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Abstract 
 
Although corruption portrayals within the news media have become a regularly 
analysed topic in Organisation and Management Studies, the construction of scandals 
within the online realm is still under-researched. Organisational scholars call for 
studies to analyse corruption in online media due to the highly participatory sense-
making processes that distinguish this context from traditional press. Analysing 
scandalisation online is important because interactions in this realm define and curb 
corruption. 
 
This thesis responds to these points by exploring the co-production of corruption 
scandals within online news articles as occurring through narrative developments and 
hyperlink relations. To address the processual and participatory aspects of online 
corruption scandalisation, it engages with the theories of Gabriel Tarde. Particularly, 
the Tardean lens allows this thesis to analyse articles with their embedded hyperlinks 
as sense-making crossroads of information flows that accumulate into the rhythmical 
meanderings of scandal narratives. 
 
Empirically, the thesis focuses on the Hungarian organisational and political Elios 
scandal. It investigates the articles of the news outlets of Origo and Index, and their 
hyperlinks. Thematic analysis is used for studying the textual data, and argumentation 
analysis for the hyperlink interactions. 
 
This results in the identification of three narrative-construction periods: (1) 
scandalisation, (2) anti-scandalisation and moderation, and (3) counter-
scandalisation. The thesis shows that hyperlinks play an important role in these 
meaning constructions. On the one hand, hyperlinks represent online sense-making 
channels, leading to reliable and relevant sources. However, through the avoidance 
of hyperlinking opposing arguments, these contribute to one-sided, meaning-
constructions. Furthermore, the thesis demonstrates how the corruption scandal is 
gradually diverted and replaced with the sensationalist counter-scandalising Soros-
narrative that provokes social currents, such as Antisemitism. Overall, this thesis 
contributes to the literature on corruption within the media by illustrating how 
hyperlinks and gradual narrative-developments are strategically used to shape the 
meaning-constructions around scandals. 
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“…we cannot ignore that it is the journalists who fashion opinion in times of crisis; and, 

when two or three great chiefs of political or literary clans decide to rally behind the 

same cause, however bad this cause may be, they are certain to triumph. This fact 

implies something very significant: The most recent of social groupings, and the one 

with the greatest potential for expansion as our democratic civilization progresses, that 

is the public, is the one that presents the greatest opportunity for strongly individualistic 

personalities to impose themselves, and for original individual opinions to spread” 

(Tarde, 1969b: 194). 

 

1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Background 
 
 

“From early in the new millennium, ever since Enron collapsed from within because of 

a series of fraudulent activities, the headlines have delivered a relentless litany of 

accounts revealing corrupt organizational practices. Corruption, it seems, is 

everywhere, afflicting for-profit, not-for-profit, governmental, and, to the dismay of 

many, even religious organizations” (Ashforth et al. 2008:670).  

 

Since the landmark scandals of Enron and WorldCom (Ashforth et al. 2008; Clemente, 

and Gabbioneta, 2017), the situation did not improve. The ‘virus’ of corruption 

(Forsberg and Severinsson, 2013; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) seems to spread 

further in the business world, escalating into major scandals, such as the Volkswagen 

Diesel case (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017). In recent years, it became 

commonplace to characterise not only organisations as corrupt but whole states, such 

as Russia, which is conceptualised as an “authoritarian regime of total corruption” 

(Belkovsky, 2014: 177-178). This spread of corruption does not always imply that the 

corrupt business world captured the state as it happened in South Africa (e.g.: 

Kgothatso, 2017). In many cases, corruption became centralised by national 

governments that also control the means that could curb corruption, such as the media 
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(Martin, 2019; Magyar, 2016; Belkovsky, 2014) that could incite public disapproval 

(Clemente et al., 2016; Roulet, 2015, Thompson, 2000) and act as a watchdog over 

these processes (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999). 

 

Hungary is argued to be such a case where corruption is legitimised for a circle around 

the Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán (Bálint, 2016), resulting in ‘success stories’, such as 

the achievements of his childhood friend, Lőrinc Mészáros, who become “the fastest-

growing billionaire in the entire Hungarian economic history” (Atlatszo, 2017). Magyar 

(2016: 12) describes Hungary as a mafia state where, after 2010:  

 

“…corruption has suddenly been elevated from a deviancy to be kept hidden, to the 

rank of state politics, of a general practice overseen centrally. Oligarchs no longer 

draw the state under their control. Instead, a political venture creates itself the right to 

appoint oligarchs. [It is a] political venture, which itself simultaneously becomes an 

economic venture also, capturing both the worlds of politics and the economy, and 

establishing its mafia type culture and influence by means of the whole arsenal of the 

powers of the state.”  

 

In the worldview of the Hungarian elite around the government, corruption is 

reconstructed as “a political revolution with economic consequences” (Lánczi as 

quoted in Bálint, 2016: 243) through which the “national bourgeoisie [is] created by 

force” (Bencsik, as quoted in Magyar, 2016: 243; see also: Buckley, and Byrne, 2017). 

Bencsik (as quoted in Magyar, 2016: 243) also adds that “Of course, if you look at it 

from America, this is crony capitalism. Personalized tenders, rigged competitions, 

fixed aids. But there’s no other way. Without this, Hungarian economy will never be 

strong.” 

 

Such ‘spread’1 and centralisation of corruption in the last 30 years around the world 

has triggered numerous large-scale anti-corruption initiatives guided by supra-national 

entities such as the World Bank (1997), International Monetary Fund (IMF) (2018), 

and Transparency International (TI) (2020). These organisations diffused anti-

corruption knowledge and participated in implementing anti-corruption initiatives 

 
1 It is possible that only the perception of corruption increases, as I outline it shortly. 
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practically (Baumann, 2020; Marquette, 2012). Sampson (2010: 263) argues that this 

way, ‘anti-corruptionism’ has become a widespread industry, including numerous 

actors across the globe. However, some scholars criticise certain aspects of anti-

corruptionism as they argue that many organisations engage in anti-corruption from a 

Western-centric (Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2021) neoliberal position, neglecting the local 

spatiotemporal context (Breit et al. 2015). For instance, such generalising endeavours 

often focused on standardising knowledge and policies around corruption (Argandona, 

2005). Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (CPI) is a pivotal 

example of this, which ranks countries according to their corruption reputation. 

According to Pertiwi, and Ainsworth (2021: 778), “…some countries (usually Western 

nations) are ‘named and proclaimed’ as clean, whereas others (typically poorer and 

developing countries) are ‘named and shamed’ as corrupt (Baumann, 2020; De Maria, 

2008; Koechlin, 2013; Murphy, 2011)” through this ranking. However, there are 

exceptions. For instance, according to the last CPI ranking, Hungary is the most 

corrupt country within the European Union, and it is placed on the same level as 

Burkina Faso, Trinidad and Tobago, and East Timor, among others. No other country’s 

ranking has dropped as much as Hungary’s in the last decade (Transparency 

International Magyarország, 2023). 

 

Hungary’s case also demonstrates another side of the workings of the supranational 

entities that attracted public attention to corruption. While the previously mentioned 

organisations have engaged in an open fight against corruption, it has been argued 

that the European Union, through its Cohesion Fund, has fuelled corruption in 

countries like Hungary (Bozóki and Hegedűs, 2017; Fazekas et al., 2013; 

Transparency International, 2019, progression). As Magyar (2016: 275) notes, “The 

EU might be aware of the other type of corruption committed by oligarchs rising from 

the underworld and gaining mainstream influence, but with the exception of 

international matters such as drug trafficking, illegal migration or prostitution—these 

go largely ignored.” In fact, 99% of the public contracts of the previously mentioned, 

Lőrinc Mészáros’ construction firm was funded by the European Union. This ratio is 

over 94% for Elios, the company of Orbán’s son in law (Pethö, and Vorák, 2015), 

whose scandal my research focuses on. 
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In Hungary, this “siphoning [of] public assets into private hand” (Magyar, 2016: xix) 

was facilitated by structural changes, such as the government’s domestication of parts 

of the media (Bátorfy, 2017; Magyar, 2016; Martin, 2019) that could have acted as 

watchdogs (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999). 

Furthermore, the creation of a regulatory environment that legalised elements of this 

process2 (Fazekas and Tóth, 2016:321; Fazekas, et al., 2013; Ligeti et al. 2016; 

Martin, 2019) and the neutralisation of prosecution (Transparency International; 2019: 

17) also promoted the legitimisation, and centralisation of corruption (Magyar, 2016). 

This case, other than highlighting the complex, intertwined nature of corruption, also 

illustrates the difficulty of defining and providing standardised notions on the 

phenomenon as even what is considered illegal changes between places and across 

time. Consequently, Zyglidopoulos, et al. (2017: 251) argue that research in 

Organisation and Management Studies (OMS) should take into consideration that 

“…some of the activities involved here might be immoral and corrupt, but not 

necessarily illegal.”  

 

Furthermore, the work of Zyglodopoulos et al (2017) illustrates that not only the public 

but the research community also started paying more attention to corruption and anti-

corruption in the past 20 years. Torsello (2013: 313) and Torsello and Venard (2016: 

34) describe this phenomenon as the “corruption boom”. Organisation and 

Management Studies (OMS) also engaged in the proliferation of corruption research. 

Broadly speaking, these OMS works are divided into two main approaches: rationalist 

and social constructionist. The main difference between these two views is that while 

the rationalist perspectives analyse corruption as a phenomenon with defined 

boundaries and clear characteristics that are adaptable to different places, social 

constructionist works rather investigate how the different understandings around 

corruption vary depending on the spatiotemporal context (Pertiwi, 2018; Breit et al. 

2015; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020). For instance, social constructionist studies 

concentrate on the contextualized analysis of the interpretive processes through which 

 
2 For instance, in 2016, a regulation-modifications raised the financial threshold from 275000GBP to 
826000GBP for the procurements for construction-projects that can be executed without an 
announcement. Another regulatory element that facilities the siphoning of public funds is the ‘three-
bidder tender’, in which the tendering entity does not need to make an official announcement for the 
procurement but can invite three selected firms to bid. These regulations contribute to the legalisation 
of corruption by excluding competition, and aiding procurers to give tenders to pre-selected companies 
(Ligeti et al. 2016). 
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the meanings around corruption are composed (Breit, and Vaara, 2014). Such focus 

is particularly important, as the Hungarian case demonstrates, where the 

reinterpretation of the meaning of public procurement corruption has contributed to the 

legitimisation of these conducts. Therefore, with my research, I build on the social 

constructionist literature by viewing meanings around corruption as unstable and 

multiple due to the differences in the spatiotemporal contexts3. Furthermore, following 

social constructionist approaches, I also view the understandings around corruption 

as constructed through interactions within these contexts, resulting in changes in these 

understandings over time (Breit, 2011a; 2011b; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). 

 

1.2. Corruption in the Media 
 
 

“In contemporary society, it is nearly impossible to study the corruption event as 

unmediated, as the event itself is from the beginning a media representation. The 

particulars of corruption events are constructed through media processes” 

(Andersson, 2017: 413). Partly due to this importance of the media in the sense-

making processes around corruption, my work builds on the OMS (social 

constructionist) literature that focuses on how meanings around corruption are 

constructed within the media (e.g.: Breit, 2011a; 2011b; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 

2017; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). The media is an important field to study meaning-

constructions around corruption for two main reasons. First, the “…media contributes 

to create, spread, scrutinize, and at times even realize corrupt organizational 

 
3 Besides the differences in the spatiotemporal contexts, meaning is also analysed as multiple and 
unstable because different engagement with online news-content, such as the differences in how 
readers use hyperlinks, also result in different meanings around corruption. Therefore, the same news-
article provides numerous potential meaning-construction pathways. My research focuses on these 
potential meanings that are enabled to emerge by the constitution of the article and its hyperlinks. Thus, 
I include in my analysis what Tarde calls virtuality, which is “[b]eyond the domain of the real of all 
elements…[and] is a necessary conditional domain, in a certain sense, non-real, and this ancient 
distinction between the real and the possible, in one sense new, is not a chimera” (Tarde in Lazzarato, 
2002: 89, as in Muldoon, 2014: 65). The analysis of the virtual domain of possible meanings is crucial 
due to the durability (Latour, 2002; Latour 2010; Latour et al. 2016; Freitas, 2016; 2017) of our 
informational systems. In other words, since news-articles are continually re-read and re-hyperlinked, 
potential meanings that are not (yet) realized and propagated but immanent in the system can always 
be realized through these re-readings (for further elaboration on the role of non-humans in meaning 
constructions, see: Hayles, and Sampson, 2018). As a result, Lazzarato (2002: 66 as in Muldoon, 2014: 
65) claims that “[i]f we conduct an analysis only on the basis of current known forces we will miss entirely 
the virtual world that is the true origin of change.”  
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practices” (Breit, and Vaara, 2014: 56). By doing this, the media plays an important 

role in anti-corruption in two ways: (1) by acting as a watchdog (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; 

Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999), highlighting, and inducing enforcement 

action from the authorities (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010, Palmer, 2012:257), and 

(2) by causing reputational loss (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017) and in this way, 

’punishing’ and pushing corrupt organisations to change (Cohen et al. 2015). 

Analysing the media’s construction of corruption scandals can provide insights into 

how the media can contribute to addressing the negative implications of corruption as 

a watchdog (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999) or by 

triggering corruption-curbing institutional, social, and organisational changes 

(Clemente, et al. 2016; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015). 

