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Truth has become a fiercely contested subject. Shaped by the experience of 
insecurity, the first half of the year 2020 has put the process of “truth in 
the making” on display in conditions of a global pandemic: quite often “In 
truth we trust” seems to be equated with “In science we trust” (Carolan 
& Bell 2003). At the same time, the truth people trust in seems to have 
multiplied: they do not have trust in the truth, but in a particular truth.

The COVID-19 crisis, which is likely the first globally mediatised 
health crisis in history, allows us to observe the relations of societies and 
science in a condensed form. We can spot how “science in the making”1 is 
1 For the theoretical distinction between “science in the making” and “science already made” see 
Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar’s influential book (1979). Sociologists and historians of science 

https://doi.org/10.51196/srz.17.1



/ 10 STANRZECZY [STATEOFAFFAIRS] 2(17)/2019

put under pressure and how modes of scientific reasoning have to be de-
fended against a public need for immediate results and clear-cut, universal 
solutions. We can see how preliminary results are being widely applied and 
how competing truths are based on partial data, on outcomes that have 
not been peer-reviewed,2 or on work in progress which is mistaken for 
scientific results. Sometimes the premature acknowledgement of pre-peer-
review articles – before their rejection a few weeks later (Rabin & Gabler 
2020; Redden 2020) – seems to have paved the way for these new cultures 
of truth, since what scientists regarded as methodologically faulty almost 
automatically turned into “truth”3 for an anti-academic public. 

The pandemic has not only abridged the maturation process of scien-
tific information – which now seems to turn immediately into scientific 
truth – it has also strengthened the expert as the figure who invents, me-
diates, and formulates the truth. Of course, these experts, the subjective 
faces of pandemic prevention, differ from country to country: for instance, 
in Germany it was Charité virologist Christian Drosten, in Sweden – the 
State Epidemiologist, Anders Tegnell, in Poland – the Minister of Health, 
Łukasz Szumowski, and in Russia – the Mayor of Moscow and head of the 
Working Group of the State Council for the Fight against Coronavirus, 
Sergey Sobyanin. This list, as incomplete as it is, signals not only a close 
connection between science and politics, but a close connection between 
the objective and subjective side of truth, between truth cultures and truth 
figures: in order to be acknowledged as experts, these physicians, politi-
cians, or apt administrators have to rely on long-standing cultural assump-
tions about who can be a person of trust at all.4

have long made the connection between the reliability of science and the need not to treat science 
as a black box but to look at the processes inside it. See, for one of the early claims, Steven Shapin’s 
“Why the Public Ought to Understand Science-in-the-Making” (1992). For studies of the com-
plex processes of drawing and writing, see the works of the research initiative Knowledge in the 
Making (Hoffmann 2008; Krauthausen & Nasim 2010; Wittmann 2009). On emerging modes of 
knowledge-making in pandemics, see Lorraine Daston’s post (2020).
2 While many noted White House press secretary Kayleigh McEnany’s (in)famous statement that 
“[t]he science should not stand in the way of opening the schools,” not many looked into how 
McEnany substantiated this statement, namely with reference to the Journal of the American Medical 
Association’s paediatric study claiming that the risk from COVID-19 to children is comparable to 
that of the seasonal flu (see Yeung et al. 2020). The issue of pre-peer-review publications, which 
began as a way to facilitate the swift exchange of information, is itself worthy of special study.
3 For instance, in Germany such a conflict arose about the interpretation of reliable data. See the 
public conflicts between Hendrick Streeck, Alexander Kekulé, and Christian Drosten, which have 
been described as Virologen-Streit. 
4 In the last two examples, Poland and Russia, the opposition also recognised Szumowski and 
Sobyanin to be “apolitical,” at least until the “flattening of the curve” and the relaxation of sani-
tary regimes. No significant oppositional or scientific counter-experts could be identified. 
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Thus the most lasting image of the COVID-19 pandemic may not be 
the grey-red image of the virus currently flooding the social networks. It 
may well be the image of joint press conferences in which Donald Trump 
and Anthony Fauci, side by side, represented different cultures of truth: 
both had their arguments, of better or worse nature, and both aimed their 
statements at a particular public. Tellingly, Fauci presented scientific in-
formation which indicated uncertainty, while Trump presented a populist 
truth that aimed at providing certainty for his voters in an election year. 
Both related science to uncertainty, albeit following a different logic and 
using different rhetoric – Fauci pointed out that science is uncertain by 
nature; Trump took uncertainty within the scientific community as a jus-
tification for questioning scientific credibility.5 Trump and Fauci obviously 
represent two opposing cultures of truth: one in which the subject narcis-
sistically believes in his own intellectual power and juxtaposes the elevated 
common sense of the self-made man with a scientific rationality conceived 
of as elitist and egotist; the other believing in the power of science. Both 
figures also stand for two different ways of mediating truth: the politician 
making short, firm, and decisive statements; the scholar translating scien-
tific incompleteness and uncertainty into widely understandable health in-
structions. Trump tweets – with the White House staff giving explanations 
– while Fauci gives long interviews in a language full of what linguists call 
hedging.6 

