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ABSTRACT

Journalism often constitutes a ‘field of struggle for truth’."' The digital age has presented
the reporting of news with many new challenges, including fake news, digital manipulation,
and an overall post-truth era. Visual effects have reached previously unimaginable
possibilities, with machine learning models continually advancing. This advancement has
led to increasingly realistic visualisations that are difficult to distinguish from reality,
providing an opportunity to make previously unseen parts of life visible. This article
proposes that machine learning models, that refer to real data provided to them, can presenta
new type of truth—inferred truth—which does not represent ‘the real’ but is still based on
truth. Al-generated visualisations function in a metonymic mode. They represent the real
but do not constitute the pictorial representation as a mode of scientific evidence. Rather,
they can represent or at least be purported to represent the social-historical world. As we
live in the digital age, we can use artificially produced visual environments to deliver an
inferred truth; this may be a viable option to provide better fact-based education and
information and oppose the currently prominent truth-blurring challenges to news in a way
that deflate those tactics.



‘There are three sides to every story: your side, my side, and the truth. And no one is
lying. Memories shared serve each differently.” - Robert Evans, American film
producer

A boy in a hospital bed—his face wounded, his skin tainted with thermal flash burns, his
eyes empty—is looked over by a nurse, their hands holding a swab to dab the open
wounds. This is just one of many images of the aftermath of the nuclear bomb detonated
above Hiroshima by the United States in 1945. In his 1983 documentary, The Truth
Game, John Pilger presents hard-hitting and shocking facts not only about what had
happened in Hiroshima but also about the gruesome details that had been hidden from the
public. The film shines light on the human errors and political games that were played at
the cost of civilian lives. Beyond Hiroshima, the documentary also highlights the fact that
information has routinely been intentionally and strategically withheld from the public to
popularise a certain false impression, one example being the number of US bases on
British soil at the time of the film’s creation not being 12 (as was reported in June 1980) but
103." Pilger has made many documentaries over the last five decades to raise awareness
of the covert actions of the powerful and emphasise their detrimental and long-lasting

consequences.

The instant nature of news, made possible only recently through the advent of new
technologies, can work both for and against journalism. This is what Gowing calls ‘the
information boomerang’." BBC journalist John Simpson sees danger in the fact that you
can report 24 hours a day from anywhere in the world, as ‘people will try to get you to do
that and that [...] leaves less time for finding out what's really happening’.” Halberstam
emphasises that immediacy does not necessarily mean better or more thoughtful
reporting and wonders whether ‘the lack of satellites and comparative slowness of the
transmission process in the old days permitted the news desks to act less as prisoners of
technology than they do today.”"' He argues that improvements in news technology have

resulted in an inverse decline in journalists’ editorial functions, sense of judgement and
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capacity to blend the visual and non-visual.

The ability to transmit images to the wider public as a form of communication has been
used and misused to influence people’s minds and behaviour since its inception. Although
some footage of newsworthy events from the 1890s survives, the first true newsreels were
produced by Pathé in 1911. They were effectively short films shown in movie theatres,
generally alongside cartoons and feature films, and were initially perceived as
entertainment rather than news. As a matter of policy, they avoided controversial topics,
and with later newsreel footage sometimes being censored. Newsreel video footage has
also been manipulated since as early as 1912 to put forward a certain narrative or give a
certain impression.

After the Titanic sank in 1912, a newsreel was soon broadcast in cinemas that featured
footage of a captain onboard a ship—seemingly the Titanic—touring its layout and facilities
to give the paying audience insight into what it was like onboard.' An unknown producer
created the film partially with footage shot onboard one of the Titanic’s sister ships, the
Olympic or the Britannic, and partially with footage shot onboard the Titanic itself. Some
areas of the film that would have revealed the ships’ identifications were scratched out to
avoid breaking the illusion for the audience. The Titanic newsreel is a prime example of
how moving images have long been visually manipulated to create an illusion for
dramatisation purposes or to tell a story more convincingly amid the backdrop of the
overall purpose of news: to inform and educate with facts and truth. However, if all footage,
interviewees, locations, topics and questions are chosen by journalists and media
organisations, then all news reports are merely selections, viewpoints, parts of an
overarching story—each constitutes a mere slice of the truth.

The interplay between reality and illusion—their ‘mingling’“—today represents a
significant body in the arts and in moving images. In film, visual effects constitute practical
tools with which to overcome the constraints of time, space and budgeting governing the
creation of a work. They are essential to its role as a narrative medium. " In the reporting

of news, as demonstrated by the example above, visual effects can be used for the same
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purposes. However, visual effects create illusions and, therefore, one could argue,
ideologically oppose the standard for news reporters: the pursuit of truthfulness.

Evidently, the question remains as to whether it is acceptable to use visually fake
components in news reports or whether reporters must solely use original footage and
present components as they truly are without any filters and additions. In turn, it is worth
asking the following question: When machine learning models, which are based on Al,
employ inference—which entails a model referring to real data, such as images, it has
been given and learned from—is the result truly fake? Or does it, as some scholars
propose, create a new, distinct type of reality? This article argues that machine learning
models create a new type of truth—inferred truth—which is artificially developed but based
on the real; thus, these models can be used in the reporting of news to create a truthful
simulation.