 

Second, studying media’s meaning-constructions around corruption is crucial as it can 

provide insights into important interlinked social tendencies because the media does 

not only make sense of the organisational event itself but also other topics of interest 

in society. For instance, Haller and Shore (2005:21) argue that interpretation around 

corruption “often functions as an idiom through which people try to make sense of the 

political world they inhabit.” Similarly, Granovetter’s (2007) work, ‘The Social 

Construction of Corruption, ’ posits that positioning conduct as corrupt also implies a 

judgement regarding what is (un)acceptable and/or (im)moral based on different 

power dynamics and shared understandings such as the norms of the society (see 

also Damgaard, 2015; and Andersson, 2017). Giving some examples of the 

intermingled meanings around corruption, Damgaard (2015: 412) notes that “…in 

contemporary discourse, corruption seems to emerge as a counter-concept in relation 

to several heterogeneous ideals of democratic ethics, administrative rationality, 

efficient and inclusive governance, amongst others.”  

 

The media taps into these different issues that are linked to corruption because these 

are inherent parts of the struggles around the meanings of corruption (Breit, 2011a; 

Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) and because by framing corruption in the light of these 

topics that engage the public, news outlets can attract, and maintain their audience 

(Breit, 2011a). Therefore, by analysing the portrayals of corruption within the media, 

the researcher can gain an understanding of the interactions and links between the 

meanings of corruption and other social tendencies around topics such as democracy 
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(Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) or nationalistic considerations (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2021). Thus, the media is not only an important milieu to study due to its 

potential to hinder corruption (Clemente, et al. 2016; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; 

Cohen et al. 2015; Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999; 

Roulet, 2015) but also because it is an important sense-making arena (Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020) for the society where numerous different issues are constantly 

intermingled with corruption and (re)interpreted this way. Therefore, deepening the 

contextualist understanding of the media’s sense-making processes around corruption 

can help to improve the media’s ability to act as a watchdog over the harmful potentials 

of corruption (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999). 

Furthermore, such knowledge can also provide insights concerning wider societal 

processes that condense within the sense-making struggles around corruption (Breit, 

2011a; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2021).  

 

However, Clemente, and Gabbioneta (2017:2) argue that “Despite the importance of 

the media in the social construction of organizational wrongdoing, and of scandals in 

particular, few studies in the organizational and management literature have 

specifically looked at the role played by the media.” Scandals are important as 

meanings around corruption are constructed in the media by following and 

(re)interpreting a specific organisational event and its subsequent implications 

(Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Clemente et al. 2016). Thus, scandals manifest the 

temporally changing boundaries of the meanings around corruption. Furthermore, 

corruption scandals reach masses of people and have widespread effects as the 

landmark scandals of this century demonstrate (Ashforth et al. 2008; Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017).  

 

Social constructionist OMS works, following the premise that understandings are 

constructed via interactions (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991), find that meanings around 

corruption, especially during mediatised scandals, are ‘co-produced’ (Breit; 2011a) by 

numerous actors. These co-producers include, among others, the readers as news 

outlets tailor the content to their needs (Breit, 2011a; Breit and Vaara, 2014), social 
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control agents4 (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Clemente, et al. 2016) supra-

national institutions (Booker; 2016, Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020), political powers 

(Entman 2012; Clemente et al. 2016), and even the alleged organisations that respond 

to the scandals (Clemente et al. 2016). Social constructionist works mainly focus on 

the constructed frames (e.g.: Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015; 

Roulet, 2015) and discourses (e.g.: Breit, 2010; 2011a; Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020; 

see also: Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) around corruption and not the minute 

interactions between these actors through which these are developed (Breit, 2011a).  

Particularly, online (or digital) media is under-researched (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 

2017; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020), which is abundant in interactions as meanings 

around corruption are co-produced across different websites, blogs, social media 

(Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017), and comment sections (Ndhlovu and Santos, 

2022). Research on the online meaning-constructions around corruption scandals is 

particularly relevant as reading online news is becoming increasingly popular, 

reaching 72% of the EU (European Union) and 87% of Hungarian internet users in 

2021 (Eurostat, 2022). Furthermore, studying online meaning-constructions is also 

important because it has its own contextual specificities, shaping the meaning-

constructing practices (Dörk et al. 2014; De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 

2017; Munk, 2019; see also: Clemente, Gabbioneta, 2017). Therefore, building on the 

insights of the social constructionist approach, it is important to understand meaning-

constructions around corruption as situated not only within national media landscapes 

(Breit, 2010; 2011a; Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020) but also within the different media-

contexts, such as the online news media (Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020). Understanding 

the online processes can be particularly important for anti-corruption as Kossow, and 

Kukutschka (2017: 459) argue “…that enlightened citizens can use internet 

access…to inform themselves on corruption, mobilise support for anticorruption 

movements and gather information in order to shine a light on particularistic practices.” 

However, due to the relatively small amount of research on the topic, we know little 

about how meanings around organisational corruption scandals are co-produced 

 
4 A social control agent is an “actor that represents a collectivity and that can impose sanctions on 
that collectivity’s behalf” (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010: 56). 
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within the context of the online news media (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Pertiwi 

and Ainsworth, 2020).  

 

1.3. Research Aim and Scope  
 
 

Therefore, the aim of my thesis is to improve our understanding of how meanings 

around corruption are co-produced through the lifetime of a scandal, both within and 

around the online news media.  

 

This aim necessitates engaging with the scandal in terms of its temporality and 

relationality. The temporal element is that I intend to analyse meaning-constructions 

around a corruption scandal that develops and changes over time (Clemente et al. 

2016). Building on the empirical research of social constructionist works (Breit, 2010; 

2011a; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017), I analyse news coverages across a specific 

scandal, namely the Elios case, to investigate how the sense-making processes 

change over time.   

 

My research analyses hyperlinks because these are contextual specificities of the 

online meaning constructions that are often used in the digital news media (De 

Maeyer, and Holton 2016), and these also provide important relational data on 

meaning constructions (Dörk et al. 2014; Munk, 2019). “A hyperlink may be defined as 

a technological capability that enables one specific website (or webpage) to link with 

another” (Park, 2003:49). By investigating hyperlinks, I contribute to the OMS 

corruption literature in the media by providing insights on the sense-making processes 

within the online realm. Particularly, I analyse hyperlinks to investigate the relational 

co-productions of meanings around corruption between and around the news outlets, 

including other websites, organisations (Halavais, 2008; Park, 2003; Weber, and 

Mongue, 2011; Kim and Nam, 2012; Bakker and Hellsten, 2013) and the readers as 

well (Dörk et al. 2014). I also intend to analyse how these relational interactions co-

produce meanings around corruption by focusing on the co-productions of meanings 

through hyperlinks. In this regard, my research does not directly focus on the specific 

frames (cf.: Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015; Roulet, 2015) and 

discourses (cf.: Breit, 2010; 2011a; Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020; see also: Joutsenvirta, 
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and Vaara, 2009) that emerge from these co-productions. Rather, my main 

contribution lies in analysing the underlying co-productional processes and relations 

(including hyperlinks) through which these frames and discourses are composed. 

 

However, it is important to note that many of the insights that my research provides 

concerning online meaning construction is contingent, and these vary from country to 

country to a certain degree (Hellmueller, and Mellado, 2016). Therefore, building on 

the social constructionist views around the importance of the spatiotemporal context, 

I emphasise that even though hyperlinks are used in online media throughout the world 

their specific utilisations differ between places (Hellmueller, and Mellado, 2016). 

Despite these differences, my research still offers useful insights, particularly on how 

meanings around corruption are co-produced via hyperlinks and what type of sources 

are important in these meaning co-productive processes. These insights can be useful 

to inform future research on the topic (see page 257).  

 

It is also crucial to mention that while I aim to understand the co-production of 

meanings within the digital realm, I still engage with processes that do not necessarily 

take place in this realm because the different communicational networks cannot be 

strictly divided from one another (Ferraz, and Clair, 2019). Corruption scandals are a 

good example of such inseparability as the original event takes place within the 

organisation. Then, these are constantly explored and (re)interpreted by numerous 

interacting actors (Clemente et al. 2016), including the traditional and online media 

(Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). Therefore, to analyse the complexities of the co-

productions of meanings, engaging with tendencies and processes taking place 

outside of the digital realm and crossing these boundaries is important. In this regard, 

building on OMS social constructionist works on corruption within the media, I 

approach online news media as an important sense-making arena (Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020) where numerous narratives and discourses from different origins 

interact. Thus, while focusing on the specificities of the digital context, such as the use 

of hyperlinks (Dörk et al. 2014; De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017; 

Munk, 2019), I also remain open5 to the wider processes that condense within the 

media’s meaning-constructions around corruption. This is important because “…the 

 
5 This openness towards the variety of co-producing influences and actors reflects in the research questions 
in which I indicate that I analyse co-productions ‘around’ news sites as well. 
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way corruption is defined and the meanings it acquires is dependent on its relationship 

to other concepts” (Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020: 520). Therefore, to understand 

meaning-constructions around corruption, the research needs to engage with the 

different discourses and narratives that interact with one another during the analysed 

scandal.  

 

The inseparability of the digital from non-digital also implies that meaning-

constructions are not only situated within the online realm, even though it has its 

specificities, such as the use of hyperlinks (Dörk et al. 2014; De Maeyer, and Holton 

2016; Lehman et al. 2017; Munk, 2019), but the local, mainly national context is also 

crucial (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021). Therefore, building on the 

social constructionist approach, I analyse meaning-constructions around corruption as 

these are situated in the local media context. This way, I acknowledge that meaning-

constructions around corruption function as a vantage point where people make sense 

of different issues, including the “political world” (Haller and Shore; 2005:21) where 

they live. Consequently, my research by analysing media portrayals of corruption 

scandals also engages with how these processes depend on their context and 

simultaneously (re)constructs certain aspects of it, such as what is considered as 

corrupt, (il)legal, or (im)moral (Breit, 2010; 2011a; 2011b). 

 
 

1.4. Why Tarde for an Analysis of Corruption Scandals 
Within the Media? 

 
 
I use the concepts of the Relational Sociologist Gabriel Tarde as a lens to analyse 

meaning-constructions around corruption in online news media for several reasons. 

First, Tarde, as a ‘pioneer in criminology’ (Wilson, 1954) and a key figure in 

communication studies (Tarde, 1969a; Katz, 2006; Katz et al. 2014), whose oeuvre is 

particularly well-suited for studying digital media (Ferraz, and Clair, 2019; Sampson, 

2012), lends himself for my research that is situated at the intersections of these areas.  

 

In relation to my aim to analyse the digital realm, it is important to mention that Tarde’s 

recent resurrection after more than 100 years of being marginalised is caused partly 

by the advent of the internet (Freitas, 2016; Thrift, 2008; Latour, 2002). It is primarily 
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because Tarde’s “relational-processual sociology” (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi) enables 

scholars to address the challenges of digital research (Freitas, 2016; Munk, 2019) and 

harness its potential (Dörk et al. 2014). For instance, Tarde’s (2012) core theory, called 

Monadology, is particularly suited for the dynamism of the digital sphere where 

information is relational and constantly moving (Dörk, et al, 2014; Freitas, 2016). 

Hyperlinks demonstrate this relationality of information on the internet (Dörk et al. 

2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) as hyperlinked elements cannot be pinned down 

to one place (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016). Tarde’s Monadology’s basic premise (that 

everything comprises smaller elements and that these continuously move and interact, 

creating a dynamic web of relations) is particularly well-applicable for the analysis of 

the online space (Dörk et al, 2014; Freitas, 2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019).  

 

For this reason, I utilise a Tardean, monadic conceptualisation of hyperlinks to analyse 

their role within the meaning-co-productions around corruption. Using Tarde’s (2012) 

Monadology, I explore hyperlinks as important relational meaning-constructing 

components unique to the online realm (Dörk et al. 2014). One particular focus of the 

Tardean conceptualisation of hyperlinks is that it highlights the importance of the 

audience in the sense-making processes, as by moving through the web of hyperlinks, 

readers construct meanings (Dörk et al. 2014). Such perspective is beneficial to 

achieve the goal of my research and analyse online meaning-constructions around 

corruption focusing on the contextual specificities of the digital realm (Dörk et al. 2014; 

De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017; Munk, 2019) that involves 

participatory nature of sense-making of this space (Clemente, Gabbioneta, 2017). 

 

Second, Tarde is also valuable for my work because, as a criminologist (Wilson, 1954), 

and communication theorist (Tarde, 1969a; Katz, 2006), he conceptualises the role of 

news outlets within society and their significance for scandalisation more specifically 

(Tarde, 1969b). This conceptualisation enables my research because of its sensitivity 

to the nuanced co-productions of meaning I intend to analyse. For Tarde, meanings 

around corruption, like everything else, are composed of dynamically moving sub-

elements. In this view, a “narrative [is] a mode of association, of putting different things 

[such as hyperlinked information] together (and, and, and) …” (Czarniawska 1998: 6–

7). By dissecting different meanings and narratives around corruption to their minute 

components (that Tarde (2000) calls beliefs and desires) and analysing their spread 
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(through hyperlinks, for instance), the co-production of these becomes traceable (Dörk 

et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 2017). Analysing from this 

perspective, each news article on corruption becomes “co-authored” (Joutsenvirta, 

and Vaara, 2009) by numerous different (hyperlinked) actors, often residing outside 

the boundaries of official news outlets (Deuze, 2003; Singer; 2003).  

