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STEFAN ANDRIOPOULOS

Our current moment is marked by the accelerated circulation of rumors,
fake news, and the political polarization and persistent delusions they have
brought about. Forty percent of Americans continue to believe in the “Big
Lie” that the 2020 election was somehow manipulated, even though all
claims of voter fraud have been disproven and convincingly refuted. In a
similar vein, anti-vaccine narratives and conspiracy theories have gained
considerable traction, leading their believers to wrongly see vaccines as
ineffective and dangerous or even as sinister, government-controlled
implants. How is it possible that so many people lend credence to rumors
and false allegations? And how might one seek to correct false beliefs that
seem immune to fact-checking and rational refutation? In this article I try
to answer these questions by undertaking a short, selective history of the
constitutive links between rumor, media, and the credence created by new
modes of circulation.

The final congressional report on the January 6, 2021 U.S. Capitol attack
notes that social media “played a prominent role in amplifying erroneous
claims of election fraud” and highlights the crucial role of emotions and
affect, which render solely rational rebuttals of false rumors ineffective:
“many of President Trump’s supporters wanted to believe [these false
allegations]. The stolen election narrative has proven to be remarkably
durable precisely because it is a matter of belief—not evidence, or rea-
son.”! In line with this analysis, it is tempting to pin our current, seem-
ingly unprecedented crisis to the rise of social media, which have created
new forms of circulation, collectivity, and affect.? However, in the follow-
ing I will show that concerns over rumor have long been a feature of media
change and the introduction of new technologies and media forms. By
studying this unexplored history, we can gain a better understanding of
our present situation, which is only the most recent example of how new
media facilitate the circulation of rumors and lend them credibility. The
later parts of the article therefore analyze the interrelation between rumor
and popular print media in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by



undertaking a new reading of texts by Immanuel Kant and Karl Marx.
I begin, however, by putting forward some general points, thereby laying
the groundwork for an analysis of different historical instantiations of this
intimate link between the spread of unreliable information and newly
emerging media.

Rumors and Media Change
My main argument is simple and can be summarized in two short sentences:

1. The emergence of new technologies and of new and accessible
media forms increases and accelerates the circulation of rumors and
disinformation.

2. Circulation and repetition create belief.

One historical example for this dynamic, from long before our present
moment, is the invention of movable type in early modern Europe, where
the medium of print served as a necessary but not sufficient condition for
the Gutenberg Bible, the Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution.?
However, in the same period a surge of pamphlets and broadsides emerged
that reported on the births of various monstrous creatures, such as the
Monster of Ravenna, the Monk Calf, and the Papal Ass. While they were
highly sensational, each of these texts made forceful claims to factuality
and veracity.* The broadsides and pamphlets were often reprinted, circu-
lating widely as a result.® In their magisterial study Wonders and the Order
of Nature, 1150-1750 (1998), Lorraine Daston and Katharine Park therefore
describe “this multiplication of monsters” as “spring[ing] at least in part
from the new technology of printing, which greatly facilitated the spread of
news through pamphlets and broadsides.”®
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Sacra Congregata de Propaganda Fide.

Despite this close connection to the history of printing, most popular
and scholarly studies describe rumor as an exclusively or primarily oral
phenomenon. The cultural historian Hans-Joachim Neubauer defines
hearsay as the “primary and proper medium” of rumor.? In his book
Rumors: Uses, Interpretations, and Images, Jean-Noél Kapferer introduces
rumors as “the oldest form of mass media.”? But then he sets out to separate
rumor from media by describing “pure” rumors as exclusively belonging to
the realm of oral speech:

When news from an unofficial source is transmitted by word of mouth
alone, showing a characteristic progress of chain spreading and large-
scale propagation, then we are dealing with a case of “pure rumor.”
If the media takes up the torch in spreading the news, . . . they ennoble
it. The rumor is then no longer pure: it has been . . . “mediatized.”
Only “pure” rumors allow us to observe the movement of progressive
growth, which starts from virtually nothing and lapses in the end
into silence.!?

In the following I do away with Kapferer’s distinction between “pure,”
oral rumors, on the one hand, and “mediatized” rumors, on the other. For
at least since the invention of drawing, writing, and graffiti, rumors have
bridged multiple media, assuming a status that is always already impure.!!
Viral rumors emerge from a self-amplifying feedback loop that jumps across
various media, from hearsay, graffiti, pamphlets, and posters to radio, TV,
and social media—and back. This process is frequently propelled by various
forms of strong, negative affect, such as anger, hatred, or outrage over a
perceived wrong. In addition, it is often the jump or transition from one
medium to another that gives a rumor heightened credibility.