The remainder of this article details how machine learning models could be used
productively alongside traditional tools of news production so as to inform and educate the

public in a trustworthy, understandable, engaging and entertaining way.

REALITY AND ILLUSION

Historically, humans have been fascinated with the real and the unreal, with reality and with
dreams. The ideas and testaments of ancient philosophers offer solid insight into how the
world was perceived millennia ago. According to Aristotle, the senses constitute a gateway to
reality. In his view, colours and shapes are real—as real as trees, desks, people and any
other objects that represent members of a totality that we refer to as ‘reality’ or ‘the
universe’."*' However, the totality of reality does not only comprise material objects that
can be seen, heard, smelled, tasted, or touched; Aristotle believed that there are also
immaterial objects, those that cannot be known by perception but only by a special
cognitive capacity that he called ‘intellect’. Moreover, he thought that objects around us
have essences that we must grasp in order to properly explain their characteristic features,

behaviours and genesis and that these essences are accessible only via intellect. Overall,
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Avristotle argued that there is much more to reality than meets our senses.

In the ancient Indian folktale covering the sage of Narada'’s transformation, "' Narada
tells the god Vishnu that he had conquered illusion, but Vishnu promises to show Narada
the true power of illusion or Maya. The next day, Narada wakes up as a woman, marries a
king and has multiple children and grandchildren. One day, all of Narada'’s children and
grandchildren are killed in an enemy attack; amid her grief, Vishnu appears to tell her that it
was all an illusion, at which point Narada finds himself back in his own body. From this
experience, he concludes that his whole life had been an illusion just like that in which he
was a woman.
In 300 BCE, Chinese philosopher Zhuangzi recounted a parable centred on being a butterfly.
In the parable, Zhuangzi ‘dreamt he was a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with
himself and doing as he pleased. He didn’'t know he was Zhuangzi. Suddenly he woke up and
there he was, solid and unmistakably Zhuankzi, but he did not know if he was Zhunagzi who

had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was Zhuangzi'.

Around the same era as Zhuangzi, ancient Greek philosopher Plato relayed his allegory of
the cave.""' Plato begins by having Socrates ask Glaucon to imagine a cave with prisoners who
have lived their entire lives chained up within a cave." Behind the prisoners is a fire, and
between the fire and the prisoners are people carrying puppets and other objects. These
objects cast shadows on the opposite wall, and the prisoners watch these shadows
believing them to constitute their reality, as they’'ve never known anything else. One
prisoner then comes free, sees the fire and realises that the shadows are fake.
This prisoner is able to escape from the cave, at which point he would discover that there is a
whole new—and far more real—world outside, of which they were previously unaware, and
return to free the other prisoners. Upon his return, however, he is temporarily blinded
because his eyes were not accustomed to sunlight. The prisoners who remained would
infer from the returning man's blindness that the journey out of the cave had harmed
him and that they should not undertake a similar journey. Socrates concludes that the
prisoners, if they were able, would therefore reach out and kill anyone who attempted to
7



drag them out of the cave.

Chalmers'* proposes that, considering various philosophers’ definitions of ‘what is real’,
reality consists of five strands or five dicta: 1. reality as existence—does it really exist?; 2.
reality as causal power—as the Eleatic stranger in Plato’s The Sophist suggests,
‘everything which possesses power of any kind, either produce a change in anything of any
nature or to be affected even in the least degree by the slightest cause, though it be only on
one occasion, has real being’,"" meaning that to be real is to have causal power; 3. reality
as mind-independence—as Philip K. Dick defined it, reality is that which, if you stop
believing in it, does not go away, '’ meaning that it does not depend on anyone’s mind for
its existence; 4. reality as non-illusoriness—something is illusory when it is not the way it
seems, something is real when it is the way it seems, physical reality is real because it is
roughly the way it seems and things are real when they are roughly as we believe them to
be; 5. reality as genuineness—J. L. Austin highlighted the importance of the way in which
words are used, " arguing that instead of asking whether something is real, we should ask
whether something is a real X. If one holds a watch that looks like a Rolex, it is not
necessarily a real Rolex. In other words, we don’t know how much of reality is
accessible and how much is inaccessible. Still, there must be some explanation of our
experiences, and explanation yields structure, which, in turn, yields reality.

The five dicta serve as a helpful guide, but there is also the question of relativism.

