, s (2017), 443—459; Alice Marwick and Rebecca Lewis, “Media Manipulation and Disinformation
Online” (New York: Data & Society Research Institute, 2017); Reece Peck, Fox Populism: Branding Conser-
vatism as Working Class (Cambridge; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Francesca Polletta
and Jessica Callahan, “Deep Stories, Nostalgia Narratives, and Fake News: Storytelling in the Trump Era,”
American Journal of Cultural Sociology, 5 (2017), 392—408.
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crucible of a particular media landscape — one with profoundly difterent affordances and in-
centives for capturing attention than the broadcast media world that helped to shape political
reflexes and culture through much of the 20t century. It seems reasonable to approach that as

a kind of media effect.
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