An essay by Rahul Mukherjee that analyzes the role of the social-media
platform WhatsApp for what is called “cow vigilantism” in India provides
a pertinent example.'? There, young Hindu nationalist men organize in
WhatsApp groups to ensure that no one eats cows, on account of the
animal’s sacred status, according to Hindu doctrine. Such organization
often leads to violence against Muslim Indians who are wrongly accused of
consuming beef. Mukherjee describes one incident that occurred during
September 2015 in Dadri, a town in Western Uttar Pradesh. Along with the
accusation that a Muslim neighbor had slaughtered and eaten cows, gory
and decontextualized images of bloody beef carcasses and meat circulated
among village inhabitants via WhatsApp. The allegation found seeming
corroboration and confirmation when it was repeated in an announcement
from the village temple’s loudspeaker, which led to the lynching of the

Workshop of Lucas Cranach presents the alleged discov-
the Elder. The Papal Ass, 1523. ery of a monstrous body in the
Woodcut frontispiece to Philip  Roman river of Tiber in 1496

Melanchthon and Martin as proving the perversion and
Luther, Deutung der zwo monstrosity of the Roman
grewlichen Figuren Bapstesels papacy. Kupferstich-Kabinett,
zu Rom und Munchkalbs zu Staatliche Kunstsammlungen
freyberg jn Meyssen funden Dresden. Photograph:

(1523). Melanchthon’s text Herbert Boswank.



wrongly accused man. Many factors coalesce and converge in such an
incident—nationalism, religion, masculinity, and the incitement of vio-
lence. What amplified the rumor and thereby lent it additional credence,
however, was its transition from WhatsApp to temple loudspeaker. Similarly,
in the United States, the Big Lie of the stolen presidential election of 2020
migrated from social media platforms such as Twitter and Reddit to One
America News and Tucker Carlson on Fox News and back again to social
media, a process by which the lie not only crossed back and forth between
social media and cable TV but also gained credibility.

The historian Robert Darnton highlights this ability of rumors to traverse
media boundaries within another historical context in an essay that describes
eighteenth-century Paris as an “early information society.” Darnton empha-
sizes the flow of information—and of rumor, gossip, and slander—through
various modes and media of communication that include oral speech, hand-
writing, and print.'® Darnton therefore arrives at the following conclusion:

First, it makes no sense . . . to separate printed from oral and written
modes of communication, as we casually do when we speak of “print
culture,” because they were all bound together in a multi-media
system. Nor, second, does it serve any purpose to derive one mode of
communication from another, as if our task . . . was to trace a message
to its source. It was the spread of the message that mattered—not
its origin but its amplification, the way it reached the public and ulti-
mately took hold. That process should be understood as a matter of
feedback . . ., rather than of . . . linear causality.™

Building on Darnton, I contend that separating or sealing off various
modes of circulation from one another prevents us from understanding the
self-amplification of rumors. Yet, while organic concepts such as “spread”
or “contagion” seem almost unavoidable in describing viral rumors, I will
in the following—while occasionally relying on the terms spread and
dissemination—privilege an admittedly more cybernetic terminology. My
theorization of the intersections between rumor and media avoids the
notion of “contagion,” centering instead on the terms circulation, feedback,
and amplification to account for the various modes in which the transmis-
sion and repetition of a rumor, or narrative, serve to increase its volume,
reach, and acceptance. These feedback loops of “going viral” are not limited
to one mode or medium of circulation. Eighteenth-century rumors moved
across oral speech, handwriting, and print, while today’s unverified claims
traverse social media, radio, and TV. Returning to Darnton’s critique of
“print culture” as a notion that obscures the plurality of media through
which a message or rumor circulates, I would like to add that eighteenth-



century Enlightenment thinkers often described the negative aspects of
print media in oral terms. For scholars who are attached to books and essays,
acknowledging the dark side of printed matter seems to be difficult.

In addition to their traversing of various media, viral rumors are almost
never entirely false. Instead, rumors frequently blend facts with fabrica-
tions, and they must speak to real grievances to find wide resonance. Take
QAnon, a strange hybrid of rumor, conspiracy theory, and cult. In contrast
to the complete lack of evidence for QAnon’s claims of a Democratic,
deep-state cabal of Satanic, cannibalistic pedophiles who battle against a
Messiah figure named Donald Trump, the list of powerful groups—the
Catholic Church, boarding schools, national athletic organizations—that
have allowed and covered up ongoing, systematic sexual abuse of minors
by their own members and employees is long and well-documented. It is
this combination of facts with fabrications that makes rumors so potent.'®

The same blending of real concerns and facts with extreme fabrications
can be observed in a rumor that led to violent riots and the killing of several
police officers by an outraged mob in Paris in May 1750. As the historians
Arlette Farge and Jacques Revel show, a dark rumor circulated at that time
alleging that King Louis XV was suffering from leprosy and was trying to
cure himself by taking baths in the blood of children—a literal blood bath
rumor and a narrative with clear echoes of the antisemitic blood libel. The
story was widely believed, however, because, in the months before the riot,
the police had begun combatting what they perceived as urban disorder by
arbitrarily arresting or abducting vagrant or unaccompanied children from
the streets of Paris.®

That rumors blend facts with fiction was also emphasized in Roman
antiquity by Vergil, who in his Aeneid personifies rumor as the Roman god-
dess of Fama—a “horrible monster” (monstrum horrendum) with numerous
clamoring mouths and tongues that “sing alike of facts and falsehoods.”"”
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, by contrast, describes “the house of fama” as an
intricate architectural structure, thronged with “crowds” and a “light-
weight populace,” a space where “thousands [of rumors], false mixed with
true,” reverberate.'® Both Vergil and Ovid take note of the crucial role of affect
for the self-amplifying feedback loop that enables viral rumors. Ovid’s Meta-
morphoses highlights how “overwhelming fears” and “groundless delight”
can lead to “sudden sedition.” In Vergil’s Aeneid, the conception and birth
of the winged goddess Fama is linked to the “rage” (ira) her mother feels with
the Olympians, while Fama herself inspires rage and anger in those who hear
her singing.'® These literary descriptions of rumor furthermore stress its close
connection to crowds, an intersection that remains remarkably constant
across different historical periods, from antiquity to the present.