In recent years, there have been questions over whether objective reality in politics and
news reporting has gone out the window. Whether a fact is a fact depends on the system
that one is using or the viewpoint that one has. In 2017, White House Press Secretary
Sean Spicer claimed that the crowd outside the US Capitol celebrating Donald Trump’s
inauguration was larger than that which had celebrated Barack Obama'’s second
inauguration in 2013 despite all evidence pointing to the contrary. Senior Counsellor
Kellyanne Conway responded to the backlash to Spicer’s point by arguing that he had
simply stated ‘alternative facts’." " Some felt that her statement suggested a relativism with
regard to truth, meaning that there are multiple equally valid sets of facts that correspond to
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different viewpoints. ' Chalmers argues that certain things like shape, mass and time may
be considered to be objective, but that even these are, in truth, relative to a certain frame of
reference. A given object’s weight, for example, is only its weight on Earth—its weight is
different on the Moon, as mass is relative to gravitational force. For Chalmers, we can
reconcile relativism with objective reality by recognising relations as part of reality. The

documentation of relations is necessary to provide a comprehensive description of reality.

According to Hoffman, """ what we see is only ever a representation rather than
‘reality’—and itis certainly not the complete picture. Our brain is limited, and the available
information in reality is overwhelming. We make decisions automatically and intuitively
thanks to a built-in filter in our brain that dictates what we should and should not pay
attention to. Things that are important to our survival are magnified, while less important
aspects are reduced in prominence. ="' This cognitive shortcut to assessing reality

approximately rather than perceiving it in its totality enhances our chances of survival.

Perception

Hoffman argues that we see objects in three dimensions not because we reconstruct
objective reality but because this is the format of a compression algorithm that evolution
happened to construct within us. Our perceptions are encoded into our data structure, and
we simply mistakenly believe it to be objective reality. " As an example, he points to the
research conducted by Zadra et al.,”*' the results of which highlight differences in
distance perceptions among humans. People given a drink containing glucose make
shorter distance estimates than those given a drink containing no carbohydrates.
Additionally, people who are more aerobically fit make shorter distance estimates than
those who are less fit. This suggests that humans’ perceptions of distance depend not only

on energy cost but also on the ratio of energy cost to available energy.

Hoffman points out that human evolution has had a major impact on our perception of
reality and that we are the offspring of those who, in each successive generation, saw more

accurately.”" As Geisler and Diehl argue, ‘(perceptual) estimates that are nearer the truth
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have greater utility than those that are wide of the mark’.“~' They believed that much of human
perception is veridical under natural conditions.“*' According to Trivers, " perceiving the
truth about the outside world helps us to navigate it more effectively, and our sensory organs
have evolved to give us a precise view of the outside world. Our minds, however, evolved
through natural selection to solve problems ‘that were life-and-death matters to our ancestors,
not to commune with correctness’.””' Thus, humans'’ beliefs and perceptions do not always
align with reality.

Van Doorn asserts that, from the cocktail of information that we receive from an endless
number of sources, we tend to choose the most convincing story. In other words, we are
not natural truth-seekers, we merely subconsciously think about which arguments most
clearly speak for the truthfulness of the story.“* In addition, Klintman'*" discusses the
existence of different forms of knowledge resistance, such as ‘rational ignorance’ and
‘strategic ignorance’. According to Klintman, one of the most important reasons behind
knowledge blocks is that they enable us to continue to belong to our group. He refers to
times of hunter-gatherer societies, times when the difference between remaining in the
group and being excluded from it meant survival or death. Thus, in this sense,

conscious and unconscious non-immersion can be a form of self-protection.

Hoffman has conducted extensive research on reality and human perception. He
defines the proposition of the interface theory of perception (ITP) as follows: our
perceptual systems have evolved to provide a species-specific interface to guide adaptive
behaviour—not to provide a veridical representation of objective reality.“* He compares
what we see and experience as reconstructed icons on a user interface that hides all
complexity, aiding in operational functions through the ignorance of reality. Hoffman
agrees with Klintman, highlighting in his definition of ITP that ‘our perception of space
time and objects were shaped by natural selection not to be veridical - not to reveal or
reconstruct objective reality - but to let us live long enough to raise offspring’. **' Like an

interface, the ‘job’ of our senses is not to reveal the truth but to guide useful action.
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lllusion

If Hoffman is correct in this assertion, then what is illusion and where does it start?
Palmer defines illusion as follows: ‘veridical perception of the environment often requires
heuristic processes based on assumptions that are usually, but not always true. When they
are true, all is well, and we see more or less what is actually there. When these assumptions
are false, however, we perceive a situation that differs systematically from reality: that is,
an illusion’.””" Hoffman writes that evolution spaces our perceptions to guide adaptive
behaviours rather than to seek truth. In this case, illusions are failures intended to guide
adaptive behaviour, not failures intended to see truth.

Reality is a matter of how people perceive the world around them. Everyone is exposed
to different bits of reality at any given time and throughout their lives, forming an individual
glass mosaic of the world—an individual reality—that varies in pattern, shape, size and
colour. Looking through this glass, everyone will perceive a slightly different view of the world
from one another, and we look through this glass constantly. Importantly, these glass
mosaics may also include self-caused illusions. When looking through the glass, these
illusions may blur our vision and perception, creating a slightly ‘unrealistic’ interpretation of a

current real event depending on the clarity of the mosaic’s composite pieces.

