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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Understanding journalistic truth has always been important in Received 31 October 2022
Journalism Studies, but it is increasingly significant in a society Accepted 16 July 2023
influenced by constantly evolving digital technologies and
information disorder. This article explores the potential of “actor- A .

" X . L. ctor-network theory;
network theory” to enhance the understanding of journalistic journalistic truth;
truth, surpassing the limitations of existing perspectives that epistemology of journalism;
categorise it as objective, subjective, or a combination of the two. objectivity; subjectivity;
Alternatively, through the utilisation of a plausibility probe case Realism; social
study in investigative journalism, the article suggests examining constructivism
news-making as black-boxing and conceptualises journalistic
truth as arising from the skilful construction of journalistic chains
comprising heterogeneous actors. We discuss these as pivotal
steps toward gaining a deeper understanding of journalistic truth
that paves the way for constructing an alternative but empirical
account of journalism.

KEYWORDS

The concept of “journalistic truth” has always been a topic of debate in the world of jour-
nalism, but recent technological advancements, new business models in journalism, and
allegations of fake news have brought renewed attention to the subject (Godler, Reich,
and Miller 2020; Mufoz-Torres 2012; Steiner 2018). As a result, Scholars are now criticising
how journalism scholarship understands journalistic truth, specially the “epistemology of
journalism”; how journalists and news organisations know what they know, and how
knowledge claims are articulated and justified (Ekstrom and Westlund 2019; Lau 2004;
Ward 2018). The primary criticism revolves around the dichotomised theoretical assump-
tions that separate news into either a matter of fact or a social construction. As a result,
there is a demand for a better, theory-informed, nuanced, alternative understanding of
journalistic truth (Ward 2018). This article proposes that Actor-Network Theory (ANT)
can offer an alternative, more robust, and an empirically grounded understanding of jour-
nalistic truth. Specifically, by drawing on ANT concepts of black-boxing and proposing the
idea of journalistic chains, the article puts forth an alternative perspective on news-
making that enable us to avoid the subject-object divide in the epistemology of
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journalism. Our proposition is to view news-making as a process of progressive black-
boxing, and to see journalistic truth as the emerging result of establishing journalistic
chains. Through an investigation of a case study in investigative journalism, the article
aims to answer “How can we rethink journalistic truth and the epistemology journalism
with ANT?

Concept of Truth in Journalism and its Epistemology

The concepts of truth in journalism have been extensively debated among professionals,
in public discourse, and academia, primarily revolving on two opposing philosophical per-
spectives (Broersma 2010; Ekstrom and Westlund 2019; Ward 2018; Witschge et al. 2019a).
At one end of the spectrum, journalistic truth is defined based on the philosophical
assumption of “realism”. The label “realism” refers to a broader group of ideas that empha-
sises the objective existence of a reality independent of human perceptions: “objectivity”,
“positivism” and “empiricism” (Maras 2012, 82). These different ideas can take on different
forms, ranging from naive realism (also known as common-sense realism) (Coddington
2015; Ward 2018), which assumes that what human perceive with their senses is absolute
truth, to a more nuanced and professional version that recognises the challenges of
reporting an objective truth while still emphasising certain practices and notions that
may help achieve it, such as “objectivity” or “fact based” or “verified” (Anderson and
Schudson 2019; Curry and Stroud 2021; Munoz-Torres 2007; Rupar 2006; Wien 2017).
This “realism” perspective, while less common in academia, is predominantly prevailing
among professionals as their way of understanding (and idealising) journalistic truth
(Hearns-Branaman 2018; Mufoz-Torres 2007; Rupar 2006).

On the other end of the spectrum, mainstream academia has defined journalistic
knowledge through an anti-realistic perspective, arguing for journalistic knowledge to
be a social construction (Ekstrom and Westlund 2019; Godler, Reich, and Miller 2020,
214). The label “social constructivism” here refers to a broader set of ideas that emphasises
the reality (Truth and knowledge) is constructed by humans using concepts, beliefs, per-
spectives, values, and social institutions (Hearns-Branaman 2018, 81; Ward 2018). This
approach to journalism research draws on seminal works in the “60 and “70 exploring
social constructivism such as: Berger & Luckman’s social construction of reality (Berger
and Luckmann 1991), and Hall's cultural studies (Hall 1973) (Hearns-Branaman 2018;
Wahl-Jorgensen and Hanitzsch 2009). Similarly, to “realism”, “social constructivism” also
takes different forms. On one end, it could take a radical social constructivist approach,
claiming that “Fact [...] simply as that which is accepted as reality.” (Ericson 1998). Alter-
natively, social constructivism can also take on a softer and more operationalised form,
which suggests that; “The production of news is a social achievement, in order for some-
thing to be acceptable as news, it has to be the product of certain socially approved pro-
cedure” (Hearns-Branaman 2018, 81). These softer perspectives acknowledge the
subjectivity inherent in news production but seek to demonstrate how news is con-
structed within a socially approved framework (Curry and Stroud 2021; Prochazka and
Obermaier 2022).

Epistemology of journalism is an area that specifically examines these debates related
journalistic knowledge (truth) and seek to understand how journalists acquire knowledge,
and how they articulate and validate their claims (Ekstrom and Westlund 2019; Ettema
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and Glasser 1984; Graves 2016; Uscinski and Butler 2013). Though, even if the term “epis-
temology” is fundamentally philosophical, the area of “epistemology of journalism” has
been mainly sociological hence “flourished” with social constructivist work (Ekstrom and
Westlund 2019; Godler, Reich, and Miller 2020; Hearns-Branaman 2018). For instance,
Tuchman’s (1980) seminal work is an example of this anti-realism approach in epistem-
ology of journalism, where she views supporting evidence—what a realist would other-
wise describe as fact—as a social construction of knowledge rather than a truth-
oriented concept nuanced in a philosophical ground (Godler, Reich, and Miller 2020;
Lau 2004; Tuchman 1980).