In the late nineteenth century, Gustave Le Bon emphasized the collective
will of the crowd as separate from the individual will of its members, and
he explained the emergence of the crowd as being based on a process of
“mental contagion” that leads to a loss of rationality among its members, a
process Le Bon explicitly likens to the state of hypnosis.?® At the same time,
his psychology of the crowd celebrates the “leaders” of the crowd in an
authoritarian, protofascist manner that renders his whole theory problem-
atic.?! Gabriel Tarde’s Laws of Imitation (1890), quoted by Le Bon, explains
the rise and cohesion of social unities in a similar but less explicitly author-
itarian manner as based on “imitation” and “somnambulism.” In Tarde’s
words, “Society is imitation and imitation is a kind of somnambulism.”??
More recently, Tony D. Sampson has drawn on both Le Bon and Tarde to
analyze new media technologies as facilitating “contagion” and the spread
of viral memes.?® However, similar to Brian Massumi, Sampson presents affect
as preceding language and narrative, describing “discourse” as responding
to “a prediscursive flow of contagious affect, feelings, and emotions.”?*

Viral rumors do mobilize and generate strong, often negative, forms of
affect—a fact that finds corroboration in the recent revelation that Facebook’s
algorithms harnessed emotions like anger and hate to produce sustained
user engagement and increase revenue.?® But rumors also tell stories that
give voice to collective desires, fears, and anxieties. Since these stories elicit
an embodied response that has a semantic and narrative dimension, a purely
rational refutation or fact-check rarely ends the circulation of a rumor. But
rumors can be engaged, modified, and redirected through counternarratives
that elicit emotions and rely on storytelling as well. To describe the dissem-
ination of false rumors as arising from “a prediscursive flow of contagious
affect” therefore obscures a potentially powerful way of disrupting their
spread: the circulation of counternarratives that also mobilize affect and
successfully combine storytelling with reasoning. In the next part of this
essay [ will turn to Kant’s classical model of rational Enlightenment as one,
admittedly deficient, mode of responding to rumors, simultaneously ana-
lyzing Kant’s distinction between an enlightened public and an irrational
crowd. In the final section, I will then undertake a new reading of Marx and
Engels’s Communist Manifesto as theorizing accelerated modes of circula-
tion while also providing a related but more effective model for countering
the spread of rumors and disinformation.

Kant: The Two Sides of Circulation and the Crowd versus the Public

In 1763, Kant wrote a letter to Charlotte Knobloch, responding to a query of
hers concerning the Swedish theologian Emanuel Swedenborg’s alleged
ability to communicate with spirits. In the letter, Kant felt the need to assure



Knobloch that he had not fallen victim to popular superstition and rumors
in exploring this topic: “Allow me to justify my procedure in this matter,
gracious lady, since it may look as though a popular delusion [ein gemeiner
Wahn] had predisposed me to seek out these tales and to accept them
eagerly, without careful examination.”?6

After distancing himself from “popular delusion” in this manner, Kant
relates three stories about Swedenborg’s alleged ability to see into the spirit
world. He goes so far as to describe one story as “beyond any conceivable
doubt,” and he characterizes another one as credible because it was sent by
one ambassador to another as “news meant for public use.”?” In addition,
Kant characterizes Swedenborg as “a scholar” (ein Gelehrter) and declares
that all remaining questions about this issue will be answered in a book that
Swedenborg would soon publish in London. According to Kant, that book
would have the effect of “making this whole strange affair publicly known
before the eyes of the world.”?8

Kant’s positive assessment of Swedenborg is surprising, and I have
written elsewhere about the importance of spiritualist notions for Kant’s
critical philosophy.?? But for the purposes of this article, my focus is on
Kant’s optimistic view of the public and the transparency created by schol-
arly books, which make things “publicly known before the eyes of the
world”—a stance that places his letter to Knobloch in close proximity to
his response to the question “What Is Enlightenment?,” which appeared
twenty years later in a 1784 issue of the Berlinische Monatsschrift.°

In that essay Kant puts forward a teleological account of the perfectibility
of the human species that is predicated on the circulation of scholarly print
publications as a model for how humanity will gain enlightenment. Kant
opens the essay by describing the obstacles that make it nearly impossible
for an individual to leave behind a state of tutelage or dependence
(Unmiindigkeit) that has become almost “nature” to them. But Kant asserts
as well that, in contrast to one isolated human individual, a “public” will
almost inevitably enlighten itself:

But that a public [ein Publikum] enlighten itself is more easily possi-
ble; indeed, it is nearly inevitable, if only the public is given freedom.
For there will always be a few, even among the established guardians
of the great masses [des groflen Haufens], who think for themselves;
these few, after throwing off the yoke of tutelage for themselves, will
spread around [um sich verbreiten] the spirit of rational appreciation
of one’s own value and of everyone’s calling to think for themselves.?!