Geographical position is also important to one’s perception of reality. People in the same
location at the same time may have very similar views and interpretations of their reality.
People who are in a different location but hear or see the same reality ‘second-hand’ may
perceive it quite differently, as they are not physically present and are forced to rely on their

imagination. Notably, the psychology of immediate perception also comes into play.
Cognitive psychology

Visual perception is also a widely researched topic in psychology. A major theoretical
issue on which psychologists are divided is the extent to which perception relies directly on

the information present in one’s environment. This controversy is discussed with regard
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to Gregory, who proposed a constructivist (indirect) theory of perception (a ‘top-down’
theory), "' and Gibson, who proposed a direct theory of perception (a ‘bottom-up’
theory).

Gregory argues that perceptual processes are not direct; rather, they depend on the
perceiver's expectations and previous knowledge as well as the information available in the
stimulus itself. A lot of information reaches the eye, but much is lost by the time it reaches
the brain—about 90 per cent, by Gregory's estimation. Therefore, the brain effectively
needs to make an educated guess as to what the person is seeing based on their past
experiences. In other words, we actively construct our perception of reality. Gregory asserts
that perception involves a high degree of hypothesis testing to make sense of the
information presented to the sense organs. The formation of incorrect hypotheses leads to
perception errors and visual illusions, one example being the Necker cube.

Gibson’s*“' bottom-up theory, on the other hand, suggests that perception involves
innate mechanisms forged by evolution and that no learning is required. To him, sensation
is perception: What you see is what you get. Perception is direct, not subject to hypothesis
testing (as Gregory proposed). There is no need to process or interpret the information we
receive when it comes to size, shape or distance; the baseline information that we receive
is sufficiently detailed for us to interact directly with our environment. Gibson’s emphasis on
direct perception explains the fast and accurate perception of our environment, but his
theory does not explain naturally occurring illusions. For example, if you stare for some
time at a waterfall and then transfer your gaze to a stationary object, the object appears to
move in the opposite direction.

Neisser, on the other hand, argues that the two processes defined by Gregory and
Gibson may be viewed as interacting with each other in a perceptual cycle. In his
perceptual cycle model (PCM) of perception, he describes a cyclical process in which
top-down processing and bottom-up processing drive each other. From his perspective, to
be purely data-driven, we would need to be mindless automatons; to be purely theory-

driven, we would need to be disembodied dreamers. An active schema sets up relevant
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expectations for a particular context; if the sensory data flout these expectations, they may

modify the schema or trigger a more relevant one.

Art

For tens of thousands of years, humans have recorded their encounters with their
surroundings in the form of artwork. Stonard,”*' having analysed copious works of art
from the course of human history, asserts that what has essentially changed is the
relationship between humans and their environment. Thousands of years ago, paintings
served to record humans’ encounters with nature and animals, with their direct
surroundings. Of course, over the years, the ‘surroundings’ accessible to humans
expanded to the whole world. Today, we live in an entirely human-made environment, a
world in which humans dominate nature—not the other way around. Stonard concludes
that images of art make the unseen visible, unseen parts of life, assumptions lodged in our
minds, social habits. Art exists to change the world, to show a vision of something better.
Images of art make—or at least try to make—freedom visible.

Ichihara defines the perceptive world in which truth and falsehood are indecipherable
and where the function of concept does not reach ‘illusion’.""” She sees reality and illusion
as part of a duelist relationship of mutual dependence, similar to that of the two sides of a
coin: One cannot exist without the existence of the other.

Grau writes that the search for immersive forms of illusion is deeply anchored in the
history of Western art and that immersive illusion blurs and erases the distinction between
viewer and image. ' To him, panoramas, films and digital image displays are aggregates
of continually changing machines, forms of organisation and materials. Despite all efforts
towards standardisation, they are seldom stable but always driven by fascination with
increasing the illusion. A look at the history of cinema reveals a continual movement
towards providing the viewer with greater perceptual immersion, achieved through
improvements in framing, lighting, editing, colour, sound quality, stereoscopy and video

quality.
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However, according to Benjamin, " there is one element that is impossible to
replicate: the ‘aura’ of a work of art. Benjamin argues that the whole province of
genuineness exists beyond the realm of technological reproducibility: ‘even the most perfect
reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: Its presence in time and space, its

unique existence at the place where it happens to be’—its unique cultural context, or aura.

Artworks often employ various components to distort the senses, mostly the sense of
vision, leading to a misinterpreted perception of the sensory experience—an illusion—in an
attempt to make the unseen visible. lllusion is therefore a helpful tool for artists to make the
unseen (e.g., invisible news stories) visible despite the fact that it may seem contradictory
to use artificial elements when reporting non-fiction.

Computer-generated imagery has been used in the film industry for years. When watching
the 2019 Star Wars film The Rise of Skywalker, the character Leia, traditionally played by
actress Carrie Fisher, is not actually represented by the actress. Her face is merely digitally
inserted onto a virtual body. """ Machine learning technology gave the crew behind the film the
opportunity to finish telling the story the way that they intended to tell it despite the actress
passing away a few years prior to the film’s production. Evidently, synthetic media constitutes

an applied form of artificial imagination.
JOURNALISM AND TRUTH

The news is, at its core, information about recent events. "' Many definitions specify it as
the provision of ‘noteworthy’ information, which is, of course, subjective. News
organisations inevitably differ in what they view as noteworthy, and these determinations
have come under increased scrutiny in the digital age, in which more information is
accessible to the public than at any time in human history without it being filtered first by

political or corporate media organisations.