Limitations and Alternative Theories

Both the realist and social constructivist approaches to journalistic truth (journalistic
knowledge) have been recently criticised by scholars as incomplete, inadequate, and
bifurcated (Godler, Reich, and Miller 2020; Lau 2004; Martine and De Maeyer 2019;
Ward 2018). Mindful of Kant's “Critique of Pure Reason”, realist assumptions regarding
objective truth have been questioned on the grounds that journalists are human
beings and therefore subjective, making the idea of an objective “view from nowhere”
impossible (Maras 2012; Romano 1986; Rosen 1993). This criticism is connected to a pro-
fessional critique that accuses journalists of “frame blindness” enabled by the pursuit of
objectivity. “Frame-blindness” describes a situation in which journalists fail to recognise
the ideological nature of their own framing of issues (Maras 2012, 66).

Moreover, scholars argue that the pursuit of objective truth and factual reporting in
journalism overlooks the inherently subjective nature of socio-political contexts and
the subjective nature of opinions that are often discussed in politics (Gaitano, Lépez-
Escobar, and Martin Algarra 2022; Graves 2016; Uscinski and Butler 2013). Moreover,
the emphasis on objectivity in journalism has downgraded other forms of reporting,
such as advocacy, opinion, and citizen journalism, to the side-lines (Waisbord 2008).
These genres are academically considered separate from “hard news” and are often
explained in a more subjective manner, while hard news is presented as factual. (This
asymmetrical treatment raises important theoretical questions that will be discussed
later).

Similarly, while the social constructivist approach does well to account for the socio-
political context in news-making, it has also been criticised for undermining the credibility
of journalism and making it indistinguishable from propaganda or falsehood (Godler,
Reich, and Miller 2020; Wahl-Jorgensen 2016). For instance, when describing a fact
within a social constructivist framework, it becomes challenging to differentiate
between the truth and falsehood (Molotch and Lester 1974, 104) as both of them are
now a mere subjective matter of concern that vary depending on cultural, historical,
and political contexts. Additionally, the approach is also faced criticism for its inability
to fully account for the recent role of technological actors in the generation and consump-
tion of journalistic knowledge (Stalph 2019). New digital platforms, algorithms, and big
data have become significant sources of information for journalists, shaping the
content they produce, and the way it is consumed by the public (Turner 2005b; Wolker
and Powell 2021) but their impact have not been adequately addressed in social construc-
tivist approaches (Domingo, Masip, and Meijer 2015; Turner 2005a).
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To overcome these limitations, go beyond the subject and object divide, and account
for new changes in journalism, recent theoretical developments have emerged drawing
from various disciplines, such as general epistemology, critical theory, science and tech-
nology studies, and political science (Ekstrom and Westlund 2019). While different among
each other, they all explore new theories and aim to redefine and rethink journalistic truth
and epistemology of journalism beyond the traditional divide. For example, scholars like
Farkas and Schou 2019) and Stuart Allan 2006) ground their work on Gramsci’s ideas and
argue for the existence of facticity in “subjective” reporting. On the other hand, while Lau
(2004) aims to redefine journalistic truth by building his work on Roy Bashkar’s critical
realism, Martine and De Maeyer’s (2019) use the work of Bruno Latour to propose an
alternative description of news-making. Other works promote different ideas and pro-
fessional changes in journalism practices as a remedy: Curry & Stroud’s idea of transpar-
ency (2021) or Stainer’s rigorous methods inspired by feminist theory (2018). All these
alternative theories seek to address the underlying philosophical problem of the
realism vs social constructivism divide while at the same time they seek to protect the
reliability of journalism and prevent unwarranted attacks, such as accusations of fake
news that serve others’ interests. They also aim to bridge the contrast gap between
how theory and practice define the truth, with professionals often resorting to realism
while scholarships resorting to social constructivism. Finally, they all aim to ground
notions of journalistic truth in empirical research by examining the actual practices of
those who gather and report the news, including the impact and role of new emerging
technologies.

Despite these goals, the proposed alternatives also have limitations and have been
subject to criticism. A group of scholars — who initial contributed for alternative theories
— highlighted some of these constraints (Witschge et al. 2019b). First, most of these
approaches are developed in reaction to the blurring boundaries and recent changes
of journalism, particularly to understand digital journalism (Stalph 2019), thus implicitly
suggesting a sort of historical purity in journalism. Second, in the context of comprehend-
ing the emerging role of technology in journalism, these approaches seem to undervalue
the importance of journalistic norms and values, resulting in a classification of all aspects
as a convoluted combination of subjectivity and objectivity (social and technological)
(Witschge et al. 2019a). These criticisms extend also to those works that utilises ANT
and which we review soon. However, we contend that the criticism to these ANT's
inspired works stems from a partial use of ANT, and that ANT still has untapped potentials
to address some of the issue characterising Journalism Studies and epistemology today.
To explore these potentials, we now introduce ANT with a particular focus on the concept
of “black box” and “chain”. Drawing on these notions, we propose a redefinition of news-
making as black-boxing and of journalistic truth as emerging from the establishment of
journalistic chains.