In this passage we can discern both a conceptual opposition and a per-
formative contradiction. Kant distinguishes first between “a public” and



the “vast masses.” The latter’s negative qualities become even more evident
in the sentences that follow, where Kant insists that true enlightenment can
occur only as a gradual process and not by means of a revolution. According
to Kant, a revolution will not bring about a true transformation of one’s
mode of thinking but merely replace old prejudices with new ones, which
thereby continue to serve as “a leash of the vast unthinking masses.”??
However, although Kant seeks to uphold this distinction between a rational
public and a common populace or crowd, the demarcation between the two
is not as clear or stable as Kant suggests. Not only do we need to account for
the possibility of the public losing its rationality and thereby turning into
an “unthinking mass.” But even the constitution of the public presupposes
a dissemination of the “spirit” of rational thinking that comes peculiarly
close to the model of nonrational, affective contagion or imitation that is
often invoked to account for social cohesion and the circulation of rumors.
For a public will not enlighten itself unless the few who have started thinking
for themselves “will spread around the spirit of rational appreciation of
one’s own value and of everyone’s calling to think for themselves.” In the
language of our current mediascape, we could say that Kant pins his hopes
on a few enlightened “influencers” who will disseminate the spirit of think-
ing independently instead of being influenced.

If we go one step further to ask how Kant describes the mechanism and
the materialities of this spread or dissemination, then we must analyze
Kant’s notion of the “public use of one’s own reason.” Kant seems comfort-
able with restrictions that curb the “private” use of reason that pertains to
specific professional duties. But at the same time, he insists that the public
use of reason must always remain free and unrestricted. Clarifying the dis-
tinction between the two, Kant writes, “By the public use of one’s own reason
I understand that which someone makes of it as a scholar [als Gelehrter]
before the entire public of the world of readers [vor dem ganzen Publikum
der Leserwelt].”3? Kant’s essay thereby echoes his earlier letter to Knobloch
proclaiming that Swedenborg’s book will answer all remaining questions
by “making this whole strange affair publicly known before the eyes of the
world” (diese ganze sonderbare Sache vor den Augen der Welt éffentlich
bekannt zu machen). For Kant, the primary incarnation of a “public” that will
inevitably enlighten itself is the “world of readers,” and the main engine of
this process is the publishing and reading of scholarly texts and books.

A more recent reformulation of this stance toward the public and the
circulation of texts can be found in “Publics and Counterpublics,” an essay
in which Michael Warner explicitly emphasizes that a public is constituted
by the circulation of texts. In Warner’s words, “Anything that addresses a
public is meant to undergo circulation. This helps us understand why



print, and the organization of markets for print, were historically so central
in the development of the public sphere.”?* A book more contemporaneous
to Kant that explicitly conceptualizes print media along the lines of Kant’s
argumentation is a short treatise by Josias Ludwig Gosch, published in 1789
and titled Fragmente iiber den Ideenumlauf (Fragments on the circulation
ofideas). The book contains one chapter on “the mechanism of the circula-
tion of ideas” that is mostly devoted to print media, and Gosch offers his
readers an Enlightenment theory of media that celebrates the positive
effects of accelerated circulation. Accordingly, Gosch praises “the inven-
tion of the art of printing books” for allowing easy access to classical
authors and scholarly works, and he describes the “circulation of ideas” as
promoting “the gradual perfection of the human species.”3®

Gosch’s book thereby responded to contemporaneous technological
innovations in the printing process that gained momentum around 1780,
when the first prototypes of a cylinder press were being developed and
patented in France and England. In 1811, the German inventor Friedrich
Koenig introduced a high-speed, steam-powered cylinder press that had
a much higher output of printed pages than previous models.?® But the
accelerated circulation of printed matter that Kant and Gosch viewed so
positively was not restricted to scholarly texts. Just as in the early modern
period, print functioned as a malleable medium in the second half of the
eighteenth century.?” In addition to an increase in scholarly treatises and
journals, the print market after 1750 also witnessed an explosion in esoteric
and occultist treatises, as well as in novels, flyers, and pamphlets. The ris-
ing rate of popular literacy, the concurrent rise of the lending library, and
the proliferation of commercial pamphlets, popular journals, and maga-
zines were all part of a mediascape in which print and reading were not
confined to the realms of religion and scholarship.?® In Germany this “read-
ing revolution” also gave rise to concerns about “reading addiction”
(Lesesucht), the practice of reading too much and too fast, which was sup-
posed to lead to delusions and a distorted perception of reality.3?

Johann Gottfried Hoche, who published a treatise on the subject in 1794,
defined “reading addiction” as “a misguided and pernicious abuse of an
otherwise beneficial practice, a truly large evil as contagious as the yellow
fever in Philadelphia.” Hoche continued, “[Olne reads everything without
purpose, without any order, one does not appreciate anything and devours
everything; nothing is understood properly, and everything is given only a
cursory reading and then forgotten right away, which is, however, quite
good for most of what was read.”*? Hoche’s simile of a contagious disease—
“a truly large evil as contagious as the yellow fever in Philadelphia”—is also
invoked by Kant in a 1790 letter that addresses the sources of “the current



prevalence of mystical enthusiasm.” In the letter, Kant characterizes “read-
ing addiction” as “the carrier which spreads this illness [and] the miasmic
poison which produces it.”#!