 

Third, Tarde’s view on news production and scandalisation is also valuable for my 

research because it links these co-produced (Breit; 2011a) articles into a continuous 

and ever-changing trajectory. Such perspective enables my research to analyse 

meaning-constructions around corruption not in a snapshot-like fashion but as a 

process in which elements progressively build upon one another. One specific ‘tool’ 

(Muldoon, 2014; Lazzarato, 2002) through which Tarde facilitates my research in this 

respect is his concept of ‘imitation’ (Tarde, 1903a; 2000) that can explain both the 

diversification and the replication of information and narratives across articles. 

According to this view, narratives (and information generally) are ‘imitated’ (or 

replicated) across articles, leading to diversification via the combinations of these 

(‘inventions’) and occasional oppositions. Therefore, I use Tarde’s notion of ‘imitation’ 

to investigate how a corruption scandal unfolds and changes over time by building 

upon previous understandings and inventing new ones via combinations of 

information, leading to occasional contrasting views around the scandal (Tarde, 2000; 

1969b). By doing this, I can analyse meaning-constructions across a corruption 

scandal, which is part of my aim. 

 

Therefore, Tarde’s theories provide an ideal lens for studying these phenomena as it 

simultaneously enables engagement with the digital realm, the analysis of the co-

production of meanings, and the accumulation of these in the form of a temporally 

unfolding corruption scandal. 

 

1.5. Significance of the Study  

 

I contribute to the OMS literature on corruption in the media in two ways. First, I offer 

an empirical contribution by analysing how hyperlinks, as specificities of the online 

context, are used in news articles to co-produce meanings (Dörk et al. 2014; De 
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Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017; Munk, 2019) around corruption. I use 

argumentation analysis for this, which has not been used as a method to analyse 

corruption in the media. The argumentation analysis elaborates on how the different 

hyperlinked websites co-produce meanings through their interactions (Efimova, and 

de Moor, 2004; 2005). Furthermore, I also create argument(ation) maps that visualise 

and analyse these co-productions of meanings (van Gelder, 2003). This contribution 

of my work is relevant for understanding sense-making processes because hyperlinks 

change meaning-constructions processes (Dörk et al. 2014; De Maeyer, and Holton 

2016; Lehman et al. 2017; see also: Clemente, Gabbioneta, 2017) in the following 

main ways: (1) by allowing the readers to easily access further contents through which 

they can construct their ‘own’ understandings (De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman 

et al. 2017; Dörk et al, 2014), (2) by blurring the boundaries of news sites and other 

information-providing entities   (Deuze, 2003; Singer; 2003),  and (3) by allowing news 

sites to create meanings in novel ways that would not be possible without hyperlinks 

(De Maeyer, and Holton, 2016; Ingram, 2010). These changed dynamics within the 

co-production of meanings around corruption have not been investigated.  

Deepening our understanding of how hyperlinks shape meaning-constructions around 

corruption is valuable in two ways. First, following the social constructionist tradition, 

it offers a contextualist understanding of the sense-making processes in the digital 

realm. It is crucial because the internet and different digital tools, such as the comment 

section, have been identified as important tools to inform citizens and induce potential 

anti-corruption movements and actions (Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022).  Second, as 

corruption is an important vantage point of a multitude of narratives and actors with 

different agendas, their interactions can provide information about wider social 

processes and power relations (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; see also 

Greve et al, 2010) and how these condense within online news on corruption scandals. 

Hyperlinks are helpful for such analysis as these make these interactions traceable6 

 

6 This traceability consists of the facts that hyperlink data provides insights on the transmission of 

information between websites (Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 2017) and also on the 

readers increased potentialities for meaning-constructions by moving within the web of hyperlinked 

sources (Dörk et al. 2014, De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017). 
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and thus analysable (Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 

2017).  

By investigating hyperlinks in this regard, my work answers different calls for research 

within OMS literature. First, I address the call for analysing the contextual specificities 

of online meaning constructions around corruption (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; 

Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). This links to a wider call for OMS research that analyse 

“…how the interplay between news media, organizations and the public is changing in 

our ‘network society’ (Castells, 2000; Bennett, 2003) due to the Internet… “(Schultz et 

al. 2014: 31-32). The investigation of hyperlinks contributes to such understanding 

because hyperlinks offer insights into how different organisations, and the news media 

interact (Halavais, 2008; Park, 2003; Weber, and Mongue, 2011; Kim and Nam, 2012; 

Bakker and Hellsten, 2013), co-producing meanings (Munk; 2019). Furthermore, 

analysing hyperlinks can also deepen our understanding on how the use of hyperlinks 

shape the meaning-construction processes of the public in different ways, such as by 

empowering readers to easily access information (De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; 

Lehman et al. 2017). Thus, by studying the uses of hyperlinks, I contribute to our 

understanding of the meaning-co-productions around corruption within the digital 

realm. 

Second, based on the empirical findings, I also contribute to the OMS literature on 

corruption within the media by offering Tardean conceptualisations around meaning-

constructions, which focus on the temporality and relationality of these processes. This 

aspect clearly builds on the empirical contribution concerning hyperlinks because 

hyperlinks represent data through which the meaning-constructions, occurring over 

time, can be traced, and analysed (Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; 

Venturini et al. 2017).7 Referring back to the ‘Research Aim and Scope’ section (from 

page 16), this implies that my contribution lies primarily in the analysis of the temporal 

process of the relational co-production of meanings and not in the frames and 

narratives that emerge from these. 

 

 
7 In fact, due to the traceability of digital data, and Tarde’s focus on mapping such traces, digital 
hyperlink data and Tarde’s theories mutually complement one another (Latour et al. 2012; see also 
Munk, 2019). 
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As presented earlier (from page 19), the Tardean approach includes dissecting 

narratives to its particles, “mapping” their movements and relations and investigating 

their interactions and combinations (Tonkonoff, 2013: 273; Borch, 2005: 92 and 95; 

see also: Johansen, 2013: 86). Such perspective is important for addressing the 

research aim as it enables me to describe, in minute detail, the process through which 

the intertwined co-productions of meanings around corruption scandals change over 

time. In this view, a corruption scandal is conceptualised as a trajectory that unfolds 

over time by progressively developing through the interactions and combinations of 

numerous flows of communication and information that include hyperlinks (Latour et 

al. 2012). This way, I offer a Tardean view on the trajectory of meaning-constructions 

around corruption, in which the different meaning co-producer organisations, such as 

the news sites and the surrounding hyperlinked entities, are linked together by the 

metamorphosing communicational flows that form the changing narrative around the 

scandal. I offer a “Tardean viewpoint in which [meaning co-producing] organizations 

should be seen as constantly changing fields through which imitation periodically 

sweeps…” (Thrift 2004: 873). 

 

This Tardean minute temporal view is fruitful for gaining a better understanding of the 

process of meaning-constructions around corruption for two reasons. First, as “Tarde 

was interested in the manufacture of public opinion—not its product, but its process” 

(Katz, 2006: 269), his notions guide the research towards how minute co-productions 

of meanings can form trajectories that shape our understandings around corruption 

over time. This perspective can provide insights into the “cumulative authority and 

power” (Born, 2016: 270) of important actors within the co-productions of meanings. 

In other words, investigating co-productions of meanings temporally, using Tarde, can 

further our understanding of how different meaning producers gain power over time to 

shape meaning constructions. This can be particularly relevant as some entities 

shaping the meanings of corruption, such as Transparency International’s CPI gained 

their position by gradually enlarging their influence (Canache, and Allison, 2005).  

 

Second, by focusing on the process of meaning construction, the Tardean approach 

can also improve our understanding concerning the specific techniques and tools 

through which certain meaning-producers, such as political actors (Tarde, 1969b: 195) 

and their narratives, can define and shape narratives around corruption. 
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Conceptualisations that help to explain these processes can be crucial as meaning-

constructions around corruption often involve complex “struggles” (Breit, 2011a; 

Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) between different agendas and their discourses that 

unfold over time. For instance, Breit et al. (2015: 324) argue, after Williams and Beare 

(1998), that: 

 

 “…the ‘problem’ of corruption might not be attributable to any increase in actual 

corrupt behaviours – i.e.: the amount of opportunistic behaviour in economic terms – 

but it might rather be the result of a gradual reframing of the concept…In this process, 

old institutions and relations between institutions have been replaced by new 

institutions and new relationships – thus rendering practices and relationships that 

used to be accepted as unwanted, illicit or illegal.”  

 

Breit (2011b) et al. (2015) also illustrate this process through the changing number of 

news articles on corruption following the definitional shifts of OECD (2003a; 2003b). 

As OECD propagated a stricter definition of corruption, the number of mediatised 

cases (Breit, 2011b; 2015), and in turn, the level of corruption perception increased.  

This quote and example highlight the importance of analysing how meaning-

constructions change over time as some important meaning-constructing relations 

unfold and change gradually. These incremental processes can be crucial as the 

cases of CPI (Canache, and Allison, 2005; Pertiwi, 2021) and OECD (Breit, 2011b; 

2015) demonstrate that these can drastically shape what we consider corruption and 

how we approach these practices. In terms of corruption scandals, for instance, some 

meaning co-producers might have more power than others to control what corruption 

cases are widely publicised and addressed and which pass unnoticed (Zyglidopoulos 

et al. 2017).  

 

Overall, meaning-co-production around corruption by different entities, including 

supranational organisations and the media, is crucial because these sense-making 

processes precede and shape the potential anti-corruption action (Breit, and Vaara, 

2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999; Pertiwi, 2021). Thus, the analysis of 

the “Construction processes are important because individuals make up stories to give 

meaning to a set of unfolding events in the environment, regardless of whether these 

stories are accurate (Bruner, 1990). This calls attention to how individuals construct 
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meaning as opposed to detect stimuli…” (Sonenshein, 2007: 1029). Therefore, it is 

important to analyse the sense-making processes temporally in minute detail because 

these continuously shape how we approach scandals, and corruption in general.  

 

In fact, as our understanding of the temporality of corruption is still limited, there is 

growing call within OMS for process-based corruption studies (Ashforth and Anand, 

2003; Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; 

Misangyi, Weaver, and Elms, 2008; Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 2007; Torsello, and 

Venard, 2016; Frost and Tischer, 2014, Andersson, 2017; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 

2020)8. Therefore, other than focusing on the under-researched digital realm, my work 

also answers the “…need to understand how the meaning of corruption is relationally 

derived and contextually and temporally dependent” (Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020: 

508). My thesis achieves this by investigating in minute detail how a corruption scandal 

unfolds over time from a Tardean perspective in the context of online news media 

characterised by the relational co-production of meanings in the form of hyperlinks.  

 

Besides contributing to the literature on corruption within the media, my research also 

provides value to the wider field of Organisation Studies. It particularly does this by 

introducing a Tardean view on temporality that is useful for investigating emerging 

organisational phenomena and the links between past, present, and future events. In 

fact, according to Nigel Thrift (2004: 873), “…time can be fully taken into account in 

organisation studies only by understanding temporal fields as processes of 

progressive practical imitation, in the manner of Tarde.” It is particularly the case 

because even though temporality has been an important topic within Organisation 

Studies for decades (eg.: Bluedorn and Denhardt, 1988; Gherardi and Strati, 1988; 

Hassard, 1991), the field is dominated by a single approach that Hussenot, Hernes, 

and Bouty (2020) refer to as the ‘ontology of time’. For “…the ontology of time, time is 

a standardized and external dimension from which the organizational phenomenon 

can be measured and managed” (Hussenot, Hernes, and Bouty, 2020: 50). According 

to Hussenot, Hernes, and Bouty, (2020: 51) the ontology of time, which is often 

simplified as clock-time (Ancona, Okhuysen, and Perlow, 2001) “…is so dominant in 

 
8 These calls also reflect a wider call within the social sciences to engage with temporality and historical 
contextualisation (Clemens, 2007; see also: Andersson, 2017). 
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the field of organization studies that it often appears as the only way to deal with 

organizational temporality (Bluedorn and Waller, 2006: 357).” The widespread use of 

the ontology of time within Organisation Studies can be explained by its utility. As time 

in this view is the same across different situations (Shipp and Cole, 2015), steadily 

progressing through clearly separated past, present and future (Hussenot, Hernes, 

and Bouty, 2020), the ontology of time enables the collective regulation of social life 

(Sorokin and Merton, 1937). For instance, this perspective is useful for organisational 

research because it presents time as a measurable ‘entity’, which then can be 

analysed as a general and controllable resource (Knights and Odih, 2002). 

 

The Tardean conceptualisation of time provides a novel approach to organisational 

scholars who increasingly turn towards temporality (eg.: Reinecke and Ansari, 2015; 

Granqvist and Gustafsson, 2016) and intend to analyse the links between past, 

present, and future (Hussenot, Hernes, and Bouty, 2020). One way of doing this is to 

approach temporality “as expressed through events” (Hussenot, Hernes, and Bouty, 

2020) that are not useful to measure but rather to structure time (for the importance of 

structuring time, see: Han, 2020). The Tardean perspective also views time as 

dissected by minute events. Through these events, communicational and other flows 

spread and join one another, progressively accumulating into wider changes and 

rhythmic variations (Borch, 2005; Tarde, 2000). A key benefit of the Tardean approach 

for the empirical analysis of organisational phenomena is that (unlike clock-time) 

(Hussenot, Hernes, and Bouty, 2020), it associates the dynamics between past, 

present and future. In other words, these minute events accumulate into grand 

trajectories with rhythms and future directions. For instance, for Tarde, past events 

shape and delimit the potentialities of the future.  