Actor-Network Theory in Journalism Studies

Actor-network theory (ANT) emerged in the 1970s as a response to the deterministic and
reductionistic approaches used to study science and technology. Developed by Bruno
Latour (e.g., 1988), Michel Callon (e.g., 1999), and John Law (e.g., 1992), ANT proposes
that all phenomena arise from heterogeneous and dynamic networks of relationships
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between various actors, including humans and non-humans (Law 2007). An actor is
defined by its ability to act (do thing) in the network and includes people, tools, machines,
natural entities, words, institutions, laws, and anything whose absence would lead to a
different outcome or social reality. Hence ANT aims to understand how these actors
work together to shape reality. With these premises that are critical of both the realism
and the social constructivism perspectives, scholars in Journalism Studies have adopted
ANT to further explore alternatives to face some of the field’s challenges (see Primo
and Zago 2015; Stalph 2019; Turner 2005a; Weiss and Domingo 2010). For instance, Hem-
mingway 2005) uses ANT to better conceptualise the agency of technology in news con-
struction emerging from the interaction of a plurality of actors. Domingo and Wiard 2016)
used ANT to show the evolution of journalism as a contingent yet relatively stable insti-
tution whose everyday practices are shaped by power struggles over its role in society.
However, fewer attempts have used ANT to discuss the notion of truth. For instance,
Martine and De Maeyer (2019) have attempted to reconceptualised journalistic objectivity
through ANT by adapting the notion of “Chain of reference” (explained below) as an
alternative approach to define truth beyond absolute terms (either objective or subjective)
or subtractive terms (objectivity is achieved when journalists expunge values from facts).
Similarly, Pantumsinchai (2018) proposed utilising ANT to map social construction of false-
hood in social media platforms related to (fake) news distribution (Pantumsinchai 2018). As
mentioned, while we praise these early attempts to use ANT, we believe these applications
of the theory to be partial and limited. It will soon become apparent to the reader that
Martine and De Maeyer’s (2019) work shares similarities with ours in terms of proposing
how journalists can build chains of actor leading to the establishment of journalistic
truth. We will however contend that their use of the Laturian term of “reference” limit
their considerations solely to the genre of factual writing (Martine and De Maeyer 2019,
7). Pantumsinchai’s proposal is also interesting but only uses ANT to specifically describe
the falsehood of news, especially in social media platforms, and how to extend the same
approach to other truth-reporting processes remains unexplored and unclear.

These limitations, partial explanations as well the divide in Journalism Studies, echo a
debate that was much influential in the early positioning of ANT itself and which is worth
rekindling here. The “Strong empirical programme in the sociology of knowledge” was
first to put forward a principle of symmetry to be used when looking at the production
of (scientific) knowledge. A fundamental tenet of this approach was that the same type
of cause should explain both the establishment of a true or a false belief (Bloor 1991).
This approach rejected the idea of explaining true beliefs, such as scientific facts, as deter-
mined by nature (a realist position), while false beliefs, such as hoaxes, as determined and
produced by humans, groups, or society (a constructivist position). Bloor's et al. (also
known as the School of Edinburgh and Bath) proposed an as ambitious as controversial,
strong sociological programme that would use the same type of social explanation for
both truth or falsity, success or failure, rationality or irrationality thus avoiding to offer
different type of (biased) explanation when dealing with one or another. For us, this
refers to Martine & De Maeyer’s concentration on journalism as science, or to Pantum-
sinchai’s focus on falsehood.

Departing and distinguishing from the EPOR’s idea of sociological symmetry, Latour
further developed the principle of generalised symmetry which sees agency (the ability
to act, do make a difference, to cause change) as an emerging effect of network of
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associations between humans and not humans thus making them co-responsible for
action and transformations in our world (e.g., the establishment of a new scientific fact,
but also of a fraud). This position is agnostic because it refuses any apriori explanatory
framework that attribute causal agency to either the humans (like the EPOR programme
and all the constructivist perspectives) or the non-humans (like the realist perspectives).
Instead of imposing predetermined explanations based on a sociological or materialist
perspective, ANT's generalised symmetry asks the researcher to map and describe the for-
mation, stabilisation, and constant shifting of such networks. This is how Latour has
applied Actor-Network Theory (ANT) to a series of domains, also referred to as different
“truth regimes’: Law, as seen in “Making of Law” (2010a); technological innovation, exem-
plified by “Aramis, or, the love of technology” (1996); religion, explored in “Beyond belief”
(2010b); politics; and ecology, as discussed in “Politics of Nature” (2004) and “Facing Gaia”
(2017). Despite the seemingly disparate areas of inquiry, Latour has consistently mapped
and described these different areas of our modern life as heterogeneous networks which
come together, gets aligned and stabilise to act as a whole. This brings us to our first prop-
osition suggesting looking at news-making as black-boxing.

News-making as a Black-boxing

In ANT, the term black-box is used when a network of heterogeneous human and non-
human actors aligns and stabilises its association to act as a whole so that it is accepted
as a single actor. Black-boxing then becomes the process of making a joint production of
action, facts or artefacts entirely opaque (Latour 1999). Callon and Latour 1981) explain, “a
black box contains that which no longer needs to be reconsidered, those things whose
contents have become a matter of indifference”. Latour uses H,O as an example and
asks, “who refers now to Lavoisier's paper when a writing formula for H,O" (Latour
1988). All the paperwork, all the enabling theories and calculations, the models, books,
and instruments that Lavoisier used have been carefully aligned together to produce a
new scientific statement about the structure of a water molecule. Resonating the Heideg-
gerian notion of breakdown, Latour explains that we notice a black box only when it stops
working as a whole: no more than a hammer, a projector suddenly turns into a compli-
cated assemblage of parts, a controversy, as soon as it stops functioning. Throughout
his works, Latour has shown how all modern human activities aim at creating such
durable and unquestionable black boxes. This could vary from manufacturing an
engine to establishing a social relationship like marriage or doing a degree (Harman
2009a), or, as in our case, making a piece of news.