The core objective of the news—as is often taught to journalism students—is to report
the truth. Sometimes, the boundaries within which one must operate to achieve this

objective in a truthful manner are crossed. One example of such boundaries being crossed
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can be found in the actions of a German news reporter during the historic North Rhine-
Westphalia flooding in 2021, which resulted in dozens of deaths. Moments before going live
on camera, she smeared mud all over her clothes, saying that she had felt ashamed to
report on the story from the scene in clean clothes.” " The criticism on social media was
intense, with some people from the region, who had been directly affected, feeling
disrespected. Others complained that acts such as this were a significant reason behind
the growing distrust in journalism and a sign of narrative control by the corporate media.

Hearns-Branaman ' outlines four philosophical approaches to journalistic practice and
truth. First, the realist approach is predicated on positivist ideas and the Enlightenment
notion that reality is accessible to the human mind. Therefore, journalists can convey reality
to their audiences through media with the goal of providing the most valid information in
line with reality. Second, the pragmatic entails a marketplace of ideas, privileging the airing
of as many ideas and knowledge sources as possible. In journalism, this means offering as
many different opinions and views as possible. Both of these approaches are based on the
idea that information about reality can feasibly be conveyed. Third, the antirealism
approach argues that the reproductions conveyed by journalists’ reports can never truly
correspond to reality. The focus here is on how journalists construct reality. Fourth, from
the three aforementioned approaches, Hearns-Branaman suggests hyperrealism, which
incorporates the uncertainty of reality while still being grounded in the notion that a
journalist's goal is to convey reality. Given the social constructivist nature of reality — a
construct created from language and other influences - hyperrealism asserts that
journalists give signs of reality, relying on the self-referential codes of media logic.

Hoxha and Hanitzsch'*"' have proposed a news-production model that captures the
following three stages: story ideation, story narration and story presentation. Four elements are
central to the process of story presentation: selections, meaning the choice of information bits
(or ‘facts’), sources, sound bites and any other substantive elements that get covered in a
report; emphasis, which reflects the fact that not all of these elements are presented as

equally important or relevant in the report; links and references, as news reports do not exist
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within a narrative vacuum; and cues, which link a news account to real-world occurrences. The
most powerful cues in this regard are visuals, such as the picture of the three-year-old Syrian
boy who drowned in the Aegean Sea in 2015 and subsequently became an icon of the
European failure to deal with the refugee crisis.

News production is an iterative process. The central narrative and framing of a story can
change if its facts, points of emphasis and cues fail to effectively support it. The narrative
may also change in response to the coverage presented by competing news organisations.
Finally, a story idea may be dropped altogether if its narrative is deemed to be outdated or

out of place or if it lacks sufficient evidence to support its central storyline.

Documentaries

‘Documentary’ is often defined as a genre, though Kilborn and 1zod“' suggest that the term
may have outlasted its critical usefulness due to the proliferation of actuality programming.
It is often described as a ‘television, film, video, or radio programme dealing with factual
material rather than fictional material, usually with some defined goal to create new insight
or exposure to facts’.” " The documentary holds a privileged position within society due to
the perception that ‘it can present the most accurate and truthful portrayal of the socio-
historical world [...] the image and the record of that image are seen as being one and the
same, suggesting a strong and direct connection between the cinematic record and

‘reality”"". There are three key ingredients for a documentary to authenticate a story:
eyewitnesses, photographs and newsreel footage, **' all of which are part of the code of
realism and naturalism. At the same time, documentaries make frequent use of
reconstruction, meaning the use of fictional and dramatic codes. Roscoe and Hight
highlight the fact that documentaries construct relationships with both factual and fictional
discourse and, therefore, exist along a fact-fiction continuum. The documentary is a
constructed object comprising many pieces; to Roscoe and Hight, it transforms the
fragments of real life into an argument or story.

Images play a vital role in the authentication of both news and documentaries. Kilborn
16



and Izod""' assert that images typically function in a metonymic mode. ‘Metonymy is the
rhetorical convention in which the image represents a part of a larger whole and partakes of
the same order of reality as that to which (in the case of lens-based imagery) it is indexically
bonded [...] In short, metonymy is a significant part of the persuasive machinery of
documentary realism’.“”' It is the visual element that seems to carry so much weight when
evaluating the fidelity of documentary truth claims.”" In the 1980s, Barthes stated that
the authenticity of a photograph outweighs or exceeds the power of representation.
Almost a half-century later, images remain a powerful tool; however, with the emergence of
Al-generated images, their power and credibility are undergoing a transformation. They
have become more multi-faceted.