 

Tarde’s perspective of temporality can be particularly useful for empirical research on 

organisations that investigates phenomena that spread through organisations and 

change this way, such as innovations (Thrift, 20014). However, an important criterion 

of such empirical research is data availability on the propagated imitations. 

Notwithstanding, as I will demonstrate in my research, digital data, which is becoming 

increasingly widespread, enables such analysis effectively by providing traceable 

information on the spread and metamorphosis of information flows (Latour, 2002). 
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1.6. Overview of the Thesis 

 

 

The thesis consists of five chapters, including the current one. 

 
First, in the Literature Review Chapter, I introduce the corruption literature within OMS, 

highlighting the under-researched digital realm where my thesis is situated. First, I 

outline the two main approaches within the OMS literature, focusing on the contributing 

factors and dynamism of corruption: (1) the static and (2) the processual. After 

evaluating these views mentioning the relative abundance of static studies (Ashforth 

et al., 2008; Andersson, 2017) and the difficulty of empirically investigating the process 

of corruption (Jávor and Jancsics, 2016; Jancsics and Jávor, 2012; Israel, 2004), I 

highlight the importance to investigate the interpretive processes that shape how we 

understand corruption (Pertiwi, 2018; 2022, Sonenshein, 2007). In section 2.3., I 

elaborate on the social constructionist view that addresses the calls for focusing on 

interpretive constructions, primarily by studying how the media creates meanings 

around corruption. I also highlight the research potential and under-studied state of 

the online news media within this approach. Consequently, I conclude that I study the 

media representations of corruption scandals within the online news media for three 

reasons: (1) due to the viability of such research, (2) the under-researched online 

realm, and (3) because such research can provide valuable insights on the general 

co-productions of meanings around corruption that can even have implications for anti-

corruption practices (Palau and Palomo, 2021). At the end of this section, I restate the 

research aim presented on page 16.  

The first step towards addressing the aim is to find an appropriate theoretical 

framework that enables me to investigate digital meaning-construction in their dynamic 

complexities (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016) and as temporally unfolding over the 

period of a scandal. Sensitivity to dynamism and complexity is crucial because these 

are characteristics of the digital realm, where data cannot be pinned down due to 

overlapping structures and the continuous movement of information (Karlsson and 

Sjøvaag, 2016; Latour et al. 2012).  
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Therefore, in Section 3., I elaborate on how Relational Sociology, as a conceptual 

framework for my thesis, addresses these challenges. Relational Sociology lends itself 

to my thesis as it is partly developed as a result of the rise of the internet, addressing 

the conceptual and methodological difficulties of digital research (Prandini; 2015; see 

also: Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016). Conceptually, the ontology of Relational Sociology 

that assumes that ‘everything is composed of relations’ (Prandini, 2015: 8) is 

particularly beneficial for my research to analyse the complexities and intertwined 

nature of the online meaning-constructions that blur traditional boundaries, such as 

the borders of news-producing organisations (Deuze, 2003; Singer; 2003). In Section 

3.1., I elaborate on how this relational ontology translates into the research by 

conceptualising hyperlinks not simply as static topological networks but as dynamic 

meaning-constructing relations (Munk, 2019:171; Dörk et al. 2014). Such a view 

facilitates my thesis in addressing the research aim and investigating the dynamic 

online meaning co-productions, and not only the relational web within which these 

processes are situated.  

However, in the ‘Tarde in the Internet-Age’ section, I highlight that even though 

Relational Sociology emphasises the dynamisms of connections, it is still challenging 

to investigate the “narrative unfolding” (Emirbayer, 1997: 305) as a temporal process. 

This difficulty is particularly relevant to my research as it focuses on scandals that, ‘by 

nature’, develop over time (Breit, 2011a; Clemente et al. 2016). To address this 

challenge and widen the temporal horizon of the relational perspective of my research, 

I engage with the Relational Sociology of Gabriel Tarde, which is described as 

“relational-processual” (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi). It enables the analysis of the process of 

co-productive “narrative unfolding” (Emirbayer, 1997: 305) of a corruption scandal, 

first, by engaging with the dynamic and participatory nature of online meaning-

constructions through its Monadology (Tarde, 2012). Tarde’s Monadology is 

particularly useful because it offers a conceptualisation of hyperlinks that is radically 

relational and dynamic (Dörk et al. 2014). This view emphasises that hyperlinks 

compose a multiplicity of potential meanings that are actualised by the readers' 

movement within the network. This perspective engages with the participatory nature 

of online sense-making that I intend to analyse by shedding light on the role of readers 

in the co-production of meanings. Although the monadic view is useful for investigating 

the dynamisms of meaning-co-production, it is still inadequate to conceptualise the 
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temporal trajectory of a scandal that takes years and links together different articles 

across this period (Breit, 2011a). To address this challenge, in section 4.2., I shift 

towards Tarde’s Infinitesimal view that sets his Monadology in movement through a 

rhythmical view of temporality (Born, 2016; Tarde, 2000). Particularly, Tarde’s (2000) 

Social Laws are introduced that enable my research to analyse sense-making as a 

rhythmical meandering of interlocked interactional relations across news articles. In 

this view, meanings are constructed by replicating different information and 

communicational elements that radiate across news outlets, hyperlinks, and other 

mediating entities (Tarde, 2000). Section 4.2.2., elaborates on Tarde’s 

conceptualisation of news outlets and how it is beneficial for my research analysing 

online scandalisation. I elaborate that in the Tardean view, a scandal unfolds across 

news articles through the spread and subsequent interactions of the communicational 

flows, resulting in changes in the narrative via oppositions and mergers. In this 

perspective, hyperlinks are the materialisations (Latour, 1988) of the radiation of these 

information flows into the news articles that aggregate these in coherent narratives. 

By providing this continuous view on the spread and metamorphosis of narratives, the 

Tardean lens facilitates my research investigating how the co-productions of meanings 

within articles chronologically accumulate into the changing trajectory of a corruption 

scandal. I end this section by transforming the research aim into research questions 

that engage with how meanings around corruption scandals are co-produced through 

hyperlinks and how these cumulatively form the meanderings of the narratives. 

In the next Chapter (‘Methodology and Research Design’), I outline how I collected 

and analysed data to address the research questions. The first element that needs to 

be addressed is the consistency between the Tardean lens and the empirical research. 

Thus, after explaining the exploratory nature of my endeavour and how it relates to 

existing theories by using the iterative process of the Gioia method (Gioia, Corley, and 

Hamilton; 2012), I elaborate on how Tarde’s epistemology shaped my research. First, 

originating from Tarde’s Monadology and Infinitesimal View, it is important to analyse 

processes in minute detail as these unfold over time to construct relevant knowledge 

that has explanatory power (Jenkins, 2016: 151). First, this view implies the 

importance of investigating a milieu that the researcher is already familiar with to be 

able to identify minute variations (Tarde, 2000; Barry, 2016). This perspective shaped 

my case-study selection. Second, the need to engage with the rhythmic nature of 
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temporality led my research to employ periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; 

Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) through which I was able to investigate the changing 

phases of the scandal. After elaborating on how my values and position motivated the 

research in the ‘Axiology’ section, I move into the explanation of the case-study design 

I employed. In ‘The Elios scandal: A Case-Study Methodology’ sub-section, I introduce 

how and why I used the case-study approach with a particular focus on the previously 

mentioned need for familiarity and the importance of collecting hyperlink data to 

address the research questions. First, I introduce the Hungarian Elios corruption case 

and Origo and Index, two major Hungarian online news outlets whose news articles 

on the Elios scandal I analysed. The Elios case involved the son-in-law of the 

Hungarian Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán. Index was an oppositional news site at the 

time, while Origo shifted from a neutral to a government-friendly stance along the 

timeframe of the scandal. After elaborating in detail on how this case provided 

adequate data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) for my research, I move towards a detailed 

explanation of the methods I used. First, I introduce why I used thematic content 

analysis to investigate the text of the articles and argumentation analysis for studying 

the interactions through hyperlinks. The selection of argumentation analysis is 

particularly important for my thesis as this method is consistent with the Tardean 

relational perspective by analysing hyperlinks as meaning-co-producing interactions 

and not only static connections (Munk, 2019; Dörk et al. 2014). Next, in Section 7, I 

elaborate on how and why I used purposeful sampling to gather news articles with 

hyperlinks until I reached the saturation point. I also elaborate on how I conducted the 

argumentation analysis as the hyperlinks were categorised using this method at the 

same time when I gathered the data. In Section 8, I elaborate on how I stored the 

collected digital data as PDF files. This part also elaborates on the limitations of my 

approach as I was unable to observe the modification of the articles after their 

publication. In the ‘Ethics’ section, I outline how I ensured that I do not analyse 

sensitive data that is particularly relevant due to the blurred boundaries between 

private and public information in the online realm (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021). Finally, 

(in the ‘Data-Analysis’ section), I present how I conducted the research ‘step-by-step’ 

following the iterative Gioia method for the thematic analysis of the articles and 

periodisation to investigate the temporal narrative changes across articles. By 

combining these methods, I was able to address the research questions and analyse 



 31 

the minute co-productions of meaning in the articles via argumentation analysis and 

how these accumulate into narrative phases through periodisation.  

In the next Chapter (‘Analysis’), I present my findings from the introduced research 

design. These findings addressed the research questions in two main ways: (1) by 

providing a view on the complex ways in which hyperlinks are used to co-produce 

meanings around corruption, and (2) by providing a chronological view on how the co-

productions of meanings led to the gradual and periodical changes within the main 

trajectories of the narratives of the Elios scandal. Overall, in this section, I present that 

meaning construction throughout the Elios scandal occurred via numerous different, 

hyperlink-facilitated meaning-co-productions that accumulated into the gradual 

narrative changes across the articles of the same news outlet. In terms of hyperlink 

use, I found that most hyperlinked information supported or contextualised the main 

narrative of the article and did not contrast it. Furthermore, I also found that data 

repositories and investigative news outlets are important in co-producing meanings 

through hyperlinks. In terms of the chronological development of the narrative, I found 

that even though the potential modes of information gathering and aggregation are 

‘endless’ as there are numerous available sources and modes of information 

aggregation, the narratives developed via logical and incremental trajectories. Via 

periodisation, I distinguished three key interlinked progressively developing narrative-

construction phases: (1) scandalisation, in which articles discussed the (potential) 

harms and illegality of the Elios scandal; (2) anti-scandalisation, and moderation, 

through which the previous scandalisations were negated, and undermined, and (3) 

counter-scandalisation that replaced the Elios corruption scandal with an alternative 

explanation that framed it as a fabricated attempt of the Soros-allies to attack the 

Hungarian government and influence the elections. Overall, I found that these logically 

developing and incremental narrative-changes originated from a minute ‘chaos’ of 

information-aggregating practices, which dichotomy I further investigate in the 

Discussion Chapter. 

First, in the ‘Discussion’, I elaborate on the implications of my findings concerning the 

abundance and biased use of hyperlinks, particularly in relation to how this 

connectivity enables or hinders reliable sense-making around corruption. On the one 

hand, I highlight that hyperlinks have the potential to empower readers to gain and 
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validate information concerning corruption scandals. However, on the other hand, the 

common use of hyperlinks can also have the opposite result, in the form of cognitive 

overload, which hinders information-acquisition (Carr, 2010; 2011; see also: De 

Maeyer, and Holton 2016). I also reflect on the other key finding concerning hyperlinks, 

namely that these are often used in a biased manner, only leading to texts that support 

the main argumentation of the article. Using different literature, I discuss the controlling 

and nudging (Wu et al, 2021) potential of such hyperlink practice, leading to one-sided 

meaning constructions around corruption. Overall, by discussing the key findings 

concerning hyperlinks, I outline a nuanced portrayal of their relational role in the 

meaning constructions around corruption. On the one hand, hyperlinks empower 

readers by offering more choices to gain information on scandals, multiplying the 

meaning-construction potentials. However, on the other hand, as each hyperlink is 

constructed, these also represent strategic tools that can be used by the news outlets 

to incite the readers to click on them and guide their meaning constructions.   