In 1766, twenty-five years before his condemnation of reading addiction
and just three years after his letter to Knobloch, Kant responded to the surge
in mystical and spiritualist texts that included Swedenborg’s book Arcana
Coelestia by viciously attacking Swedenborg in a treatise titled “Dreams of
a Spirit-Seer, Elucidated by Dreams of Metaphysics.” Kant frames his text
as a response to a proliferation of stories about ghostly apparitions that
many were accepting as genuine. He writes in the preamble, “But why is it
that the popular tales [gemeine Erzdhlungen] which find such widespread
acceptance . . . are circulating with such futility and impunity, insinuating
themselves even into scholarly theories?”4? Kant thereby asserts a distinc-
tion between “popular tales” and “scholarly theories” that corresponds to
the opposition between the vast unthinking masses and the public. He con-
tinues by stating that he had tried to avoid a stance of dogmatic skepticism
that lacks the foundation of an argument. But in doing so, Kant alleges, he
succumbed to the allure of popular rumor:

To believe none of the many things which are told with some sem-
blance of truth, and to do so without any reason, is as much a foolish
prejudice as to believe everything which is spread by popular rumor
[gemeines Gerticht], and to do so without examination. For this reason,
the author of this essay, in attempting to avoid the former prejudice,
allowed himself to be in part carried away by the latter.*?

By describing himself as having given in to the allure of popular rumor,
Kant inverts the claims he made in his letter to Knobloch, where he had
presented himself as having carefully examined all available evidence,
unaffected by any “popular delusion.” The same narratives about
Swedenborg’s spiritual visions that Kant had previously characterized as
“news meant for public use” and as “beyond any conceivable doubt” are
now introduced as having “no other testimony than that of popular hearsay
[die gemeine Sage], which provides very dubious proof,” a phrase that cor-
responds to Kant’s definition of rumor and hearsay in his posthumously
published Reflexionen zur Logik (Reflections on logic).** There Kant gives
his most elaborate definition of rumor by writing,

Popular hearsay (fama) is a testimony of many aural witnesses [Horen-
zeugen] of an event whose eyewitness is unknown. These aural wit-
nesses either live at the same time, and then their hearsay is a public
rumor (rumor sine capite). Or they live at different times and then it is an
oral tradition (oralis traditio). Popular hearsay lacks necessary authority.*



Within “Dreams of a Spirit-Seer” Kant thereby shifts to a purely oral reg-
ister that allows him to preserve an idealization of print media. However,
he also expands upon the implied danger posed to an enlightened rational
public by stating, “It has always been the case . . . that certain absurdities
have found acceptance even among rational people for no other reason than
that everybody talks about them.”#¢ Even though he continues to describe
rumor as a purely oral phenomenon, Kant thereby arrives at one of the main
arguments of this article: circulation and repetition create belief—or, in
Kant’s terminology, they produce the acceptance of unfounded or false
claims as factual and verified.

While rumors in the eighteenth century circulated through hearsay,
posters, pamphlets, and books, Kant seeks to exempt the “world of readers”
and the “public use of reason” from any association with “popular delusion.”
Clinging to an exclusively positive view of print media, he links hearsay to
women, asserting,

By a great deal of hearsay children and women eventually induced a
substantial number of intelligent men to take a common wolf for
a hyena, and that in spite of the fact that any rational person could see
that there are not likely to be any African predators prowling around
the forests in France.?

By contrasting “intelligent men” with women and children in this disparag-
ing manner, Kant seeks to stabilize and uphold the demarcation between a
rational public and the unthinking masses and between the public use
of reason, on the one hand, and popular, commercial print on the other.
Nonetheless, he has to concede that the boundary between popular delu-
sions and the world of readers has become permeable. Even “rational peo-
ple” and “intelligent men” fall prey to the circulation of rumors and
unfounded stories, which Kant describes as “going around” (herumgehend)
like a specter.4®

As the preamble already suggests by describing “popular tales” as
“insinuating themselves even into scholarly theories,” Kant himself is not
immune to this dynamic. He concedes that his own summary and refuta-
tion of Swedenborg’s theories engages “in such a despicable business as
that of spreading fairy tales abroad, which every rational being would hes-
itate to listen to with patience—and, indeed, not merely disseminating
them but actually making them the text of a philosophical investigation.”4?
Even in criticizing Swedenborg, Kant enables and perpetuates the circulation
of rumors and stories that he seeks to end. The narratives about Swedenborg
are rejected as unreliable and misleading. But they are nonetheless reprinted
and thereby turned into the “text of a philosophical investigation.” “Dreams



of a Spirit-Seer” thus testifies to a general dilemma that also pertains to
engaging false rumors in social media. The denial or rational refutation of
a rumor can be counterproductive because it inadvertently repeats the alle-
gation that is being refuted, thereby keeping it in circulation. Twenty-five
years after the publication of “Dreams,” Kant therefore wrote a private letter
to Ludwig Ernst Borowski in which he recommends “scornful silence”
rather than “elaborate refutation” as the appropriate media strategy when
responding to the proliferation of stories about animal magnetism.5° But
silence does not disrupt the circulation of falsehoods, and Borowski paradox-
ically subverted Kant’s recommendation by publishing Kant’s letter as an
appendix to a book about the infamous ghost-seer Alessandro di Cagliostro.>!

In contrast to Kant’s idealization of print, Johann Gottfried Herder
explicitly linked print media to rumor in a short historical account of the
history of print technologies in his Letters on the Promotion of Humanity
(1796). Three years before the first patent for a steam-powered paper mill
capable of producing endless rolls of paper, Herder looked back at the end
of the Middle Ages and the shift from parchment, which was made from
animal skins, to paper, which was made from old clothes and rags and
therefore more widely available.>? After emphasizing the revolutionary
impact of this switch, Herder likens the printing press to Fama, the winged
Roman goddess of rumor. In Herder’s words:

Now the letterpress was introduced and lent wings to rags [Lumpen]
which had been scrawled on. They fly into every corner of the world;
with every year, with every hour of the day . . . the wings of this liter-
ary Fama grow and fly to the end of the world. . . . That which human
voices keep silent about is talked and yelled about by molded types
and mercantilic pamphlets.5?