Making the unseen visible was once the privilege of works of art. Today, however, Al-
generated images can remove the constraints of time and space borne by real images
and create snapshots of the past, present or future in any location. In recent years,
animation has seen an exponential rise in non-fictional stories. Ehrlich sees this as an
indication that modern culture is at a turning point, poised between fiction and fact—and
perhaps combining the two.”" When Al-generated environments are used as
backgrounds, they function in a metonymic mode. They represent the real background,
but they do not constitute a pictorial representation as a mode of scientific evidence.

Rather, they represent (or are purported to represent) the social-historical world.

Politics and manipulation

The news has always been a target for misinformation and disinformation. In 1981,
investigative journalist Eckart Spoo provided insight into how ‘we the journalists make history’
and explained that ‘all wars start with lies’."*' He offers several examples of the consequences
that false or manipulated reporting can have. In 1980, for instance, the German magazine Der
Spiegel reported an anthrax attack in the Soviet city of Sverdlovsk, now Yekaterinburg, said
to have cost somewhere between 300 and 1,000 lives. The source behind this story was

simply ‘an emigrant’. Six months earlier, the same story had been published by the British
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right-wing magazine Now, only that the site of the attack was Novosibirsk according to this
report, and the source was ‘a traveller'. The German newspaper Bild re-used the story three
months later, asserting that biological weapons had killed 1,000 Russians (again in a different
city). The US Foreign Broadcast Information Service picked up the story, and the Daily
Telegraph followed up with an article explaining that the US’s publishing was part of a greater
strategy to shake up public opinion pertaining to biological and chemical weapons. As a
consequence, the NATO General for Europe, Bernard Rogers, ordered the introduction of
chemical weapons to ensure that the US had a deterrent if Russia were to start an offensive
using chemical weapons. Bild then claimed that their exclusive story had led to newly
increased tensions between the US and Russia. Bild readers and others never found out that
the US government later distanced itself from the whole story.

Today, in the 21st century, any information that has not been fact-checked or that has
been actively manipulated—whether through the report’s narrative or its portrayal—can
spread instantly and easily around the world. Even when politicians and others make
statements that are blatantly false, they are often shared and tweeted by reporters as
quotes. Itis often not until one reads a more in-depth report that they find out the quoted
statement is a fabrication.”*' Analysis done by Buzzfeed revealed that top 20 fake election
news stories generated more total engagement on Facebook than the top 20 election stories
from 19 major media outlets combined.

A well-documented example of active digital disinformation for the purpose of political
propaganda can be found in the 2010 Massachusetts special senate election between
Scott Brown and Martha Coakley." Midway through the campaign, computer science
researchers identified a group of suspicious-looking Twitter accounts were routinely
launching attacks on Coakley, alleging that she was anti-Catholic and tweeting anti-

Coakley content. The allegations made it into the news, which cited these Twitter replies as
evidence of growing anti-Coakley sentiment among the public. Bots had successfully given
false allegations against Coakley the illusion of legitimacy and popularity.”* Ultimately,
Scott Brown won the election, providing strong evidence that bots can contribute to the
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creation of illusions.

Another danger is that of journalists simply echoing the analytical framework of their sources
by uncritically using borrowed keywords and photos. ' This can lead to the source’s
perspective being a key element of the news coverage, lending credence to unreliable
sources’ framing of a conflict. For example, consider how fundamentalist groups’ framing was

dominant during the Maluku conflict in Indonesia in 2005.

Beyond the scope of mere news manipulation, the mid-2010s witnessed the rise to
prominence of the concept of ‘fake news’ following the rise of false news stories amid the
2016 presidential election campaigns in the US. The same people who produced the junk
content associated with this moniker reclaimed the phrase as a way to undermine
legitimate journalism, as a crutch to attack evidence inconvenient to their narrative, or as a
means to refute factual stories about their own misdeeds. ' The very term ‘fake news’ has
itself become a tool with which to spread fake news. One 2017 research paper detailed the
social media propaganda expenses of various governments around the world, showing that
President Duterte of the Philippines had spent around 200 000 US dollars for a social
media army with the goal of viciously defending him against critics."”" The Filipino news
outlet Rappler revealed his regime-funded digital propaganda and trolling campaigns
against dissenters, ' firmly demonstrating that social media can be used for the
purpose of public manipulation.

Political truth

Notably, reporters and journalists can sometimes unwillingly aid the spread of falsehoods.
Davis""*' points to an increasingly successful deployment of truth-suppression tools and
highlights the fact that, with this high volume of false information flowing around the globe—
regardless of whether it is deliberate or unwitting—many politicians and scholars have
simply come to accept that we now live in a post-truth era. A ‘post-truth society’ is defined as
one in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to

19



emotion and personal beliefs.””" According to Saul Newman, the characteristics of such a
post-truth society include the propagation of falsehoods, lies, misinformation, outrageous
exaggerations and the distortion of reality.”" According to Nealon, politicians create or
produce reality through their discourse.” Informed by the work of Austin and Derrida,
Nealon suggests that what is politically true—or what we can call ‘political truth’—is
performative rather than rooted in the logic of facts. Austin argues that performatives are
straightforward utterances that cannot possibly be simply true or false; rather, they fulfil a
purpose—they perform.”~ For Fridlund, it is the force of the utterance rather than its
substance that achieves the most significant outcome. " Ultimately, it is the outcome of an
utterance that counts, not whether that utterance housed truth or not.”*' So long as there is
an opportunity for misuse, misuse is likely to occur. Therefore, using partially artificially
produced visual environments based on real data and delivering an inferred truth may be a
viable option for educating and informing the public not despite the fact that we live in an
age in which fake news, manipulation and post-truth dynamics challenge the reporting of
news reporting but because we live in such an age, which could be improved through the
use of this new technology.