Analysing the findings concerning the gradual narrative changes, I also explicate that 

these meaning-construction tendencies are governed by intertwining interactions, 

primarily by the mutually holding and influencing relation between the news outlets 

and their readers. First, by discussing the gradual shift of Origo through which it 

replaced the Elios corruption scandal with the political Soros narrative, I outline how it 

chronologically employed the following strategic meaning-construction practices 

during this transition: (1) counter-imitation (Tarde, 1903a: xvii) through which it 

rejected the previous corruption scandalising claims, (2) harmonisation (Tarde, 2000) 

of different tendencies within the Hungarian society, including Antisemitism, and anti-

Western sentiments, under the umbrella of the Soros-narrative, (3) and the 

simultaneous over-excitation (Tarde, 2003: 48, as in Toscano, 2007a: 606) of these 

elements through the construction of an “object of hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see also: 

Salmon, 2005) in the form of George Soros. Based on Tarde’s theories and secondary 

literature, I also elaborate that these processes occurred gradually due to the mutually 

holding relation between the news outlets and their readers. To put it simply, Origo 

could not change and replace the meaning-constructions around corruption abruptly 

as that way, it would have risked losing its loyal readers. This view emphasises the 

role of a community of readership that I finally explore in this Chapter. Particularly, I 

discuss my and other scholars’ findings (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 
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2021) that show that meaning-constructions around corruption in the news are often 

framed as national concerns. Other than highlighting how such framing of corruption 

can distract the public from its contextual nuances and complexities (Breit, 2011a), I 

also outline that such a meaning-construction strategy might be necessary for news 

outlets to engage their readers. Overall, the Discussion provides a nuanced view of 

the underlying processes and implications concerning my key findings by highlighting 

that even though news outlets depend on their readers to return to their sites, these 

can still employ strategic hyperlinking and narrative-construction techniques to shape 

meaning-constructions gradually. This Tardean temporal view is important because it 

can be used to explain and potentially even detect when meanings around corruption 

are gradually shaped, diverted, and replaced, leading to one-sided portrayals (Breit, 

2011a; Breit, and Vaara, 2014:69) and even misinformation (Jonsson, and Edman, 

2014). The implication of these insights for future research is elaborated in the 

Conclusion Chapter.  
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 
 

2.1. Introduction 
 

 

In the Literature Review, I intend to address four components of my thesis. First, I take 

account of the OMS literature on corruption, highlighting the under-researched area of 

digital meaning-constructions (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020), where my work is situated. Second, I outline how Relational 

Sociology (Crossley, 2012; Depelteau, 2018), particularly the theories of Gabriel Tarde 

(2000; 2012), enables my research to investigate the digital meaning constructions 

around online news media. I particularly explain how the notions of Gabriel Tarde 

facilitate my research by conceptualising hyperlinks as meaning-constructing 

elements unique to the digital realm. Finally, after outlining the Tardean lens’ utility for 

the processual analysis of the development of meaning-constructions, I also present 

the research questions that guide the rest of the work to investigate how corruption 

scandals are co-produced within and around online news media. 

 

This Chapter consists of three main sections. 

 

First, (in the ‘Organisation and Management Studies Literature on Corruption’ section) 

I introduce and take account of the OMS literature on corruption to find a research aim 

for my thesis that is under-researched, lends itself to empirical analysis, and 

worthwhile in terms of potential theoretical and practical utilities of the findings. First, I 

present the static approach of corruption research that focuses on what individual, 

organisational, or industry-wide traits facilitate corruption. Since this view is relatively 

well-adopted and widely used within OMS, I move towards the processual approaches 

that are relatively under-researched (Ashforth et al., 2008; Andersson, 2017). 

Regarding the processual studies, I introduce the main theoretical works within OMS 

that conceptualise corruption as a temporally unfolding, socially harmful process 

(Torsello and Venard 2016; Shibutani, 1986). In this section, I demonstrate that there 

are appropriate theoretical conceptualisations on corruption within this approach, 

however, due to the difficulty of collecting reliable data on corruption as it unfolds over 
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time, there is not much research that engages with this approach empirically (Torsello 

and Venard, 2016). As a result of this challenge that involves an ethical dimension as 

well as it can be even harmful to the researcher to gather and the participants to 

disclose detailed information about their hidden activities (Jávor and Jancsics, 2016; 

Jancsics and Jávor, 2012; Israel, 2004); my research does not take this approach. 

Thus, I move towards the most recently emerged approach within the OMS on 

corruption, the social constructionist (or discursive or interpretivist) view. Like the 

processual approach, this one also emphasises change over time; however, the social 

constructionist works do not focus on the corrupt act itself but rather on the processes 

through which people make sense of corruption and decide what is considered corrupt 

(e.g., Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b; Clemente and 

Gabbioneta, 2017; Andersson, 2017). I particularly introduce the social constructionist 

works that concentrate on the interpretive meaning-construction processes in the 

news media (e.g.: Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b; Clemente 

and Gabbioneta, 2017) as it is regarded a crucial sense-making arena for the society 

(Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). Within this literature, I identify a ‘research gap’ that is 

the relatively limited understanding of how meanings around corruption scandals are 

co-produced through interactions in the online news media. I elaborate that other than 

the fact that it is relatively under-researched, I also intend to study this area because 

of the viability of such study as digital data is easily available and provides novel 

opportunities for research (Latour, 2002; Latour 2010; Latour et al. 2016; Freitas, 

2016; Munk 2019), particularly on the co-production of meanings (Dörk et al. 2014). 

Furthermore, like other works focusing on the sense-making processes in the media, 

studying online news can provide insights into the complexities of the co-productions 

of news portrayals of corruption that are important because through these, news 

outlets often function as watchdogs over corruption (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, 

and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999), and can also inform citizens via these 

communicational channels (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 

2022). Therefore, knowledge of the complexities of online meaning-constructions can 

contribute to developing better communicational systems that can hinder harmful 

organisational corruptions (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 

2022). 
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In the second part of the Literature Review, I elaborate on the theoretical lens I use to 

guide my research design and analysis of the online meaning constructions. First, in 

the ‘Relational Sociology’ sub-section, I introduce this discipline I have selected as my 

theoretical approach because it is particularly suited to address the challenges and 

seize the opportunities for digital research. It answers to the challenge of digitality with 

a relational ontology that is accustomed to the conceptualisation and analysis of digital 

data that is dynamic, cannot be pinned, and blurs the traditionally used boundaries for 

research (Freitas, 2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016). 

Relational Ontology answers the challenge of the blurred boundaries within the digital 

realm by shifting the focus from substances, whose borders are difficult to demarcate 

in the digital realm, to relations. This part also elaborates that Relational Sociology 

guides my research design by leading me to study hyperlinks as relational data that 

composes meanings around corruption. In this section, I outline the two reasons why 

I study hyperlinks: (1) that these are important tools in digital journalism that provide 

information on the co-production of meanings that I intend to investigate, and (2) that 

based on relational ontology, hyperlinks are also crucial because these are not only 

traces of interactions but the elements that compose these meanings. This 

conceptualisation has important effects on my research design and analysis as it 

allows me to investigate hyperlinks’ meaning-composing potentialities. Second, in the 

‘Tarde in the Internet-Age’ subsection, I introduce the theories of the Relational 

Sociologist, Tarde whose notions I employ in this thesis. First, I elaborate on the 

reasons why I use his theories, which include their attunement to the complex and 

dynamic nature of the digital and its conceptualisation of scandals within news outlets. 

Second, I introduce Tarde’s Monadology and its recent adoption for analysing 

hyperlinks, through which I can investigate hyperlinks as meaning co-producing 

relations between the news outlets and the readers. Thus, by using this framework, I 

can investigate the co-production of meanings as occurring between the news outlets 

that construct hyperlinks, and the readers that use these. This conceptualisation, by 

enabling my research to investigate the role of the readers within meaning-

construction, particularly facilitates my focus on meaning-co-productions around 

corruption that includes the readers as well (Breit, 2011a; Breit and Vaara, 2014; 

Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009), and how it occurs within the digital realm. Third, I 

outline Tarde’s Infinitesimal View, which investigates how minute elements (beliefs 

and desires) spread between different mediators that include non-humans, such as 
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hyperlinks as well. I also elaborate that Tarde’s Infinitesimal view is particularly 

important for my research as it enables me to investigate the process of meaning 

construction over the period of a corruption scandal. It is because the Infinitesimal view 

provides concepts in the forms of the Social Laws to describe and analyse the different 

interlocking interactions that accumulate into the meanderings of the corruption 

narratives over time. Fourth, I present how these theories condense and inform 

Tarde’s theorisation on news production that I employ for this research. In this part, I 

highlight how Tarde’s conceptualisation of news production enables my research to 

investigate how narratives interact and change over time within a complex relational 

web that includes the ‘mutual possession’ (Tarde, 2012) between the readers and their 

news outlets. In the final section of the Literature Review, I outline the research 

questions that I use to study the online meaning co-productions around corruption from 

a relational, Tardean perspective, focusing on hyperlinks as a key specificity of the 

digital sense-making processes. 

 

Through the Literature Review, I address the following key aspects of my thesis: (1) I 

introduce the relevant social constructionist literature, that my research builds on, (2) 

I elaborate on the research aim, and why it is worthwhile to study the online meaning-

constructions around corruption, (3) I present the theoretical framework of Relational 

Sociology, and how it informs my research to address the challenges and cease the 

potentials of analysing online meaning-constructions, (4) I introduce hyperlinks as 

crucial meaning-composing elements of the online news production that ‘empowers’ 

the readers by providing them novel opportunities to engage with the articles (De 

Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017), (5) I outline Tarde’s theories, and how 

these are particularly suited to investigate meaning-constructions around scandals as 

these are occurring processually, in the online realm, partly through hyperlinks, and 

finally (6), I present the research questions that guides the thesis, including its applied 

methods and research design. 
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2.2. Organisation and Management Studies Literature on 
Corruption 

 
2.2.1. Rationalist Approaches 

 

Research on organisational wrongdoings, including corruption, gained popularity in 

the last 15-20 years, partly due to the numerous scandals (Misangyi, Weaver, and 

Elms, 2008; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Torsello, and Venard, 2016). First, 

Organisational Studies focused on the causes of corruption (Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017). Research focusing on how different individual, organisational, or 

wider (e.g., industry-wise) dysfunctions trigger corruption is referred to as rationalist or 

modernist-positivist approaches (Trevino and Youngblood 1990; Felps, Mitchell, and 

Byington 2006; Ashforth et al. 2008; Fleming, and Zyglidopoulos, 2009; Gonin, 

Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 2012). This perspective views corruption as inherently harmful 

(Torsello and Venard, 2016; Pertiwi, 2018) and defines it as a misuse of 

authority/power for individual (or group) gain – where misuse refers to a form of 

deviance (Ashfort and Anand, 2003). Depending on at what level the ‘dysfunction’ of 

corruption originates, these rationalist approaches are divided into three categories: 

‘bad apple’, ‘bad barrel’, and ‘bad larder’ (Gonin, Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 2012) 

'Bad apple' studies suggest that the individual's self-interest is the main cause of 

corruption (Trevino and Youngblood, 1990). Bad apple theories often focus on how 

bad apples, immoral organisational members, ’infect’ good apples resulting in the 

diffusion of corruption (Trevino and Youngblood 1990; Felps, Mitchell, and Byington 

2006; Ashforth et al. 2008). The bad apple approach mainly studies the psychological 

characteristics that drive individuals’ unethical behaviour (Hegarty and Sims, 1978; 

Trevino, 1986; Shadnam and Lawrence, 2011) such as Machiavellianism (Hegarty and 

Sims, 1978), different cognitive moral developments (Ford & Richardson, 1994; 

Kohlberg, 1969; Power, Higgins, and Kohlberg, 1989; Trevino and Youngblood, 1990), 

and locus of control (Hegarty and Sims, 1978; Trevino and Youngblood, 1990). 

Although some consider the results of these studies to be weak (Brass, Butterfield, 

and Skaggs, 1998), the bad apple perspective influenced the organisations in terms 

of their anti-corruption practices. First, the bad apple view encourages firms to hire 

employees who have characteristics that lower the chances of becoming corrupt or 
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making others corrupt. Second, such traits should be encouraged and taught to 

employees in training to prevent corruption (Kohlberg, 1969; Brass, Butterfield, and 

Skaggs, 1998). The bad apple view is criticised for encouraging the scapegoating of 

individuals, which often results in the neglect of the larger contextual causes (Fleming, 

and Zyglidopoulos, 2009:30). 

 

Therefore, partly due to the criticisms of the bad apple approach, studies following the 

bad barrel theories view focus on the organisational factors that induce individuals to 

engage in corruption (Brass, Butterfield, and Skaggs, 1998; Jancsics and Jávor, 2013; 

Fleming, and Zyglidopoulos, 2009:). These works often use questionnaires filled in by 

executives or other organisational members to investigate the organisational elements 

that can increase the probability of corruption (e.g.: Wu, 2008, Collins et al. 2008; 

Uhlenbruck et al. 2006). Generally, bad barrel studies show that the spread of 

corruption is dependent on numerous organisational factors, such as the reward 

system and other pressurising mechanisms (e.g., Hegarty and Sims, 1978), culture 

and norms (Victor and Cullen 1988; Kaptein 2011), and codes of conduct (Cressey 

and Moore, 1983; Laczniak and Inderrieden, 1987; Mathews, 1987; McCabe, Trevino, 

and Butterfield, 1996; Martin and Cullen 2006). However, these results are criticised 

for being overly generalising as these often rely on few informants (Collins et al 2008; 

Torsello, and Venard, 2016). Furthermore, with the bad apple approach, the bad barrel 

view is also criticised for overlooking “…the influence of the broader societal context 

on organizational behavior” (Gonin, Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 2012:31). 