Akin to Kant, Herder switches to an oral register to criticize the negative
aspects of commercial print. But his description of “mercantilic pamphlets”
as “yelling” simultaneously highlights the strong negative affect that seems
to mark popular print media in the eighteenth century (even Kant’s
“Dreams” is marked by strong anger in its attacks on Swedenborg). Herder
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concedes that the “world of scholarly knowledge” would be impossible
without print. He also warns, however, against the effects of widely avail-
able paper on which “everything” is printed and dispersed, regardless of
quality or veracity.>* Highlighting the negative effects of wide and easy access
to print, Johann Heinrich Zschokke wrote in similar terms in 1821, shortly
after Koenig’s introduction of the steam-powered, high-speed cylinder press:

nowadays, simple print tools allow for the worst as well as the best
work to be reproduced a thousand times with marvelous speed before
being disseminated over the world. . . . From this stems the immense
flood of literary works that openly carry the imprint [Geprdge] of
wretchedness, destined to transmit the errors and the spiritual and
moral aberrations of their authors.5°

Herder and Zschokke foreground the global reach of rumor and “mercan-
tilic pamphlets” that are disseminated all over the world. These textual
invocations of print media’s worldwide reach correspond to contempora-
neous paintings and sculptures of Fama, which show the winged goddess,
trumpet in hand, standing atop the globe.

The late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries saw a steady rise,
described as a “flood,” in the circulation of books, journals, newspapers,
and pamphlets. In 1843, however, Richard Hoe’s invention of the rotary
printing press enabled another sharp increase in print media.’® Lowering
the costs of printing, the rotary press made numerous new newspapers
commercially viable. But these often filled their pages with ostensibly
factual news of questionable veracity.®” One especially glaring example is
a fictional literary text by Edgar Allan Poe, published in 1845 under the title
“The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar.” Poe’s
sensational story about a mesmerist experi-
ment gone wrong was taken by some contem-
poraneous readers as factual after its initial
publication in the American Review.5% By then
reprinting the text in his own Broadway
Journal, Poe initiated a viral chain of further
reprints in newspapers, magazines, and popu-
lar science journals that described the fictional
story as factual because it had been printed
before.5® The London-based Popular Record of
Modern Science even changed the title of the
story to “Mesmerism in America: Death of M.
Valdemar in New York.”% The editorial intro-
duction of a British pamphlet edition similarly
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invoked the previous printings of the story as corroborating its veracity:

The following astonishing narrative first appeared in the American
Magazine [sic], a work of some standing in the United States, where
the case has excited the most intense interest. . . . The narrative,
though only a plain recital of facts, is of so extraordinary a nature as
almost to surpass belief. It is only necessary to add, that credence is
given to it in America, where the occurrence took place.5*

The wave of newspapers, magazines, and pamphlets that followed the
invention of the rotary printing press in 1843 thus produced content and
credence in a circular feedback loop of reprinting that resembles the
dynamic of reposting and retweeting in social media today. In April 1846,
the British poet Elizabeth Barrett took note of this dynamic and described
Poe’s narrative as “going the rounds of the newspapers,” a phrase that
resembles Kant’s earlier turn against the circulation of unfounded tales
and rumors that were “going around” (herumgehend) like a specter.5?
Summarizing Kant’s, Herder’s, and Gosch’s theorizations of print media, we
can see that these eighteenth-century authors distinguished between two
diametrically opposed versions of circulation: the exchange of scholarly
ideas among the enlightened public of the “world of readers”; and the dis-
semination of rumors and unfounded narratives among the crowd and the
“unthinking masses.” This opposition between two sides of circulation per-
sists into the nineteenth century and also pertains to our present moment.

Marx’s Communist Manifesto—The Circulation of Counternarratives

The text that has come to be known as The Communist Manifesto was first
published under the title Manifesto of the Communist Party in February
1848. Written by Marx and Engels, the twenty-three-page German-language
pamphlet was printed and distributed by the Educational Society for
Workers (Bildungs-Gesellschaft fiir Arbeiter), which was associated with
the Communist League and maintained an office on Liverpool Street in
London. Beneath the title, the green cover page features the last sentence of
the Manifesto as an epigraph—“Workers of All Countries Unite!” (Proletarier
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aller Lander vereinigt Euch!)—a transnational exhortation slightly at odds
with the Germanic Gothic font in which the words are set. Over the next
decades, the humble pamphlet would become “one of the most printed,
translated, and circulated texts in history.”¢? Its publication history and
arguments speak clearly and powerfully to the two sides of circulation that
are also central to my reading of Kant’s, Gosch’s, and Herder’s texts.