It is crucial to distinguish the meaning of “black box” in ANT from its use in journalism
transparency discourse to avoid confusion. In journalism transparency, “black box” has a
negative connotation, referring to information produced in newsrooms that are concealed
from public scrutiny (Ananny and Crawford 2018; Curry and Stroud 2021). In contrast, in
ANT, “black boxing” denotes the process of stabilising and aligning individual contributions
to a collective action. While both meanings involve opaqueness, their implications differ. In
ANT, black-boxing signifies alignment, whereas, in journalism transparency, it implies
secrecy and non-disclosure. “News you can trust is news you can use” —is a tagline that
appeared on the BBC website (Alderhill 2021).—impeccably summarises our first prop-
osition, which is to see journalistic truth as a black box, a well built one which the audience
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can trust and use without “unpacking” it, that is, without questioning the multitude of
actors that have been aligned and associated together during its “making”.

Looking at journalistic truth as a black box begs us to pose the questions of how this
black box is established, of what becomes opaque and indifferent in news-making, of
what heterogeneous actors get together, and how their associations are made and main-
tained. These questions lead us to our second proposition, which requires us to counter-
balance the generality of the notion of network and black box (in ANT everything is a
network, and everything stable is a black box). This leads us to investigate at the particular
way in which humans and non-humans are aligned and black box in journalistic networks
that enable the creation of truthful, trustworthy, and ready-to-use news.

Journalistic Truth as What Emerge from Journalistic Chains

For Latour, things can exist and be truthful (be black boxed) scientifically, religiously,
legally, politically and in many other ways. Throughout the years, Latour tried to identify
the specificities of these different truth regimes, that is to see how black boxed are estab-
lished in these different regimes. It is crucial that these regimes are not to be confused
with different domains, somehow suggesting a sort of purity within the individual
domains: Latour spent the first thirty years of his work continuously repeating that
things are never pure. Thus, not everything in the establishment of a scientific fact (scien-
tific black box) is scientific: lots of different actors (e.g., natural, but also legal, technical,
political, etc.) partake in its establishment (and the same goes for a political or technical
or legal fact to be established). This heterogeneity of actors (e.g., legal, natural, technical,
perhaps political) and of their associations (e.g., physical, legal, financial) is captured by
the notion of network, but this notion says nothing about how these entities are (or
ought to) be aligned together to form a solid black box. To be scientific, namely for a
network of heterogeneous actors to be correctly black boxed into a scientific fact, a
network of heterogeneous actors must be articulated and aligned in a particularly scien-
tific way. And our argument is precisely that for a network of heterogeneous actors to be
black boxed into news, these actors must be aligned together in a specific way. To capture
the way in which heterogeneous entities are progressively associated together and
aligned to create a solid black box, Latour proposes the subsequent term of chains
which looks at the order and criteria of associating and translating actors.

Possibly the most popular example from Latour is that of “chains of reference,” which
he used to account for the establishment of a scientific fact. When Latour looks at science,
everything hinges on the question of the correspondence between the world (a phenom-
enon) and statements about the world (@ published article about the phenomenon).
Latour first presents this notion in his famous “Circulating Reference: Sampling the Soil
in the Amazon Forest” (Latour 1999), where he shadowed a group of scientists trying
to establish if the Amazonian forest is expanding (or not) in certain areas. First, the
trees in the jungle are labelled with numbers and marked on a map. Then, nearby soil
samples are collected and ordered in a pedo-comparator which allows comparing the
colours (via a Mansell chart) of samples from different locations. These comparisons
will become entries in a spreadsheet, and then in a diagram plotting certain “movements
of the forest”. At each passage (translation is the ANT term here), something is lost
(reduced), and something is gained (amplified). For instance, in putting soil samples on
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a sorting box (pedo-comparator), we move from a muddy and messy “world” in the
middle of the jungle to ordered and comparable “signs. In losing direct contact with
the forest, scientists get closer to a publication establishing a new scientific fact about
the forest. At each passage, a discontinuity occurs, yet associations are made in a way
that a scientific continuity is maintained and made re-traceable. Latour calls these
chains of circulating references, each one pointing to the one before: going backwards,
the prose of the final report speaks of a diagram, which summarises the comparisons dis-
played by the pedo-comparator, which extracted, classified, and coded the soil, which, in
the end, was marked, ruled, and designated through the crisscrossing of coordinates,
maps, jeeps, labelled trees and local guides, etc. If all goes well, such a chain of reference
will result in augmenting both the mobility (from world to statements about the world)
and the immutability of the expansion of the forest (the fact being transported/
verified/established/black boxed through a chain of circulating reference).