The COVID-19 situation opens up the possibility of studying truth 
practices as if they were under a burning glass: it highlights strategies of 
trust- and belief-making; it highlights the role of the media and the public, 
the role of translation and context, and, last but not least, the role of spe-
cific figures who step into the centre of truth-making processes. However, 
the global fragmentation of truth cultures is older than the pandemic. In 
several countries, the political parties in power have successfully started to 
restructure all parts of society as well as the media reporting on it, and they 
have also started to restructure the sciences and humanities: rearranging le-
gal departments, banning discourses and even specific disciplines, such as 
gender studies, reorganising university funding, and changing evaluation 
criteria. And, at the same time, they have started to attack crucial elements 
of scientific truth regimes. This has massive consequences not only for the 

5 On the history of blurring scientific results as a strategy to question their validity, see Naomi 
Oreskes and Erik M. Conway’s study (2010).
6 On different ways of hedging between scientists and politicians, see Priya Venkatesan Hays’s 
chapter (2016).
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sciences and humanities themselves but for international politics as well, 
since common epistemological values (truthfulness, reliability, robustness, 
etc.) and categories (facts, objectivity, etc.) are being questioned that (used 
to) base consensus-building on the integration of different interests (Reck-
witz 2019).

This epistemic constellation needs to be studied from a specific analyti-
cal perspective, which is developed in the current issue of Stan Rzeczy [State 
of Affairs]. Instead of re-echoing classic truth theories, we suggest a prax-
eology of truth, with its parameters of “truth scenes” and “truth figures” 
(Kleeberg & Suter 2014). With this praxeological approach to “doing truth” 
we intend to investigate the (situational) settings in which truth is claimed 
or denied, and to inquire into the subjective consequences of subscribing 
to or avowing a truth, as well as into the social and political consequences 
of adhering to “the truth.” In this issue, we are thus concerned with the 
deliberate adherence to truth that has become a very influential tactic in 
what has been called the “post-truth era.” Whereas with reference to the 
United States and Western Europe this has been diagnosed as a crisis,7 in 
post-Soviet Europe it has been analysed as part of an ongoing process of 
post-Marxist pluralisation, given the lack of a sustainable, democracy-based 
truth tradition (Grigoryev 2011; Levinson 2004; Roudakova 2017). The 
destabilisation of familiar epistemologies and the dismissal of established 
gatekeepers is a global phenomenon with a long history but differing intensi-
ties, to which various degrees of scholarly attention have been paid. 