The Manifesto describes and celebrates the revolutionary change created
by the productive forces of capitalism. What often goes overlooked,
however, is how the text centers on new media technologies such as “steam
ships, railways, [and] electrical telegraphs,” praising these “growing means
of communication” (wachsenden Kommunikationsmittel) for fostering the
worldwide aggregation of all workers.®* These workers, who have nothing
to lose and a world to gain, are the heroes of the Manifesto’s ending.
However, the protagonist or antagonist of the text’s main body is the
bourgeoisie. In a tone of awe that borders on exhilaration, Marx and Engels
highlight the radical destruction of national borders and local traditions
that has been brought about by modern capitalism and global trade:

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market
given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in
every country. . . . Age-old national industries have been destroyed
and are still being destroyed daily. They are displaced by new indus-
tries, . . . which no longer process indigenous raw materials but ones
that come from the remotest regions; industries whose products are
consumed not only at home but in all parts of the world simultane-
ously. In place of the old wants [Bediirfnisse], satisfied by domestic
products, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the prod-
ucts of the most distant countries and climates. In place of the old,
local and national self-sufficiency and seclusion, we have commerce
in every direction [ein allseitiger Verkehr], a universal dependence of
nations from one another.%

In the eighteenth century, Herder, Kant, and Gosch emphasized the world-
wide reach of print media and of rumor. The Communist Manifesto arrives
at a similar argument by juxtaposing worldwide economic commerce to
transnational exchange in the sphere of scholarship and literature: “And as
in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of
individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and
narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the
numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature.”t6
The “circulation of ideas” that Kant and Gosch celebrated as the motor
of enlightenment thus becomes a counterpart to the worldwide circulation
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of commodities in The Communist Manifesto. In addition, Kant’s notion of
the “world of readers” (Leserwelt) is transformed into a “world literature”
(Weltliteratur) that overcomes all national limitations and local restrictions.
Marx and Engels even stage the Manifesto itself as an instantiation of this
new world literature, writing at the beginning of the text, “Communists of
the most diverse nationalities [der verschiedensten Nationalitcit] have assem-
bled in London and drafted the following manifesto that is published in the
English, French, German, Italian, Flemish and Danish languages.”%”

When the text was first published, this claim was mostly aspirational.
Instead of coming from the “most diverse nationalities,” the Manifesto’s
actual authors, Marx and Engels, were both German. In November 1847
they had attended an international meeting of the Communist League in
London at which Marx was asked to write a program for the league. Drawing
on earlier drafts by Engels, he completed the text in two months.% After the
first pamphlet edition of the Manifesto was published in February 1848,
a second pamphlet edition with corrections of typographical errors was
printed a month later, and copies of this second pamphlet edition were sent
to Paris and Cologne. The text was also serialized in the German-language
newspaper Deutsch-Londoner Zeitung from March to July 1848, and a
Swedish translation appeared in Stockholm in the same year. The first
English translation was published, in serialized form, in November 1850 in
the Red Republican as “German Communism: Manifesto of the German
Communist Party”—a title that undercut the Manifesto’s internationalist
claim.%® Under the pressure of increased censorship that followed the sup-
pression of the various revolutions of 1848, the French, Italian, Flemish,
and Danish editions mentioned in the opening of the Manifesto did not
immediately materialize. In the 1850s and 1860s The Communist Manifesto
did, however, reach a respectable number of reprints and translations, often
emerging from expatriate communities that could more easily circumvent
the restrictions of national censorship and had, by default, a transnational
orientation (one German edition, for instance, was printed in 1851 in New
York). But not until the 1870s and 1880s did the text’s circulation begin to
accelerate explosively and with a global range.”® With numbers of editions
and translations reaching particularly high peaks in 1905 and 1917, the
Manifesto left behind its parochial origins and became a truly transnational
text. The global reach of print media that was still mostly fantasy in Kant’s
and Marx’s invocations of the “world of readers” and the rise of a “world
literature” thus became reality by the early twentieth century.”

In 1848, however, the goal of addressing workers from all countries
seemed out of reach for a German-language pamphlet published in London.
In addition, the languages mentioned in the introduction of the Manifesto—
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English, French, German, Italian, Flemish, and Danish—are all European.
The paragraph that follows the invocation of a rising “world literature”
problematically highlights the battering down of “all Chinese walls” by
global circulation and cheap commodity prices. Marx and Engels proceed
to give a Eurocentric bent to their insight into the transformative and revo-
lutionary potential of new modes of circulation by asserting, “the bour-
geoisie . . . through the infinitely facilitated communications [die unendlich
erleichterten Kommunikationen] drags all, even the most barbarian, nations
into civilization.””?

In addition to celebrating the revolutionary impact of accelerated modes
of communication, Marx and Engels also acknowledge the circulation of
disinformation in terms reminiscent of Herder’s denigration of “rags that
have been scrawled on.” Toward the end of their summary of existing
socialist and communist texts, which forms the third part of the Manifesto,
they write, “With very few exceptions, all the so-called Socialist and
Communist publications that are now circulating in Germany belong to the
domain of this filthy and unnerving literature [in den Bereich dieser
schmutzigen und entnervenden Literatur].””?