The idea of “chain of reference” is the very idea that Martine and De Maeyer (2019)
have been used to describe journalistic truth (Martine and De Maeyer 2019). At a first
glance, the correspondence between the world (a fact) and statements about the
world (a published news about that fact) is central in journalism too. However, as pre-
viously mentioned, Martine & De Maeyer proposed an approach that encourages us to
view journalistic chains in a manner similar to how Latour perceive circulating references
among scientists. Although this perspective may facilitate comprehension of factual
reporting, regarding journalistic actions merely as references obstructs the ability to
fully capture the uniqueness of journalism. By comparing journalism to the assumed
superior standard of science and its epistemology, their proposition overlooks what
sets journalism apart and hinders a comprehensive understanding of its distinct qualities.
Latour would call this a “category mistake”, something that happens when we confuse
and mix the different ways in which these chains are established and black boxed in
various regimes. If we rather want to “speak well” (Latour 2013, 58) about journalism,
we suggest we need to investigate and focus on qualifying journalistic chains as distinct
from scientific ones (but also from legal, religious, etc ...). For instance, in his book “The
making of law”, Latour (2010b) focuses on legal truth and looks, again, at how legal facts
are established, black boxed. In ethnographically shadowing lawyers, he identified how
much of their work is that of tracing factual elements (e.g., a piece of evidence) to pre-
recorded “qualifications’ (e.g., legal definitions of what count as evidence) which bind
their behaviour. Similarly, to scientists, lawyers also work with heterogeneous actors,
and they align them by establishing chains. However, in this case, Latour proposes to
call them “chains of obligations’ instead of references because what these actors do is
different: they do refer to an earlier step in some manner, but what sets legal chains
apart is their binding to behaviour. In this way, establishing chains of obligations is the
legal way to black box a legal truth. It is our job now to look at a case study, trying to
investigate news-making as black-boxing, specifically trying to capture how journalistic
chains emerge and journalistic truth achieved.

Methodology

Our goal is to illustrate the potential of using ANT to redefine and reconceptualise journal-
istic truth. To elaborate and exemplify our arguments, a plausibility probe case study in
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investigative journalism is used. According to George and Bennett 2005), plausibility
probes are a type of (preliminary) case study focused on relatively untested theories
and hypotheses to determine whether more intensive, laborious testing is warranted.
Therefore, our aim is not to formulate a conclusive argument on journalistic truth but
to explore and emphasise the potential application of ANT in journalism studies to
help redefine truth. Furthermore, we also offer an attempt to develop a graphical notation
to visualise the news-making process under scrutiny.

In this study, the making of a single news article (from the very first moment a journalist
start to collect information to the final publication of a news) represents our complex unit
of analysis and the focus of our investigation. Ethnographic methods (e.g., interviews and
shadowing, but also artefact analysis) are used to inform the case. Specifically, news-
making reconstruction in-depth interviews are used as they records — retrospectively
— the ways in which news becomes “news’ (Reich and Barnoy 2020). This method is
selected for its ability to produce a macro picture of the process and uncover journalists’
selection of sources and development, which is otherwise difficult to capture by studying
the published output or by directly observing their practices.

The case involves an investigative journalist, Jovana Tomi¢, from the Centre for Inves-
tigative Journalism of Serbia (CINS), who published an article on cins.rs in September
2021. The article is about an individual working in the Belgrade municipality who alleg-
edly attempted to smuggle a valuable painting and an illegal sum of money through
the airport in July 2021. The in-depth interviews of news-making reconstruction with
the journalist took place in April 2022.

The “Guardian” Case: An Overview

On 16 July 2021, the official website of the Customs Administration of the Republic of
Serbia (CARINA) reported an attempt to illegally import a valuable painting named The
Sentient, by Paja Jovanovi¢ (see Figure 1). Serbian news channels also reported on this
incident. However, none of them revealed the perpetrator’s identity, referring only to
“a Belgrade citizen”. The deputy mayor of Belgrade posted on Facebook later that day,
expressing happiness that the painting had ended up in the city and revealing the muni-
cipality’s earlier intention to purchase it. (See Figure 2). The journalist launched an inves-
tigation after the post and sent a Freedom of Information (FOI) request to CARINA for
details on the perpetrator. Her two-month investigation revealed suspicious aspects of
the incident and potential corruption in the lawsuit, which she detailed in an article pub-
lished on 21 September (see Figure 3).

Black-Boxing “the Guardian”

Figure 3 shows the final news article published by the journalist on the CINS website. Our
first move is to look at that news as a black box, which is a result of heterogenous actors
being drawn together to act as one. In this case, we have a black box news ready to be
consumed with no reason to question how it was “assembled together”. Its truthiness
is a result, never a starting point. As Latour (1988b) explains “A sentence does not hold
together because it is true, but because it holds together, we say that it is “true.” What
does it hold onto? Many things. Why? Because it has tied its fate to anything at hand
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Figure 1. The Serbian Customs Administration’s official website first reported on the painting without
mentioning the name of the perpetrator. (Source: www.carina.rs).

that is more solid than itself. As a result, no one can shake it loose without shaking every-
thing else” (pg.186). To elaborate on this idea, we will now describe how the news article
in Figure 3 became a black box, or how this news is tied “to many things at hand that is
more solid than itself” so to became a truthful news.