 

To address the need to analyse the larger contextual situatedness of corruption, the 

‘bad larder’ (Gonin, Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 2012) or ‘bad orchard’ studies (Punch; 

2003) have emerged. This group of studies is characterised by their focus on factors 

outside the organisations that influence corruption (Gonin, Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 

2012; Pertiwi, 2018). Many of these works follow the traditions of economics by 

studying the correlation (or causation) between measures of corruption, such as 

corruption perception indexes and different country-scale factors, such as the level of 

democracy, economic development and regulatory frameworks (Torsello and Venard 

2016; Gonin, Palazzo, and Hoffrage, 2012). Studies following the bad-larder view 

demonstrate that the following factors within the political and/or economic systems can 

contribute to corruption: structural pressures for performance, complexity, and 
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ambiguity of the systems (Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2009; Andersson, 2017). 

However, studies that utilise country-level data are criticised for assuming the 

homogeneity of the level of corruption and the underlying mechanisms in regions and 

all firms of the given country (Cuervo-Cazurra; 2006; Torsello and Venard 2016). 

 

Overall, studies within the OMS literature following the bad apple, -barrel, and -larder 

approaches effectively highlight numerous important micro, meso, and macro factors 

that can contribute to the emergence and spread of organisational corruption. As 

Sonenshein (2007: 1023) notes, “Unlike much of the work on ethical issues (Randall 

and Gibson, 1990), rationalist models are grounded using clear and testable 

theoretical claims that allow for theory extension.” To do this, these works utilise a 

static view by focusing on factors and structures that facilitate corruption in a given 

time.  

 

In this regard, numerous scholars (Ashforth, et al. 2008; Trevino, 1986, Hunt and Vitell; 

1986; Granovetter, 1985; Jancsics, and Jávor, 2012; 2013) criticise static approaches 

such as the bad apple, -barrel, and -larder for being overly atomistic focusing on 

factors in a snapshot like fashion within specific scales. It is argued that such static 

views provide limited information on how corruption emerges and changes over time 

(Ashforth and Anand, 2003; Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming & 

Zyglidopoulos, 2008; Misangyi, Weaver, and Elms, 2008; Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 

2007; Torsello, and Venard, 2016; Frost and Tischer, 2014). For instance, static works 

often overlook the complex interactions and relations that facilitate corruption 

(Ashforth, et al. 2008; Trevino, 1986, Hunt and Vitell; 1986; Granovetter, 1985; 

Jancsics, and Jávor, 2012; 2013). Consequently, insights from works following on 

static approaches might offer limited understanding for designing flexible long-term 

anti-corruption measures that take into account the dynamic and complex nature of 

this wrongdoing (Ashforth et al., 2008: 679; Frost and Tischer, 2014).  

 

Therefore, as static approaches “…cannot provide us insight into deep structural and 

dynamical characters of [corruption]” (Jancsics, 2014: 365), and because the “…micro 

[bad apple], macro [bad barrel], and wide views [bad larder] of organizational 

corruption have been significantly addressed” (Andersson, 2017: 407) in the OMS 

literature, my thesis intends to focus on a more processual, and interpretive view on 
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corruption. According to Andersson (2017: 407), such perspectives are important to 

be analysed in the OMS works as “…what are less examined and needed are deep 

views that take an interpretive approach and long views that examine corruption as a 

process occurring over time (Ashforth et al., 2008).” Such processual understanding 

would be particularly useful as corruption is a remarkably complex and dynamic 

phenomenon that is in constant metamorphosis thanks to the numerous intertwined 

individual, social, organisational (Gault, 2017) and interpretive processes that 

influence it (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b; Clemente and 

Gabbioneta, 2017). Therefore, in the next sections, I introduce these under-

researched perspectives: first, the Processual (long) and then the Social 

Constructionist (interpretive) approaches to find a worthwhile and viable research-

focus for my thesis. 

 
2.2.2. Processual View  
 

As a result of the previously mentioned criticisms against static views in the 

Organisation and Management Literature (Ashforth and Anand, 2003; Ashforth et al., 

2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; Misangyi, Weaver, and 

Elms, 2008; Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 2007; Torsello, and Venard, 2016; Frost and 

Tischer, 2014), there are numerous calls for more dynamic or process-based studies 

that analyse corruption. Studies addressing these calls intend to engage with the 

dynamism of corruption that the static approaches overlook (Ashforth and Anand, 

2003; Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; 

Misangyi, Weaver, and Elms, 2008; Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 2007; Torsello, and 

Venard, 2016; Frost and Tischer, 2014; Andersson, 2017).  

 

For instance, such processual works analyse longer timespans to investigate how 

corruption emerges and changes over time (Torsello and Venard 2016; Shibutani, 

1986). By focusing on the process, these can identify the key mechanisms that 

stabilise corruption even when other factors change (Torsello and Venard 2016). Such 

insights can be particularly useful for anti-corruption measures as these can be used 

to focus on the processes and elements that are the most crucial for the emergence 

and stabilization of corruption. To provide such insights, studies following the 

processual approach aim to understand the complex interactions between different 
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mechanisms in detail (Torsello and Venard 2016, Frost and Tischer, 2014, Misangyi, 

Weaver, and Elms, 2008). However, according to Torsello and Venard (2016:41), 

“...despite the call for a process view on corruption (Ashforth and Anand, 2003; 

Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; Misangyi, 

Weaver, and Elms, 2008), there is not much empirical research in the organizational 

field with this conception of corruption.”  

 

The lack of empirical research is caused mainly by the difficulties, such as the 

challenge of collecting processual data on the evolution of corruption (Torsello and 

Venard, 2016). First, it is difficult to find participants and sources that can provide 

reliable information on the hidden process of corruption (Jávor, Jancsics, 2016; 

Jancsics and Jávor, 2012). Second, even if such informants are found, it is difficult to 

gain information on such an illegal topic without putting the researcher at risk (Israel, 

2004) or criminalising the participants. This is particularly the case because, in several 

countries, it is legally obligatory to disclose information about certain illegal activities if 

one acquires such details (Bálint, 2017). As a result of this risk for the participant (e.g.: 

Knox and Monaghan 2003), informants are often reluctant to reveal reliable 

information about illegal activities to the researchers (O'Neil 1996; Israel, 2004).  

 

As a result of these challenges, there is a limited number of empirical works on 

organisational wrongdoings that analyse it as processually unfolding. One exception 

is the work of Dennis Gioia (1992), which investigates the decision process of the Ford 

Pinto scandal. However, even his work is not focused on corruption (Torsello and 

Venard, 2016) as defined in the rationalist literature (see page 37). Furthermore, even 

the inception of Gioa’s (1992) study was only possible because he worked at Ford 

during the scandal, thus, he had insider information on the case. Considering the 

previously mentioned challenges and risks of conducting empirical research focusing 

on corruption as a dynamic process, and the fact that I have no insider information on 

such activities, I have decided to study corruption using a different approach.  

 

One alternative research avenue could be to build a theoretical model on the process 

of corruption that can provide information on how to hinder and address the negative 

implications of such wrongdoing. However, numerous theoretical models within the 

OMS literature already explain the emergence, diffusion, and stabilisation of corruption 
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with a processual view (Cressey, 1953; Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief, Buttram, and 

Dukerich, 2001; Zyglidopoulos and Fleming, 2008). For instance, the influential theory 

of Anand and Ashfort (2003; see also: Anand, Ashfort and Joshi, 2004) involves the 

following three main processes: (1) socialisations that are pressurising inter-personal 

influences that impart the necessary beliefs and skills for corruption, (Van Maanen, 

1976) (2) institutionalisation in which incentives and factors are implanted into the 

organisational structure that enables and induce corruption, and (3) rationalisation, 

which is the 'psychological' justification of the corruption (Anand and Ashfort, 2003). 

As this model demonstrates, processual theoretical works on corruption adequately 

explain the emergence, stabilisation and spread of corruption, embracing the 

complexities of the intertwined underlying mechanisms that link together different 

scales (Pertiwi, 2018; Fleming, and Zyglidopoulos, 2009).  

 

However, the theoretical models that, like the previously outlined bad apple, bad 

barrel, and bad larder views, neglect the interpretive processes are criticised for 

suggesting that the “process begins with a problem” (Jones, 1991: 380 as quoted in 

Sonenshein, 2007: 1025). In other words, these views approach corruption based on 

pre-conceived notions of what corruption is, overlooking the discursive interactions 

through which different understandings of corruption emerge in different places 

(Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 

2017; Andersson, 2017). As I have outlined earlier (on page 12-13), such interpretive 

processes are crucial as the way the society (re)act on potential corruption events is 

shaped by the shared understandings that are developed through these discursive 

interactions (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991). This view emphasizes the importance of 

studying the interpretive processes that provide the basis for understanding corruption 

(Sonenshein, 2007: 1026). 

 

Therefore, due to the comprehensiveness of the rationalist works within the OMS 

literature (Andersson, 2017: 407; Ashforth et al., 2008) and the need to analyse the 

contextual meaning-construction processes around corruption (Pertiwi, 2018; 2022, 

Sonenshein, 2007), my thesis utilises a different perspective. Particularly, in the next 

section, I elaborate on the works that address a call within OMS (Pertiwi, 2018 

Ashforth, et al. 2008; Trevino, 1986, Hunt and Vitell; 1986) and other social sciences 

(Granovetter, 1985; Jancsics, and Jávor, 2012) to analyse corruption as situated in 
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the time and space and constructed via contextualised interactions. Such calls 

encourage researchers to not only analyse corruption based on pre-conceived 

universal definitions and characteristics but investigate how interactions in specific 

contexts shape the local understandings of corruption (Pertiwi, 2018; Torsello, and 

Venard, 2016). In the next section, I introduce the literature that studies corruption with 

this approach (social constructionism) to identify my research focus that is viable and 

worthwhile. 

 

2.2.3. Social Constructionist Approach: Corruption in the Media  

 

Contrary to the previously introduced rationalist studies (particularly the bad apple, 

bad barrel, and bad larder approaches), the social constructionist view rejects 

corruption as an objective, natural phenomenon and emphasises the importance of 

the social interactions in which certain practices are constructed as corruption and how 

this understanding changes over time (Breit, 2011b; Pertiwi, 2018). The social 

constructionist perspective assumes that different groups, such as nations develop 

different understandings of corruption (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 

2011a, 2011b; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Andersson, 2017). Therefore, the 

social constructionist view questions the previously outlined rationalist perspectives 

for their lack of sensitivity to the local spatiotemporal context and 

discursive/interpretive practices from which the meanings of corruption emerge and 

change (Sonenshein; 2007; Pertiwi, 2022). Such atonement to local meaning-

constructions is crucial for the deep understanding of the context that breeds and 

reconceptualises corruption in numerous ways (Pertiwi, 2022). According to the social 

constructionist view, understanding the local context can enable interventions (if 

needed) that are sensitive to the local context and meanings around corruption 

(Pertiwi, 2018). For instance, understanding the interpretive processes constructing 

meanings around corruption can be useful for anti-corruption as “…to change an 

already corrupt system one needs to change the meanings assigned to the practices 

within that system” (Pertiwi2018: 9). As a result of these potentialities Sonenshein 

(2007: 1026) encourages researchers to “study the interpretive processes that 

construct ethical issues.“  
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According to Social Constructionism, any form of knowledge is created and maintained 

via social interactions. Humans continuously change, reinforce, and negotiate their 

understandings and meanings with each other (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991). In this 

view, corruption is regarded as a “social accomplishment subject to interpretation and 

reinterpretation in particular historical circumstances” (Dotter, 2004:87). Therefore, the 

meanings around corruption vary across space and time and are in a constant flux of 

change and interaction with other discursive constructs (Damgard, 2015; Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020). Therefore, social constructionist research does not only concentrate 

on the meanings of corruption itself but also on what the interpretive processes of such 

actions tell about the analysed spatiotemporal context (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; 

Breit, 2011a). 

Contrary to the rationalist view that explains corruption normatively as a deviance, 

social constructionism allows different interpretations of corruption (Pertiwi, 2018). 

This indicates that not only the types of conduct that are considered corrupt can 

change between different places and times, but consequently, corruption itself can 

have radically different meanings (Torsello, and Venard, 2016; Pertiwi, 2018; 202; 

Breit, 2015). Overall, the view that the understanding of corruption changes in such a 

drastic manner between different places and across time emphasises the need to 

study corruption situated in its context and historical period (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 

2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Andersson, 2017).  

By focusing on the contingency of meanings around corruption, social constructionist 

OMS works emphasise the interactions of different actors that create a shared 

meaning of corruption within a specific context (e.g.: Breit, 2010, 2011a; Granovetter, 

2007; Haller and Shore, 2005; Andersson, 2017). Most research focuses on large 

actors, such as media outlets and legal-, and supra-national institutions, as these have 

the power to create shared meanings for large populations (e.g.: Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b). For instance, Greve, Palmer, and 

Pozner, (2010) and Palmer (2012) argue that meanings of wrongdoings are 

constructed via interactions between social-control agents and organizations (see 

also: Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). A social control agent is an “actor that 

represents a collectivity, and that can impose sanctions on that collectivity’s behalf” 

(Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010: 56). Social control entities, including the state, 
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legal institutions, the media, rating agencies among others, have the role in drawing 

lines between ethical and unethical, legal and illegal practices (Greve et al.,2010; 

Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). Based on this theory, Greve, Palmer, and Pozner 

(2010: 56) “…define organizational misconduct as behaviour in or by an organization 

that a social-control agent judges to transgress a line separating right from wrong.” 