MACHINE LEARNING, Al INFERENCE AND VISUAL ENVIRONMENTS

The use of machine learning models in news production does not feign any false reality.
Rather, it entails Al inference, which is achieved through an ‘inference engine’ that applies
logical rules to a designated knowledge base to evaluate and analyse new information.
There are two phases in the process of machine learning. First, the training phase entails
intelligence being developed by recording, storing and labelling information. If, for example,
one is training a machine to identify cars, the machine learning algorithm is fed with copious
images of different cars to which the machine can later refer. Second, the inference phase
entails the machine using the gathered intelligence to understand new data. In this phase, the
machine can use inference to identify and categorise new images as ‘cars’ despite having

never seen them before. The images created using ML models refer to real images and
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represent the real in a metonymic mode.

The recently released ChatGPT app is a prototype artificial intelligence chatbot
developed by OpenAl, which specialises in dialogue. The chatbot is a large language
model that has been fine-tuned using both supervised and reinforcement learning
techniques. It has garnered a high degree of attention for its detailed responses and
articulate answers, although its factual accuracy has been criticised. The application
certainly has limitations. ChatGPT sometimes provides answers that sound plausible but
are incorrect or nonsensical. " According to the creators, fixing this issue is challenging
for three reasons: (1) During reinforcement learning training, there is currently no source of
truth (); (2) Training the model to be more cautious causes it to decline questions that it
could otherwise answer correctly; (3) Supervised training misleads the model because the
ideal answer depends on what the model knows rather than what the human demonstrator
knows.

ChatGPT highlights the opportunities and limitations presented by ML models: Itis
possible to create realistic data-informed results (in this case, detailed responses and
articulate answers), but there is no source of truth during training. ML models that refer to
intelligence gathered in the training phase from real data are creating a new type of truth,
one that is based on truth but is not the real picture—inferred truth. Using inferred truth in
the production of news may be a viable option, as it does not entail feigning a false reality;
rather, it provides a realistic but ‘artificial’ picture that depicts the truth in order to aid in

accurate explanations.

GauGAN2, MonoDepth2, other models

GauGAN2 is a deep learning model that involves a pair of neural networks: a generator
and a discriminator. The generator creates synthetic images, while the discriminator,
trained on millions of real landscape images, gives the generator network pixel-by-pixel

feedback on how to make the synthetic images more realistic. Over time, the model learns
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to create convincing imitations of the real world."”"" The GauGAN2 model was trained on
10 million high-quality landscape photographs on the NVIDIA Selene supercomputer
(NVIDIA DGX SuperPOD), one of the ten most powerful supercomputers in the world.
When users draw their own doodle or modify an existing scene in the GauGAN2 demo
(which is publicly available), they are working with segmentation maps, or high-level
outlines that record the location of objects in a scene. Individual areas are labelled with
features like sand, river, grass or flowers, giving the Al model specific instructions on how
to fill in the scene.”" GauGANZ2 is a robust tool for creating photo-realistic backgrounds
using a combination of words and drawings, as it integrates segmentation mapping,
inpainting and text-to-image production into a single model. The user can modify the text-
based beginning point by drawing, for example, a snow-capped mountain range.
GauGAN2 then creates a new, modified picture. Trees or clouds, for example, may be
added, elements can be altered in height and scale, and much more. This model is one
of the first to use a single GAN framework to mix different modalities—text, semantic

segmentation, drawing and style.

Another interesting model for potential use in news production is MonoDepth2. Itis a
self-supervised method that uses a combination of depth and pose networks to predict
depth in a single frame."""" It uses image reconstruction as its framework. It makes its
predictions by training the architecture on an unlabeled sequence of frames and several
loss functions for the two networks. The depth network is a U-Net [2] encoder-decoder
architecture. The encoder is a pre-trained ResNet model. The depth decoder converts the
sigmoid output to depth values. The pose network from a ResNet18 is modified to take two
coloured images as input to predict a single 6-DoF relative pose or rotation and translation.
The pose network uses the temporal frames as the pair of images rather than the stereo pair
often used in similar models. It predicts the appearance of a target image from the viewpoint
of another image in the sequence, either a frame before or a frame after. This method does
not need to be trained using a ground truth dataset. Instead, it uses consecutive temporal

frames in an image sequence to provide a training signal. To help constrain learning, they
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use a pose estimation network. The model is trained on the difference between the input
image and the image reconstructed from the output of the pose network and the depth
network . MonoDepth2 is useful for creating realistic depth when using several image
segments to construct an environment within a single image.