Consider one of the article’s opening sentences: “CINS can reveal that the passenger in
question is a Belgrade city administration secretary, Nikola Kovacevi¢”. Though the state-
ment may seem to be a simple arrangement of a few words, the journalist had to work
hard to be able to make such a claim, or “to tie the fate of the sentence to many solid
things’. According to the journalist, she sent two FOI requests at the start of her investi-
gation to determine the details of the incident, the first to CARINA and the second to the
Misdemeanour Court of Belgrade. However, CARINA declined her request and only the
Misdemeanour Court replied via an email. The email had an attachment containing all
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Figure 2. The deputy mayor's Facebook post about the painting. (Source: www.facebook.com/
Goran.Vesic.zvanicna.stranica).

the documents related to the case, ranging from scanned copies of invoices to scanned
copies of the official’s passport (see Figure 4). However, vital details in these documents
(such as personal addresses, email addresses and contact numbers) were censored,
except for the name of the perpetrator and his photo on the copy of his passport. Recal-
ling the incident, the journalist said: “After going through the documents, | said to my
editor that | got all the documents but at the same time | know nothing about this
person except his name”. She was presented with the challenge of finding out more
about Kovacevi¢. She first attempted to search for his name using Google and on Face-
book, Instagram, and Twitter, which gave hundreds of search results related to all the
Nikola Kovacevi¢es on the internet. However, one Google search included an image
from a Belgrade City Council press release which matched the face on the passport,
and the image description contained the same name. The image description revealed
that the perpetrator worked as a secretary for the Belgrade City Council. With this new
information about his occupation as a public service officer, she moved her investigation
from Google to the Serbian open database of public officers.
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Figure 3. A screenshot of the final news article. (Source: www.cins.rs).

This action of finding the person in question using Google may seem so uncomplicated
and obvious that it is easy to overlook the multitude of actors coming together. Here, a
journalist who only knew the legal name of a person and their appearance saw the
same face and same name on an official website of the Belgrade City Council now
assumed that she had found the person about whom she had thought she knew
“nothing”. In terms of ANT, Nikola Kovacevi¢ (the person) is not just a biological body,
but an actor resulting (emerging) from many other actors and networks, such as his
legal name, biological body, occupation, education, family relationships and even the inci-
dent with the painting. The journalist was attempting to find parts of this larger network
reality of “Nikola Kovacevi¢” to investigate the incident. Latour explained and exemplified
the process of knowing (talking about) an actor as follows: “A marine biologist, a
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Figure 4. One of the scanned documents received after a FOI request to the Misdemeanour Court.
(Source: www.cins.rs).

fisherman and a tribal elder are telling myths about ichthian deities. All of them talk about
a fish, yet none of them really (fully) knows what a fish is. To talk about fish, all must nego-
tiate with the fish’s reality, remaining alert to its hideouts, migration patterns, skeleton
and sacral or nutritional properties” (Harman 2009b). Similarly, by searching on the inter-
net and by moving from Google to a Serbian database, the journalist was negotiating
Nikola Kovacevi¢'s network reality. Earlier, the journalist's negotiation with the two
actors (his legal name and biological face) were limited (isolated); therefore, it was not
sufficient to talk about the perpetrator. The superposition of old actors with the new
actors (the website image) opened a larger reality regarding Nikola Kovacevi¢. Now,
the journalist knew where to look for more information about this person, namely the
Serbian open database of public officers.
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Consequently, she began searching the Serbian open database of public servants to
eventually find Nikola Kovacevic¢'s office telephone number, salary details, wealth declara-
tions and business partnerships. Particularly, one of these business partnership docu-
ments included his home address and contact details. Based on this new information,
she went to his address to observe his house from the outside and to confirm the
address. She also called his home phone, which was answered by a child. In the
absence or ineffectiveness of these actors, the journalist's investigation would have
come to a standstill, with no means to locate Nikola Kovacevi¢, had any attempt been
made to eliminate any of the involved actors, tamper with the server hosting the
Serbian open database, manipulate Google’s search algorithm, distort the image
quality on the Belgrade City Council website, or corrupt the bureaucratic system or per-
sonnel of the Misdemeanor Court. However, all actors were well aligned and drawn
together, enabling the journalist to confidently write the sentence: “CINS reveals that
the passenger in question is a Belgrade city administration secretary, Nikola Kovacevi¢”.
Echoing Latour’s words, the sentence above, a black box, is true because it is linked to
many strong actors. If one wants to “shake” the truthfulness of the sentence, one
needs to challenge many of the actors, such as the Misdemeanour Court’s official docu-
ments, the Belgrade City Council press release, Google, local databases, the reliability
of Serbian telecommunication networks and even the human vision of the journalist.

In this sense, the work of the journalist — who draws things together and connects and
aligns them — progressively develop chains of associations between heterogenous actors
which, at some point, are strongly tied enough to act as one (statement in this case).
Figure 5 visualises this gradual process of forming chains of association between hetero-
geneous actors forming a black box. All the actors mentioned above (each of which con-
tributed to the truthful final sentence mentioned above) have been allocated a symbol.
The grayscale tone of the righthand square symbolises the strength of the black box
and depicts how the chain gradually reaches this status, namely, the point where no
further association is required. In this sense, the black box (B1) which claims the identity
of the perpetrator is well formed and ready to be used as a single actor. All the

News Report of the incident
0 Facebook post of the Mayor
Court Documents
G Google Search .
G+
g Public Data Base search
L
f&h Personal Visit = z
<~ E+G+
e Phone Calls
1 4
&> +E+GH+
1 4
Q+ @ +E+G+ 0

Figure 5. Formation of Black-Box 1 (B1) .
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progressively associated actors are disappearing in this black box. Chains looks at how
these are aligned (+), black box refers to the product of such alignment.

While B1 was being created, the journalist had also started to build another black box
in the background. This involved determining whether Nikola Kovacevi¢ had the financial
capacity to buy the painting while earning a relatively low salary. Once again, she nego-
tiated with different actors (in this case, including the Serbian Anti-Corruption Database,
government salary details, the real-estate register and the perpetrator’'s home architec-
ture) to build another black box. It is important to mention here that although these
black boxes are discussed consecutively for the purpose of explaining, they were actually
being built simultaneously. When explaining her visit to the perpetrator’'s home address,
she said: “Once | had found his residential address in an old business contract under his
name, | paid the location a visit. | was not planning to knock on his door, because at that
stage of the investigation | did not have enough information to interview him. | just
wanted to confirm the address and to check his living status'.