Instead of a blind idealization of print culture, we thus find an aware-
ness of the two sides of circulation in The Communist Manifesto: the rise
of “world literature,” on the one hand, and the circulation of “filthy and
unnerving literature,” on the other. Acknowledging this dark side of circu-
lation also distinguishes the Manifesto from The Eighteenth Brumaire
(1852), wherein Marx seeks to blame the successful coup of Louis Napoleon
Bonaparte in 1851 on “the poor means of communication in France.”
According to Marx, these prevented the smallholding peasants (Parzellen-
bauern) from entering “into mutual communication,” rendering their “con-
nection” “purely local” rather than “national.””* The Eighteenth Brumaire
thus implies, in my opinion incorrectly, that the success of reactionary
populism in a figure like Louis Napoleon Bonaparte rests on the absence of
circulation rather than the circulation of disinformation and rumors, a
claim that seems to be belied by the fact that Louis Napoleon had gained
fame not only because of his name but also by publishing several widely
circulating pamphlets, including The Extinction of Pauperism (1844).7

The Manifesto put forward a corresponding but inverted stance by cele-
brating the rise of “world literature” and by emphasizing that the “growing
means of communication” promoted “the ever expanding union [ Vereinigung]
of the workers.” Marx and Engels even momentarily succumb to a techno-
logical determinism when they write, “It was just this connection [ Verbin-
dung] that was needed to centralize the numerous local struggles. . .. And
that union [Vereinigung], which the burghers of the Middle Ages, with their
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country lanes, attained over centuries, the modern proletarians, thanks to
railways, achieve in a few years.”76

Marx’s optimism that technological innovation and accelerated circula-
tion will inevitably bring about political progress and emancipation relies
on a teleology that denies contingency, the wide realm of possible outcomes,
positive or negative, that characterizes the introduction of new technolo-
gies and media forms. But the Manifesto does remain attuned to the adverse
effects of new print media when it attacks the inferior communist and
socialist texts circulating in Germany as belonging to a “domain of filthy
and unnerving literature,” a domain that in Marx and Engels’s view would
presumably include Louis Napoleon Bonaparte’s pamphlets. Even more
important, the opening lines of the Manifesto deliver a powerful response
to the circulation of rumors and disinformation, tracing a dynamic that
marks our current moment as well:

A specter is going around in Europe—the specter of communism.
[Ein Gespenst geht um in Europa—das Gespenst des Kommunismus.]
All the powers of old Europe have conjoined into a holy hunt against
this specter: Pope and Tsar, Metternich and Guizot, French Radicals
and German policemen.

Where is the opposition party that has not been decried as commu-
nist by its ruling adversaries? Where is the opposition that has not
hurled back the branding reproach of communism, against the more
progressive opposition parties, as well as against its reactionary adver-
saries?

Two things result from this fact:

I. Communism is already acknowledged by all European powers as
a power in itself.

II. It is high time that Communists should openly publish their
views, their goals, their inclinations before the whole world and
counter the fairy tales of the specter of communism with a manifesto
of the party itself. [Es ist hohe Zeit, dal die Kommunisten ihre
Anschauungsweise, ihre Zwecke, ihre Tendenzen vor der ganzen Welt
offen darlegen und den Mahrchen vom Gespenst des Kommunismus
ein Manifest der Partei selbst entgegenstellen].””

The beginning of the Manifesto thereby echoes both Kant’s “Dreams of a
Spirit-Seer” and his “Answer to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?”
The misleading tales that are “going around” (herumgehend) are supposed
to be corrected by a text that is meant to be “openly” published “before the
whole world [vor der ganzen Welt offen darlegen].” But unlike Kant, Marx
and Engels do not simply propagate rational argumentation. Instead, they
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seek to put forward a powerful counternarrative that mobilizes affect and
storytelling and combines this storytelling with reasoning. In addition to
correcting misinformation, the Manifesto tells its readers a rousing story by
casting the bourgeoisie as a powerful antagonist who inadvertently brings
about the aggregation of all workers and the universal liberation from the
“chains” of capitalist exploitation. Today the implied teleology of this pro-
jection may elicit skepticism, but its enduring success testifies to the power
of a counternarrative that does not remain bound to a mere rebuttal of errors
and false claims, but instead tells its own story. The opening of the Manifesto
even draws on the circulation of disinformation as proof of the “fact” that
“Communism is already acknowledged by all European powers as a power
in itself.” Marx and Engels thereby harness and redirect the power of circu-
lation to propel the dissemination of their counternarrative, which super-
sedes and eclipses the proliferation of rumors and disinformation as the
Manifesto itself gains an ever-increasing circulation by being excerpted,
reprinted, and translated all over the world.

The explorations, theorizations, and close readings presented in this article
analyze various historical instantiations of the intimate link between new
media forms and the accelerated circulation of rumors and disinforma-
tion—from the early modern period to our present moment. Across these
periods specific structural features of viral rumors remain remarkably
constant: the mobilization of strong forms of affect, the mixing of facts with
fabrication, and the transitions from one medium to another that increase
the credibility of a rumor. More important here, the common thread that
emerges from juxtaposing Kant and Marx in their relation to print media is
the ambivalence of circulation—as rumor and disinformation or as an agent
of enlightenment and political progress—an opposition that mirrors the
unstable distinction between the “unthinking masses” and a more enlight-
ened or progressive form of collectivity. Our present moment is shaped by
different technologies, but these structural features and tensions remain
largely unchanged. In addition, one clear insight pertains not only to the
long history of the credence produced by new modes of circulation but also
to our current mediascape. Purely rational rebuttals that inadvertently
repeat the false claims they seek to refute will not end the circulation of
arumor. Instead of simply replicating Kant’s model for an enlightened pub-
lic, Marx and Engels’s Communist Manifesto—while surprisingly indebted
to Kant—offers a more effective model for countering the spread of false
rumors: by widely disseminating a counternarrative, one can harness the
power of circulation to eclipse disinformation.
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