There are additional ML models that have already been created or are in the pipeline
that could be very useful for the purposes of this research. One example is that of Eulerian
motion fields, '“' which allow individual segments of image frames (e.g., clouds, water) to
be animated, and generative image dynamics, '~ which, alongside an image-based
rendering module, can use the trajectories for a number of downstream applications, such
as turning still images into seamlessly looping dynamic videos or allowing users to
realistically interact with objects in real pictures. Both of these models have recently been
developed by Google Research but are not yet publicly available; still, they are indicative

of the possibilities to come in the near future of non-fiction filmmaking.

Virtual production has seen a significant push in recent years, with news organisations
looking for ways to more effectively present and explain context. Schausten, deputy editor-
in-chief and head of the main editorial office for current affairs at ZDF, the German public
broadcast service, notes that concisely explaining complicated facts with visuals is a recipe
for success in news and that modern technology will enable the more effective use of this
approach.*" With the help of virtual rooms, presenters could report from an active football
field or from Mars without actually needing to be there. Schausten asserts that while such
rooms will be used more frequently in the future, the rule still applies: no false reality should

be feigned, but optical support for explanations should be provided.

ETHICS

Media coverage of war and violence is critical to the public’s understanding of conflicts,
but it often also contributes to the development of conflicts. This is why the importance
of reporting on conflict has rarely been questioned. However, there is an ongoing

regarding the balance between the importance of and the dangers of reporting on
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conflict—not only to human lives but also to the very concept of objectivity. Central to the
controversy over the presence of reporters in enemy countries is the belief that the enemy
issues propaganda, which taints the perceptions of journalists based abroad, while those
who stay at home continue to report the truth.'””' However, journalists at home may not
have the insight provided through on-the-ground reporting and unfiltered access to local
information and footage. Keeble argues that the focus on the role of frontline reporters

tends to downplay the significance of journalists at home.

In 1968, there were 649 foreign reporters in Vietnam to broadcast news of the war back
home—yet none of them reported on the My Lai massacre'' in which as many as 500
unarmed Vietnamese civilians were killed by US soldiers.""" It was not until a freelance
reporter based in Washington exposed it—after all of the top US media organisations had
rejected it—that it became public knowledge. There has also been criticism of the media
‘sanitising’ wars. The Gulf War, for instance, was largely represented as a bloodless conflict
fought with precise super-modern weaponry.'*' Shots from video cameras on missiles
headed towards their targets meant that viewers effectively became the weapon. Such
remote but intimate consumption of warfare was able to sustain the moral detachment of
earlier military technology. Seeing was split from feeling; the visible was separated from the
sense of pain. Through this lens, the enemy remained a faceless alien. "' In reality,
according to war veteran Fisk, " ‘[war] is about pain and, ultimately, about death. [...]
Having persuaded ourselves that we can go to war without casualties, we don’t believe in
death anymore’. While media coverage often portrays war as bloodless, films today recreate
violence with rising graphical ‘realism’, as demonstrated by Saving Private Ryan. In the
words of Fisk, ‘Why bother to smell the shit and blood—and those smells, unhappily, are
exactly what you find in the frontline hospitals—when you can watch wars without such
distractions?’

War reporting has undergone a drastic transformation in the digital age. The results of
one study” " show that, when invited to speak about their jobs, many conflict journalists
cling to a professional narrative, suggesting that they are reporting ‘just the facts’ and that it
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is the ‘reality’ that tells the story. However, their stories clearly demonstrate that journalists
deliver an intellectual reconstruction of ‘reality’, actualising the factual evidence that most
effectively speaks to the central narrative of the story and best ‘exemplifies’ what they think
‘really’ happened. Furthermore, journalists tend to routinely consume social media and the
reports of leading news outlets; According to Hoxha and Hanitzsch, "' this explains why
conflict coverage is often so self-referential.

Zeynep Soysal“" discusses the trade-offs that journalists must face and balances that
they need to strike in order to reconcile conflicting goals in the coverage of conflict.
Journalists should pull back the curtain for their readers, reporting on the trade-offs that they
made while constructing the narrative of their story. Even when one does find what they
think is the ‘real’ story and believe that the relevant public interest is sufficient, there is
always the fear that they have it wrong. For example, what if the cited documents were
forgeries? Cross-referencing with documents from outside data and presenting the

allegations against those concerned are the only real ways to be sure.

CONCLUSION

There is concern over the potential that synthetic media can be used to spread
misinformation and disinformation and manipulate the public. Thus, when using machine
learning models and ‘fake’ elements in the production of news and documentaries, it is
crucial to be open and clearly state that they contain reconstructed elements. Transparency
is vital for the credibility of both news reporting and documentary filmmaking. Using
artificially produced visual environments to deliver an inferred truth, may be a viable option
to provide better fact-hbased education and information. They can be used to explain certain
events, that might otherwise not be covered or not as well, due to no or a limited amount of
real visual backgrounds existing. Such methods could also oppose the currently prominent

truth-blurring challenges to news in a way that deflate those tactics.
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