This issue is the outcome of various talks and workshops of our re-
search initiative (East) European Epistemologies, founded in Erfurt in 
2017. Initially, the initiative aimed to study the contributions to science 
studies of authors from Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe and 
to situate them within their political contexts. Starting with consideration 
of the first half of the twentieth century,8 the initiative widened its scope to 
take into account broader social and political phenomena, which also made 
it possible to look at more recent events, seeing them, however, in a histori-
cal, longue durée perspective. The texts in this issue trace certain genealo-
gies in an area of the world where negotiating truth has a specific history. 
Truth discourses have not only been powerful since 1989, but also before 
that date. Thus, when the Marxist truth regime broke down and Marxism, 

7 For a recent discussion of the crisis of democracy and what it means to be post-truth, see Johan 
Farkas and Jannick Schou’s book (2020).
8 For a first publication, see the special section “Past and Present of Political Epistemologies of 
(Eastern) Europe” in Historyka. Studia Metodologiczne, vol. 49 (2019).
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during the transformation, lost its official monopoly on interpretation, an 
already ongoing process may solely have been intensified. 

We want to focus on the region of Central, Eastern, and South-East-
ern Europe. The mostly post-socialist countries have not been spared the 
emergence of new political epistemologies that follow the truth regimes of 
specific groups. Often, these groups are nationalist, chauvinist, and xeno-
phobic; often the epistemologies are appropriated from abroad, and equally 
often they emerge as pan-regional ones, or entangled ones. They are pro-
duced by private, semi-official, or even governmental brokers, and spread 
via both traditional media (such as television and newspapers) and new me-
dia, such as Facebook, Vkontakte, Twitter, Instagram, or recently TikTok.

In a number of post-Soviet countries, political parties have striven 
since the 1990s to rearrange the social and media landscape to their liking. 
Recently, however, this process has also reached institutions that had long 
and consensually been acknowledged to be non-political and whose auton-
omy was supposed to guarantee their impartiality in their respective search 
for truth: the legal system, as well as science and scholarship (compare, 
e.g., Halmai 2019; Pető 2020; Zoltán et al. 2020). At the same time, crucial 
elements of modern truth regimes have been questioned – with the above-
mentioned massive consequences for the sciences and humanities, and for 
politics as well. What seems to be the severely dystopian nature of modern 
rationality could be described as a patchwork of epistemic landscapes over 
which many smaller skirmishes and larger turf wars are being fought. 

While activities like art and architecture have long been underscored 
as media which embody, support, and even produce particular truths about 
the past, the present, or the future (see, e.g., Groys 1992 [1988]; Petrov 
2011), a more recent phenomenon can help visualise the complexity of pro-
cesses in which adherence to the truth serves social integration: the “Im-
mortal Regiment” (Bessmertniy Polk), which was originally a private initia-
tive and from 2015 has been headed by Vladimir Putin, and the “Return of 
the Names” (Vozvraŝenie Imën), organised by the Moscow Memorial soci-
ety, are emotion-based mass events representing two contesting memories 
of Russia. In the latter event, individuals read out the names of victims of 
Soviet persecution; in the former, participants march with pictures of rela-
tives involved in the Second World War. Not only is a particular sense of 
community created but also a historical myth emerges about the genealogy 
of post-Soviet Russia, which has to deal with crimes of the past or which 
proudly carries the banner of survivors of the Leningrad siege (Fedor 2017; 
Smith 2019).
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Phenomena like these have been analysed by Ulrich Schmid, who has 
studied how Russian society is influenced and formed under the media and 
political conditions of the twenty-first century via “political technology.” 
To this end, he analyses historical concepts of truth in Russian culture, 
their connections with ideologies, emotions, and historical images, their 
literary and artistic “fabrication,” their media presentation, advertising and 
PR mechanisms, and the relation between lies and reality (Schmid 2015). 
His reflections on “truth” as a political medium used by a dictatorial state 
are convincing, and he makes the comparison with Western democracies, 
where PR, spin doctors, and ideologies exist as well, but where additional 
mechanisms of controlling and correcting (and further truth figures) are in 
place (ibid.: 15). Nevertheless, this brief but fundamental distinction leaves 
the reader feeling somewhat helpless in the face of the growing dissemina-
tion of knowledge and science by the media, populist interpretations of 
facts, and the rise of populist leaders (see, e.g., Ehlers & Zachmann 2020).