Continuing the investigation, the journalist spoke to an anti-corruption expert from the
organisation Transparency Serbia. She discussed her findings with him, and during this
discussion, he mentioned “the whole situation is strange”, while explaining why he
found it strange. Here, the journalist changed her way of negotiating with the networks.
Instead of comparing numbers and signs via computer or by personally visiting the per-
petrator’s house, she presented all her findings (actors and their associations) and invited
an expert to comment on them. This expert’s opinion thus became another actor — in the
form of a written interview extraction — in the chain, which was aligned with other het-
erogenous actors to create a new black box (B2). This new black box refers to the truth
about the “strangeness or dubious nature of the incident” (see Figure 6).

Next, the article mentions an illegal sum of money: “In addition to the precious painting,
at the airport Kovacevic¢ was also found to be carrying €15,550 in cash. Since the permitted
amount that can be taken across the border without being declared is €10,000, The Sentinel
and €5,550 were confiscated, to be kept until the case is solved”. These words refer to an
action by Kovacevi¢ on the day of the incident, as well as the legal aspect of the case.
First, the journalist read about these legal particulars in the detailed news article published
on the official website of CARINA about the incident, and they were also mentioned in the
documents she had received from the court. Apart from dealing with these words and signs,
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Figure 6. Formation of Black-Box 2 (B2).
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once again she had involved another (human) actor, who was a lawyer. “We have a lawyer
we often refer to for legal advice related to our investigation and he confirmed these mis-
conducts and possible penalties,” she said. As with the previous two black boxes, here the
journalist had built another black box (B3) regarding the amount of illegal money in the
case. This chain also translated into a truthful statement (a black box) which was stronger
and unshakeable due to the solid alignment of convincing actors such as lawyers, court
documents and official statements from the Serbian government (see Figure 7) which,
again, are all disappearing in the final statement.

At a certain stage, she decided to reach out to Nikola Kovacevic¢ for an interview. This
was to further investigate the case and “to give him an opportunity to express his side of
the story”. After a few attempts, she managed to convince him to agree to speak to her.
This interview was a test for the black boxes, a test to check the strength of the association
these chains made between heterogenous actors. It could also be an opportunity for
Nikola Kovacevi¢ to questions the making of black box, open them, tear them, and
send the journalist back to the beginning of the investigation by destroying all her pro-
gress. According to her, the black boxes were not torn open, and they passed the test: “I
think he did not expect me to be that thorough in my investigation, but my findings were
solid by that time, and | had clear questions’. Here, the same journalist who once said she
knew nothing about Nikola Kovacevi¢ was now interrogating him by presenting her well-
formed black boxes which he himself struggled to tear open. Interestingly, the journalist
never witnessed the incident and never saw him physically but solely relied on her jour-
nalistic work and her making of solid chains or well-formed black boxes to question him.

Not only did Kovacevic¢ fail to break these associations, but during the interview, he
strengthened the black boxes by adding more actors, namely making contradictory state-
ments. At one point, he claimed they were a family of art collectors but later he mentioned
that he never knew the process of legally importing an art piece. Likewise, while attempting
to prove his innocent intentions, he stated: “My intention was like when you're coming to
Egypt and bringing parts of a pyramid and you say, My dear country, here, I've brought
parts of a pyramid from another country”. Regarding this moment of the interview, the jour-
nalist said: “At that moment, | wrote “Egypt” in my notebook and marked the rough time-
code of the interview. | knew it was an interesting and ironic statement”. Later, she used this
statement by Kovacevic at the beginning of the final news article. Here, it could be said that
she was linking more actors to her previous black boxes, making them more and more
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Figure 7. Formation of Black-Box 3 (B3)
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difficult to tear open; thereby, making it difficult to challenge her claim of “something
[being] wrong” with this incident. In this case, the actors are extracts from her interview
with Kovacevic¢ in the form of words and sentences. These actors not only contributed to
B2, but they are also chained to B1, which identified Kovacevi¢ as being involved in this inci-
dent. When Kovacevi¢ did not deny his involvement but expressed his innocence, each
statement contributed to strengthening the first black box (B1).

Once the final interview was complete, the journalist prepared a draft of the final news
article and sent it to the fact-checker. This is a member of the CINS team whose respon-
sibility, according to the journalist, is to take a fresh look at the article and check the work
by cross analysing the sources, the method of acquiring data and how it has been pre-
sented. This represents another test for the black boxes, as the fact-checker might
suggest removing, rewriting, or adding sentences. This is another precaution to reduce
the opportunity for others to tear open or question the black box. Meanwhile, the journal-
ist and the chief editor selected the cover photo to accompany the article: “We used the
painting as the main photo, because nobody knew about this person, but everyone
knows about the painter and this painting”. When everything was finalised, the final
black box had been created (see Figure 6). In the final illustration, an additional symbol
was used to represent “many other actors’ who were either not discussed here or not
revealed during the data collection process. As a collective attempt to chain together
all these heterogenous actors (see Figure 8), including the hidden actors of earlier
black boxes which are now seen as part of a single opaque actor, the final black box
has been created. It can be equated to the final single actor (the truthful news) shown
in Figure 3. Each of these actors (databases, phone calls, experts, scanned documents,
and so forth) are concrete parts of the black box. Following Latour, we say, none of
these features can be scraped away like an ornamental feature of the news or like an
unwanted cobweb. All features belong to the black box, the journalistic chain itself speak-
ing the truth: “a force utterly deployed at any given moment, entirely characterised by its
full set of features” (Harman 2009b).