Social control agents are crucial actors from the perspective of organisations as these 

define, judge, and monitor corruption and hinder organisations labelled as corrupt via 

inflicting sanctions resulting in reputational and/or economic loss (Greve, Palmer, and 

Pozner, 2010; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). 

As numerous social control agents have limited capacity to monitor corruption, the 

media outlets have a key role in highlighting cases and inducing other social control 

agents to investigate and sanction corrupt organisations (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 

2010; Palmer, 2012:257). Such a function of the media outlets is commonly referred 

to as the ’watchdog role’ (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 

1999). Therefore, media outlets have particularly important roles in constructing 

meanings around corruption by mediating between interest groups and powerful social 

control agents (Palmer, 2012: 256-257).  

The media is also crucial in the construction of shared meanings around corruption for 

two interlinked reasons. First, media outlets, due to their technology of dissemination 

(Tarde, 1969b), can propagate understandings around actions labelled as corrupt 

across wide populations (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). Second, the media, 

through its portrayals, can also construct social reality by pinpointing what 

organisations and organisational actions are considered negative and corrupt, 

creating public disapproval (Clemente et al. 2016; Roulet, 2015, Thompson, 2000). 

This process is crucial because “Following a constructivist approach, a behaviour 

becomes a transgression only if it is perceived as such” (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 

2017: 1). By constructing negative meanings around corrupt and wrongdoing 

organisations, media-outlets also influence the public opinion leading to reputational 

loss of these companies (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). The negative reports, 

highlighting the transgression of organisations, generally influence the public to a 

greater extent than positive ones (Barker and Knight 2000), pushing the portrayed 

firms towards improving their reputation by fixing their past ‘mistakes’ and conducting 
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their work more responsibly (Cohen et al. 2015). Furthermore, other than highlighting 

the negative character of organisational conduct, the media also constructs the 

nuances of such wrongdoing, such as its scope and consequences (Clemente and 

Gabbioneta, 2017). However, as the media can construct this negative image even 

without adequate evidence, such portrayals”…may therefore not always point toward 

any corrupt “reality” but reflect specific interests or social movements” (Breit and 

Vaara, 2014: 57). 

Encouraged by the important role of the media in constructing and counter-acting 

corruption, OMS works often study how certain organisational conducts are 

constructed as cases of corruption scandals (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Breit, 

2010, 2011a). “A key feature of a scandal is that it creates a common-knowledge 

situation in which everyone knows about an instance of misconduct, they know that 

everyone else knows, and everyone else knows that they know“ (Greve et al. 2010: 

84). Scandals are inherently linked to the media because these require wide publicity 

and at least partial disapproval of the public that such outlets can achieve, and trigger 

(Clemente et al, 2016; Roulet, 2015, Thompson, 2000). Gabriel Tarde (1969b: 258) 

even notes that the first scandals were constructed with the advent of the newspapers. 

Through scandals, media outlets can reach the masses and direct the attention of their 

audiences and the social control agents to organisational wrongdoings, inducing 

potential responses (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010; Palmer, 2012:257). By doing 

this, scandals can have large-scale consequences, such as triggering corruption-

curbing institutional, social, or organisational changes (Clemente, et al. 2016; 

Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015).  

Corruption scandalisation involves the media outlets transforming a particular 

organisational event into a newsworthy and entertaining issue that interests the public 

(Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000). Therefore, corruption- 

scandals within the media not only rely on the factual reporting of organisational events 

but also intend to capture the readers’ attention in different ways. For instance, Graβl 

et al. (2021: 2569) highlight the “persuasive quality of scandalization [italics in the 

original]” as its defining factor.  

According to the social constructionist view in the OMS, ‘successful’ scandalisation is 

important for the media outlets as this way, these can gain readership that can 
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increase their subscription and/or advertisement revenues (Palmer, 2012:256-257; 

Breit, 2011a). Therefore, media outlets, by scandalising corruption as an entertaining 

and interesting public sensation, intend to “increase their [audience’s] desire for more 

information on the subject of a story” (Rindova et al. 2006: 56). Overall, such view 

generally resonates with the perspective that argues that “…by nature the media is 

sensationalist and story-seeking. Consequently, it has an interest in presenting 

simplified stories that are easily understood and digested by its readership” (Jonsson, 

and Edman, 2014: 88). Furthermore, because of this journalistic practice, Breit and 

Vaara (2014: 64) argue that media texts on corruption “…can be seen as infotaining, 

meaning that the boundaries between news and entertainment and between 

journalistic authorship and representation are blurred (Fairclough, 1995; Bryant and 

Miron 2002; Rindova et al. 2006).”  

Organisational scholars suggest that news outlets create interest in readers for their 

articles about scandals by dramatising them (Frostenson and Grafström, 2022). In 

fact, scandalisation is so interlinked with dramatisation that media scandals are often 

called ‘social dramas’ (Kantola and Vesa, 2013). Dramatisation generally refers to a 

news-seeking meaning-construction (Schudson, 2003: 181; Frostenson and 

Grafström, 2022; Rindova et al. 2006) in which certain information around the event 

are stressed while others are underplayed (Rindova et al. 2006). By doing this, a 

complex and ambiguous jumble of narratives is reduced into a simple and coherent 

picture (Ashforth and Humphrey, 1997: 53). Dramatisation often engage the readers 

by provoking their moral values even to the point of feeling moral outrage (Schudson, 

2003: 181; Frostenson and Grafström, 2022). 

 

Overall, the OMS literature on corruption within the media resonates and builds on the 

social scientific literature on mass communication that also analyses media 

representations using terms like entertainment and drama (e.g.: Bryant and Miron; see 

also: Rindova et al. 2006). Media representations of corruption that lean towards 

entertainment, simplification and dramatisation are considered the effects of the 

commercialisation of corruption-portrayal that is in contrast with the role of the media 

to uncover corruption (as watchdog) (Breit, and Vaara, 2014 Jonsson, and Endman, 
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2014; Tiffen, 1999).  Jonsson, and Edman (2014:88) even note that such 

simplifications of organisational events are “…at times bordering on misinformation.”  

However, the fact that news outlets intend to attract their readers also offers potential 

opportunities for research. Particularly, OMS works assume that because the media 

tailors its portrayals of corruption to the tastes and desires of the public, analysing 

these representations can reveal information about this public (Breit, 2010, 2011a; 

2011b; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). Therefore, analysing news-coverages of 

corruption does not only provide information about the discourse of corruption itself 

(Granovetter, 2007) but also about other related discourses as well that exist within 

the society. Furthermore, as the media creates representations that resonate with the 

ideas of the general public, analysis of news does not only provide insights about the 

specific opinions of the analysed media outlets but also about the shared 

understandings of the general public (Lull and Hinerman 1997; Breit, 2011). This way, 

analysing corruption discourses can reveal important information on the general norms 

and shared understandings around different topics (Torsello and Venard, 2016; Breit, 

2011a). Due to these potentials of analysing media coverages of corruption, such 

focus for my thesis could result in valuable insights. However, first, it is important to 

take account of the empirical OMS works, analysing corruption within the media to 

investigate if there is any worthwhile and under-studied area that my research can 

focus on. Such an overview of the literature is crucial for meaningful contribution. 

2.2.3.1. Empirical Works on Corruption within the Media  
 

The empirical OMS works focusing on the construction of corruption within the media 

generally follow two main approaches: (1) media-framing or (2) Critical Discourse 

Analysis. Framing theories follow the Social Constructionist view by emphasising how 

different frames can construct corruption itself and provide different meanings to it 

(Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015; Roulet, 2015). Framing is 

necessarily linked to the previously elaborated issues of simplification and 

dramatisation because “To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and 

make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a 

particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/ or treatment 

recommendation” (Entman, 1993:52). The organisational studies following this 
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approach demonstrate how different framings are used organisational wrongdoings 

and corruption. For example, Cohen et al. (2015) illustrate that media framing 

emphasises the role that audit firms play in misconduct. Moreover, Roulet (2015) 

demonstrates that media framings are adequate to stigmatise not only the key 

corporation but whole industries. Clemente, and Gabbioneta (2017), focusing on the 

Volkswagen Diesel scandal, highlight that four types of frames were used in the media 

to construct the scandal: contextual, legalistic, reputational, and scapegoating. 

Overall, these examples demonstrate that framing approaches are adequately used 

within Organisation Studies to gain a nuanced understanding of the variety of media 

portrayals of corruption and organisational wrongdoing. Furthermore, these works are 

also particularly effective in gaining knowledge on the numerous aspects and 

viewpoints from which such organisational events can be portrayed to attract public 

interest.    

Studies using Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 2015; e.g.: Breit, 2010; 2011a; 

Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020; see also: Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) to investigate 

corruption concentrate on the relationships between different discourses present in 

the media coverages and their situatedness in the particular spatiotemporal context, 

with a specific focus on the relevant power-relations (Breit et al. 2015; Pertiwi, and 

Aisworth, 2020). Discourses in this context refer to “representations of aspects of the 

world associated with distinct positions or perspectives” (Breit, 2011a: 51). Following 

this approach, Breit (2011a), for instance, presents that discourses around corruption 

scandals do not necessarily focus only on the organisational event but are also linked 

to wider debates on topics, such as national moral identity or the workings of the state. 

Therefore, Breit (2011a: 47) notes that “Based on the findings, it is argued that the 

scandal was not about corruption in particular, but rather unfolded as a materialization 

of wider social, political, and historical concerns and controversies.” The study of 

Pertiwi, and Aisworth, (2020) using Critical Discourse Analyses also highlights the 

wider importance of meaning construction around corruption within the media. She 

demonstrates that discourses around corruption can change due to contextual 

changes, such as the shifts within the perspectives of the international development 

agenda. Overall, these examples illustrate that Critical Discourse Analysis is used in 

Organisation Studies particularly well to investigate the dynamic changes of the 
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meanings around corruption because of a complex relational web between discourses 

and different powerful agents, such as supra-national institutions.  

Overall, the works using framing and Critical Discourse Analysis demonstrate that the 

OMS empirical corruption studies focusing on the media effectively analyse the 

interpretive processes. By doing this, these works stay true to the social constructionist 

view that emphasises that meanings are constructed via interactions within a particular 

context (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991). These studies also effectively reveal the 

different interests and goals behind the corruption portrayals (Breit, 2015). In this 

regard, these illustrate that the OMS works on corruption within the media effectively 

investigate how the understandings around corruption are situated in the local context 

and constructed via different interpretive interactions within the news media that are 

shaped by underlying power dynamics. They effectively analyse corruption “…not a 

specific “thing,” but a phenomenon that is constructed differently across different 

contexts and by different actors” (Breit and Vaara, 2014: 56). 

 

2.2.3.2. Corruption in the Digital Media: Research Aim 

 

What is generally missing from the OMS literature on corruption within the media is 

the analysis of different media types, focusing on how these different contexts shape 

the meaning constructions (Breit 2011a; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2020). For instance, Pertiwi and Ainsworth (2020:521) note that 

“Considering the context-specific nature of the findings in this research, future studies 

could compare…different media such as movies, television shows, and social media 

such as blogs, online broadcasts, and different types of publications including 

government documents, and publications by non-state actors such as NGO reports, 

and reports by business organizations.” They are not alone within the OMS in 

highlighting the importance of investigating different media contexts other than the 

traditional printed press. Breit (2011a: 61) also emphasises that “In addition to 

newspaper texts, the studied data [for future research] may involve other areas of 

mass media…” 
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Analysing how the context of different media types shapes meaning constructions can 

provide important insights into the sense-making processes around corruption.  It is 

because “Context is not merely the background, but the very conditions of possibility 

of an [corruption] event” (Andersson, 2017:410). By focusing on the context of a 

specific media type, my research could also address the calls within Organisational 

and Management studies that argue (Pertiwi, 2022: 174) that “…it is high time for 

corruption research to…stress the importance of understanding meanings in context.” 

A reappearing call within OMS studies asks for research that particularly focuses on 

meaning-constructions around corruption within the online media (Breit 2011a; 

Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) as it has a “…more 

participative production mode than traditional media…[representing] a unique context” 

(Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017: 14). Thus, it might be important to investigate 

online sense-making processes around corruption because it functions differently than 

the traditional media as in the digital realm, meanings are ‘co-produced’ (Breit; 2011a) 

between more actors, such as blog-writers, and commenters (Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). Studying how these different entities 

co-produce (Breit; 2011a) meanings is crucial from a social constructionist perspective 

that posits that sense-making occurs via interactions between actors (Berger, and 

Luckmann, 1991). Existing OMS studies, for instance, show that the co-producers 

include the readers as news outlets tailor the content to their needs (Breit, 2011a; Breit 

and Vaara, 2014), social control agents (Clemente, et al. 2016; Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017) supra-national institutions (Booker; 2016; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 

2020), political powers (Clemente, et al. 2016; Entman, 2012), and even the alleged 

organisations that respond to the scandals (Clemente, et al. 2016).  