An investigation of this multitude of phenomena needs a new analyti-
cal framework. In the first article, Bernhard Kleeberg argues that truth is 
a social operator and proposes to quit philosophising about it and to start 
observing the social effects of invoking it, along the lines of a praxeology 
of truth. Presenting truth scenes and truth figures as basic parameters, 
the praxeological view regards truth theories as a subject of investigation 
only if they are part of a group’s self-reflection, and not for their definition 
value. Rather than asking about the form and existence of truth, a praxeol-
ogy of truth has to dedicate itself to a microanalysis of specific settings and 
scripts, subjects and virtues, places and practices of doing truth. At the 
same time, it aims to understand the advocacy of truth as a technique of 
(identity) politics in order to enable more effective forms of dealing with 
them. A praxeological approach allows concepts of truth to be historicised 
in different arenas beyond the East–West dichotomy, or for political sys-
tems to be generalised while nevertheless taking differences and contexts 
into consideration.

Recently, we have seen new truth figures emerge to join classic fig-
ures, such as scientists, journalists, or artists. Whistleblowers and debunk-
ers (but also trolls) occur in their very own constellations and dwell in 
places that appeared during the establishment of Web 2.0. However, the 
set of truth figures is very dynamic, and the countries of Central, Eastern, 
and South-Eastern Europe are quite illustrative cases as they experienced 
multiple regimes (and regime changes) during the twentieth century. One 
very distinct truth figure that rose to prominence during the 1970s was 
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“the dissident.” It could be argued that this figure came to be hollow after 
the fall of the Soviet Union. However, “the dissident” did not become 
a completely empty figure as both liberal and populist politics readily ap-
peal to their dissident pasts and reappropriate that past for their rhetoric. 
New truth scenes have emerged as well: the infamous Stalinist show trials 
took the cultural technique of confession to its dismal extremes, with far-
reaching consequences for the political culture of post-Soviet countries.9 
Truth scenes incorporate a wide range of institutions (e.g., the court, the 
party, the fact-finding team), sites, or truth spots (Gieryn 2018; the confes-
sional, the laboratory, the street), and practices, techniques, and media (al-
gorithms, rhetoric, the live-stream) which change over time: they emerge, 
disappear, replace other institutions and practices, and get replaced. It 
would be a mistake to simply identify the “crisis” of absolute, uniform 
truth – be it scientific, juridical, journalistic, economic, or political – with 
the arrival of new media, which provide a multitude of truths. Instead, the 
problem starts from the assumption that we are witnessing truth competi-
tions. 

With their interest in political epistemologies, the contributions to this 
issue connect to a special issue of Historyka (Cain et al. 2019). Yet in focus-
ing on truth, they lead through a variety of truth scenes with different 
truth figures across different truth regimes, from Stalinist processes to 
the contemporary #MeToo movement in Polish social media. What unites 
them is their interest in the specific situations in which truth statements 
are expressed or contested, accepted or rejected – frequently in connection 
with a political situation. They demonstrate that current conflicts about 
truth are more than debates about new truth practices, more than conflicts 
of interest or an emotional state of affairs; they are about politics, about the 
establishment of power. 

Anna Shor-Chudnovskaya uses a close reading of Veniamin Kaverin’s 
memoir Epilogue (1989) and Lydia Chukovskaya’s novella Sofia Petrovna (late 
1930s, first published in 1965) to analyse how the Stalinist Terror of the late 
1930s disconnected truth from logical understanding. She retraces how 
show trials led to confessions made under duress and to the detachment of 
“the people” from the ruling classes or from “the system,” which was per-
ceived as corrupt anyway. The author analyses how personal experiences 
were connected to truth and lies in different ways and how the protago-
nists lost the ability to clearly distinguish between them. As she suggests, 
this had long-standing consequences for political culture and produced 
9 See Anna Shor-Chudnovskaya’s article in this issue.
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the reluctance of people today in regard to political participation. Political 
reality lost its connection to logic and evidence and has never regained it. 