Discussion

Latour, in his work on soil scientists in Amazon Forest, invites us to “slow our pace a bit
and set aside all our time-saving abstractions” if we want to rethink scientific knowledge
(Latour 1999, 24). In a similar vein, our case study helps to encourage scholars of journal-
ism to adopt a similar slower approach by taking the time to establish a robust foundation
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for rethinking journalistic truth. Our two propositions, Blackbox and journalistic chains,
contribute to this endeavour by enabling us to carefully build a detailed and empirically
grounded inventory of journalism, free from category mistakes, bifurcation, or purifi-
cation. The traditional abstractions of journalistic truth, which initially seen through sub-
jectivity and objectivity or a fusion of the two, can now be seen as an entirely different
phenomenon, encompassing black-boxing and journalistic chains, as revealed by our
case study. For us, this represents a contribution to the epistemology of journalism
toward untapped potentials of ANT in understanding (empirically as well as philosophi-
cally) news-making and journalistic truth.

Particularly our approaches allow us to bring symmetry and diplomacy into truth
inquiry in journalism studies. It allows us to become agnostic to different journalism
genres, different times, different actors and forces influencing journalistic truth including
technology, and without falling into the object/subject divide or in assumptions (theoreti-
cal) about what counts in news-making. Once the news is defined and investigated as a
black box, all types of news are included in the definition, whether it is a hard or opinion-
based, whether we are dealing with a historical case in traditional media or data-journal-
ism permeated with digital media, whether it appeals at the value of scientific evidence or
to any other value like advocacy, politics or religion. Such agnostic investigation allows us
to dive headfirst into the chaos of dynamics of journalism (Deuze and Witschge 2018).
Winking at Latour masterpiece “we never been modern”, we can say that “we (journalists)
never reported facts’, not because journalistic truth is not about facts, but because the
journalistic truth of facts that ends up in news is a Blackbox and it is rather achieved
(not given or transported) by the messy establishment of journalistic chains made of het-
erogeneous material through which news can emerge and reach their audiences. Yet, the
contribution of this renewed and slowed-down account of new-making is only partial.
Saying that everything is a network, a black box or a chain fails to fully capture what
exactly is unique about news-making, how the journalistic chains are specifically made,
and what precisely is being black boxed in journalism. The questions posed here represent
a second contribution of this work. Once again, Latour’s more recent works offer valuable
guidance in formulating answers. Turning upside down 40 years of research telling us
what we are not (we are not modern, we are not pure objects or subjects, nature or
culture), Latour latest project was that of finding a positive and affirmative way of
defining modernity for what it is, a way of, in Latour words, “speaking well to one’s interlocu-
tors about what they are doing—what they are going through, what they are—and what they
care about."(Latour 2013, 64). This project takes the name of “an inquiry into modes of exist-
ence” where our notion of network and of chains, but also what we called the regimes of
science, or law, religion, are all becoming distinct “modes of existence” through which
our modern society produces knowledge and truth (Latour 2013). This positive framing,
the “anthropology of moderns,” opens up the possibility of interrogating journalism as a
mode of existence and asking empirically sound and novel questions about journalistic
truth. In this sense news-making as black-boxing journalistic chains becomes (only) a first
key step toward “speaking well” about journalism (beyond using ANT to merely deconstruct
or to make a category mistake) and empirically find ways to answers more specific questions
about how journalistic chains are built, what exactly “circulate” in these chains, what discon-
tinuities are allowed from one passage to another to maintain a certain “journalistic” (not
subjective, objective, political, scientific, or cultural) continuity, how these chains cross
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with other chains from other regimes, and so on. In other words, our intention is to backtrack
a step from Marine & De Maeyer's suggestion of regarding journalistic truth as a product of
“references.” Instead, we aim to raise specific questions about journalistic truth itself.
Although we do not currently present a definitive alternative to the concept of reference,
our argument posits that perceiving new-making as progressive black-boxing and
viewing journalistic truth as emerging from the establishment of journalistic chains opens
up avenues for novel perspectives and inquiries regarding journalistic truth. This approach
is grounded in empirical evidence and informed by ethnographic insights, providing a
theoretical and methodological framework capable of addressing demands for an alterna-
tive theory for the epistemology of journalism. It allows for a more cautious and diplomatic
account of journalistic truth, transcending genres, time periods, and mediums.

Conclusion

In this work, we argued that ANT has much to contribute to the current debates and
theoretical demands in the epistemology of journalism. We argued and used a case
study to illustrate news-making as black boxing and offer a view of journalistic truth as
emerging from the (laborious) establishment of journalistic chains made of hetero-
geneous materials and associations. As Latour describes his lifelong research, it is a sys-
tematic empirical philosophy to offer modernist a different representation of
themselves (may it be scientists, lawyers, engineers, economists or fictional writers), a
descriptions that would not crush their values to the benefits of the others (Latour
2010a; 2013). Hence our two proposition paves the way for epistemology of journalism
to offer an alternative representation that would not crush values in journalism to the
benefits of the science, or politics, or technology, while fulling ambitious demands of
an alternative theory in the epistemology of journalism. The work to do is only at the
beginning though, as we acknowledge this paper has led to more specific questions
about the networks, black boxes, and the chains we identified. This will hopefully lead
to a more extensive and mature inquiry into today’s journalism and journalistic “truth”
as one of the “modes of existence” in our modern life and societies.
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