Andreas Langenohl backs this argument in his analysis of the “imagi-
nary” of state-socialist elections and links it to recently observed phenom-
ena during elections in liberal democracies. These phenomena have been 
overlooked in many theories of political participation. Using the concept 
of the “imaginary,” he analyses practices of voting as affording truths that 
lead to the better understanding of societies. He shows the factual hetero-
geneity of the act of voting in the Soviet Union, where elections were of 
practical importance, though not in the sense of theories of liberal democ-
racy. He suggests widening the analytical categories for studying liberal 
elections in order to make sense of attitudes that run counter to classic 
ideas about voting.

Thari Jungen tells a similar story, in which classic democratic prac-
tices, with stable status in academic analysis (e.g., US elections), are destabi-
lised when they are appropriated in order to be twisted. In her account of 
the manufacture of hoaxes in the small North Macedonian town of Veles, 
she shows how the purely economic interest of local fake-news producers 
opened up possibilities for alt-right agendas to outplay the truth, for ex-
ample, during the 2016 presidential elections in the United States. Jungen 
points to the critical connection between hoaxes, fakes, commodification, 
and right-wing appropriation, which has often been underestimated in the 
academic debate, where memes and similar practices receive more atten-
tion. She stresses the ambiguity of fake news’ position between popular 
culture and ideology and defines a hoax as a materialised lie challenging 
the legitimacy of existing power relations.

Anna Grutza analyses media truth practices in connection with Radio 
Free Europe (RFE), a broadcasting station which was appreciated for its 
truthful reporting by its secret listeners in the socialist states. The author 
focuses on the procedures installed at RFE to ensure the truthfulness of 
the programme and shows how technology, review and interview process-
es, collections and connotations (of socialism, democracy, etc.) were inter-
twined in truth scenes. A news item broadcast by the network was thus 
the product of various processes by which highly subjective reports were 
checked for their reliability and gradually turned into facts. In so doing, the 
atmosphere of objectivity associated with RFE was crucial for debunking 
the network of lies and the non-information or disinformation of socialist 
regimes.
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Finally, Paweł Bagiński analyses tactics of truth-speaking (or writing) 
at the time when #MeToo (#JaTeż) went viral in Polish Facebook com-
mentaries (16–20 October 2017). He uses the Foucauldian concepts of 
parrhesia and confession to understand how female commenters used the 
social network to counteract the mechanisms of the patriarchal dispositive. 
He shows how systemic violence against women becomes a topic of truth 
scenes and how this not only makes the violence visible but also provokes 
adherents of the dispositive under attack to resort to defence mechanisms. 
Thus, Bagiński shows the critical importance of social media for making 
social problems visible, but he also hints at the fragility of newly emerging 
truth figures.

The articles highlight various practices of making various truths. Shor-  
Chudnovskaya’s and Langenohl’s starting point is the Soviet Union.  
Shor-Chudnovskaya emphasises the new cultures of truth in the politi-
cal epistemologies of the Stalinist period. Langenohl analyses the voter 
as a truth figure and voting as a truth-making practice. Grutza, Jungen, 
and Bagiński study various media as truth spots. While Grutza focuses on 
the radio and highlights practices of building a truth scene, Jungen and 
Bagiński concentrate on social-media formats. They analyse the power of 
aesthetics and language as tools for establishing and evoking a truth. To-
gether, the articles show the changing roles of truth scenes and truth spots 
and especially emphasise the transformations of political epistemologies.

Berlin, Vienna, Erfurt, Frankfurt/Main 2020
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