However, the OMS literature still provides a limited understanding of how interactions 

between different entities construct meanings in the online realm (Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017). Studies outside the OMS literature have already touched upon the 

specificities of sense-making of corruption in the digital realm (Tagle, 2021; Ndhlovu 

and Santos, 2022; Palau and Palomo, 2021). For instance, a recent Media Studies 

work by Ndhlovu and Santos (2022) outlines how readers react to online news on 

corruption through comments, continuing the construction of meanings around the 

topic. This work demonstrates the participatory nature of meaning-constructions in the 
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online space that has not been covered comprehensively in the OMS literature on the 

meaning-constructions around corruption within the media (Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017). Encouraged by the calls to investigate the digital realm in relation 

to corruption and the relatively limited understanding of the subject (Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta, 2017; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020), my research has the following aim:   

to improve our understanding of how meanings around corruption are co-produced 

through the lifetime of a scandal, both within and around the online news media.  

Besides addressing the calls for research on online meaning-constructions around 

corruption, my research also intends to offer useful contextualist insights into 

corruption scandalisation in the digital realm. It is because understanding how 

interactions in the digital space construct scandalisation can point us towards certain 

anti-corruption practices (Pertiwi, 2018) that can be implemented on the internet 

(Palau and Palomo, 2021). For instance, insights into the online sense-making 

processes might be important to understand how these meaning-constructions can 

hinder corruption by inciting public disapproval (Clemente et al, 2016; Roulet, 2015, 

Thompson, 2000) or revealing unethical cases to social control agents (Greve, Palmer, 

and Pozner, 2010; Palmer, 2012:257). The previously mentioned study of Ndhlovu 

and Santos, (2022: 403) on corruption-sense-making within online comment-sections 

highlight the potentials for anti-corruption within the online realm: 

“[This work] shows that by opening space for ordinary citizens to participate in public 

dialogue, online spaces and mainstream media drive audiences towards engagement 

with political issues and monitoring of state institutions... In other words, they afford 

audiences a platform to vent their opinions and question and highlight the dysfunctions 

of public institutions.”  

Therefore, this study (Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022) demonstrates that by analysing the 

online meaning constructions, my thesis might provide useful insights into the anti-

corruption potentialities of these sense-making processes. Furthermore, as 

scandalisation of corruption includes numerous actors (Breit, 2011a; Breit and Vaara, 

2014; Clemente, et al. 2016; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017) and fuses different 

topics (Breit, 2011a; Clemente, et al. 2016) my research can also deepen our 
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understanding on the construction of meanings around different socially relevant areas 

and how the society make sense of these by linking them to corruption (Breit, 2011a).  

However, analysing online meaning-constructions poses certain challenges as this 

realm is characterised by blurred boundaries (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; 2016; 

Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) and dynamic movements of information (Karlsson and 

Sjøvaag). In the next section, I introduce Relational Sociology and outline how I use 

this discipline to address the challenges of digital research and harness its potential.  

 

2.3. Relational Sociology for Digital Research 

 

Social constructionist works “…demonstrate that corruption’s meaning is relational, 

rather than inherent and objective” (Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020: 512). It is because, 

as I have outlined, in this perspective, meanings around corruption are constructed via 

relational interactions (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991). Furthermore, I have also 

elaborated that meaning construction within the digital is particularly ‘relational’ as it 

involves a variety of different actors who can interact through their blogs, websites and 

other means (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022).  

However, analysing the digital realm poses challenges for organisational studies 

(Bakker and Hellsten, 2013) and general research. This is because digital data cannot 

be enclosed in the traditional boundaries of the ‘individual’ or the ‘organisation’ due to 

its dynamism and its ability to cross and overlap structures (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 

2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019). Digital data cannot be pinned down (Karlsson 

and Sjøvaag, 2016). Thus, digital information, by crossing and blurring boundaries, 

challenges theoretical approaches that focus on these traditional categories, such as 

the bad apple, bad barrel, and bad larder studies. More specifically, by blurring these 

boundaries, digital information, poses a challenge for my research to analyse how 

interactions between different entities result in meaning constructions in the digital 

realm (Dörk et al. 2014). To address these challenges, “[a] new configuration of social 

science is emerging in these digital times, as we tap into new kinds of data that trouble 

conventions regarding what constitutes the unit of analysis” (Freitas; 2016: 224). 
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Relational Sociology emerged partly to address the conceptual and methodological 

problem of the ‘messiness’ of the digital realm (Prandini, 2015).  Therefore, I turn 

towards this discipline because it enables my research, both theoretically and 

methodologically, to investigate how meanings around corruption are co-produced in 

the online realm. First, I briefly introduce Relational Sociology before I elaborate on its 

ontological basis and how it enables my research to investigate hyperlinks as key 

meaning-composing elements of online news. 

Relational sociology is not a coherent discipline but is made up of numerous sub-

disciplines characterised by their focus on relations and tendency to question 

fundamental sociological notions (Depelteau, 2018). The different sub-genres of 

Relational Sociology can differ significantly; however, all of them actively engage with 

the problematisation and (re)conceptualisations of traditional dualisms, such as micro-

macro and structure-agency (Depelteau, 2018:vi). In fact, the ‘relational turn’ of the 

1990s was mainly a critique of the traditional ‘individualistic-collectivistic’ theories and 

methodologies prevalent in Sociology until the early 1970s (Prandini, 2015). According 

to Prandini (2015), Relational Sociology emerged partly because of the weakening of 

the productive duality of individualistic (agency-oriented) and collectivist (structure-

oriented) approaches. He also proposes that these changes were triggered by 

historical processes, such as the collapse of the Soviet Union that weakened the 

power of collectivist ideologies. Furthermore, it is suggested that the rise of the internet 

also empowered Relational Sociology by challenging traditional individualist and 

collectivist perspectives and highlighting the importance of relational networks 

(Prandini, 2015). From these processes, Relational Sociology emerged as “an 

approach which attributes primacy, both ontologically and methodologically, to 

interactions, social ties (‘relations’), and networks” (Prandini, 2015: 7; see also: 

Crossley, 2012). This relational view is particularly applicable for the investigating 

novel communicational technologies often described as networks (Crossley, 2012: 

186-188). I use Relational Sociology particularly because it enables my research both 

ontologically and methodologically to analyse how meanings emerge through 

interactions and relations within the digital realm.  

By questioning the fundamental notions of social science (Depelteau, 2018), relational 

sociology also heavily engages in ontological discussions. Ontology refers to the 
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studies and theories of being (Al-Amoudi, and O’Mahoney, 2015). Ontology is crucial 

as the way we think about what exists influences what we believe can be known about 

it. Furthermore, it also shapes our methodology, such as the trustable methods (Al-

Amoudi, and O’Mahoney, 2015; Fleetwood, 2005). Finally, by structuring what we can 

know and how, ontology also influences the potential outcomes and findings of 

research and the subsequent policy and political actions (Fleetwood, 2005). Therefore, 

as different ontologies provide different views of the world, research without 

ontological reflection risks being “blind” to certain aspects of the researched 

phenomena (Al-Amoudi, and O’Mahoney, 2015).  

For instance, I build on relational ontology because it is attuned to the investigation of 

interactions and relations (Prandini, 2015; Crossley, 2012) that are crucial aspects of 

the online co-productions of meanings around corruption (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 

2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). Relational ontology ensures this focus by assuming 

that reality, including both social structures and individuals, “are [continually] made by 

the same stuff, ‘relationships’” (Prandini, 2015: 8). For instance, this view implies that 

“association is not what happens after individuals have been defined with few 

properties, but what characterize entities in the first place (Dewey, 1927)” (Latour et al 

2012: 597). In relational ontology, therefore, nothing “…pre-exist as entities (with given 

or interpreted properties and boundaries) but are instead created and continually 

recreated through relations. The founding assumption is that relations are primary and 

relata secondary” (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016: 48). Therefore, relational sociology 

generally and its relational ontology specifically attempt to prevent ‘blindness’ (Al-

Amoudi, and O’Mahoney, 2015) toward the variety of relations by centring its view on 

these connections (Prandini, 2015). By doing this, relational ontology contrasts 

substantialist ontology, which claims that the world is composed of self-contained 

entities (substances) that are described by different qualities and characteristics 

(Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016, see also: Crossley, 2012; Prandini, 2015). 

Relational ontologies are highlighted to be as useful for Organisational Studies 

because of their ability to engage with the complexity of the ever-changing and 

heterogenous world of organisations (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016; Crossley, 2012: 43; 

Özbilgin, and Vassilopolou, 2006; Özbilgin, 2006). It is because by focusing on 

underlying complex networks, relational sociology (relying on relational ontologies) 



 57 

opposes the tendency to explain phenomena by merely large-scale processes, 

abstractions and reifications (Crossley, 2012:181). Therefore, this relational 

perspective enables research within Organisational Studies to reveal the underlying 

organisational complexities (Özbilgin, and Vassilopolou, 2006; Özbilgin, 2006) that are 

often overlooked by organisational research, often following substantialist ontologies 

(Eacott: 2018: 642). In fact, notions from Relational Sociology have been already used 

a few times within Organisational Studies (Ertz et al. 2019) and the Sociology of 

Organisations (Jancsics, 2014) to investigate corruption in its complexity that crosses 

traditional boundaries of bad apple, bad barrel and bad larder. Other than being 

attuned to minute complexities (Özbilgin, and Vassilopolou, 2006; Özbilgin, 2006), 

relational perspectives are also used for organisational research because these 

enable researchers to focus on their dynamism (Mutch et al. 2006) as being “…in a 

state of [continuous] interplay” (Özbilgin, 2006: 250). Therefore, the relational 

perspective enables my research to address calls to analyse “organizational reality in 

dynamic, continuous and processual terms” (Özbilgin, and Vassilopolou, 2006: 1), 

which has been highlighted for corruption research as well (Ashforth and Anand, 2003; 

Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; Misangyi, 

Weaver, and Elms, 2008; Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 2007; Torsello, and Venard, 

2016; Frost and Tischer, 2014; Andersson, 2017). 

Relational perspectives, following relational ontologies, are useful for digital research 

for the same reasons: these are attuned to the complexity and continuous change of 

the online realm (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016). It is because Relational Ontology 

answers the challenge of the blurred boundaries of digital information (Karlsson and 

Sjøvaag, 2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) by shifting the focus from substances, 

whose borders are difficult to demarcate, to relations (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016; 

Freitas, 2016).  

This relational perspective guides my research to prioritise the relations between 

meaning providers. For instance, it implies that rather than focusing on a selected 

number of news providers and how they construct meanings, I concentrate on how the 

relations between and around them compose such meanings. To put it simply, I 

assume that meanings around corruption are composed in-between in the 

interactional relations between information and news providers. Therefore, I use 



 58 

Relational Ontology as it enables my research to address how scandalisation occurs 

through interactions because it focuses on meaning-constructions not as occurring 

among organisations “isolated from their inter-relations” (Özbilgin, and Vassilopolou, 

2006: 8) but as continuously composed by these relations. In the next section, I 

elaborate on how hyperlinks, as important elements of online news production, are 

conceptualised in my research based on this relational perspective. 

2.3.1. Digital Relations: Hyperlinks 
 

Relational Sociology, by providing a theoretical and ontological framework that is 

applicable for analysing the digital realm, also guides my research concerning how to 

investigate online meaning constructions. This guidance is particularly important for 

preventing being ‘blind’ (Al-Amoudi, and O’Mahoney, 2015) to important aspects of 

the relational interactions that compose meanings in the digital realm. In this regard, 

due to their focus on relations rather than substances, relational approaches are 

particularly useful for my research to investigate the complexities of technological 

elements used in news production (Czarniawska, 2011).  

 

Relational approaches, such as the Actor-Network Theory and the notions of Gabriel 

Tarde, engage with technology by investigating its effects in minute detail (Latour et 

al. 2012; Freitas, 2016; Latour, 2005; see also: Crossley, 2012: 181). In this view 

technologies are important non-human agents whose influences are manifold, as 

these can “authorize, allow, afford, encourage, permit, suggest, influence, block, 

render possible, forbid, and so on” (Latour, 2005:72). Based on this view of actors, 

Latour (2005:71) proposes that “the questions to ask about any agent are simply the 

following: Does it make a difference in the course of some other agent’s action or not?” 

Therefore, this perspective focuses on technologies similarly to any other actors, 

including humans, by investigating if these change something in the chain of 

interactions (Callon, 1991).  

 

The relational perspective, by focusing on the complexities of relations, including the 

technological influences, is proved to be fruitful for analysing the media and news 

production (Spöher and Ochsner, 2017; Czarniawska; 2011). For instance, 

Czarniawska (2011) utilises the relational view of Latour (2015) to investigate news 
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agencies not simply as intermediaries that transfer information but as “…mediators, 

the producers of the news, even if they are merely a link in the production chain [italics 

in the original].” Furthermore, the relational approach also enables the analysis of the 

underlying heterogeneous complexity of news production that involves numerous 

technological influences as well. By analysing the complexities of these underlying 

processes of news production, the relational perspective “unblackbox” (Spöher, and 

Ochsner, 2016:7) the media. This “unblackboxing” involves the investigation of the 

“cybernization of news production” (Czarniawska, 2011: 21), which is the increasing 

control, and influence of computers and softwares that the rise of the internet and other 

technologies effectuated. One significant component of this change, that my research 

focuses on, is the use of hyperlinks (Czarniawska, 2011: 171). In other words, I intend 

to “unblackbox” meaning construction around online news to a certain degree by 

investigating the role of hyperlinks within these processes concerning corruption. 

Hyperlinks are important technological elements of online meaning-constructions to 

be analysed, as, according to Steensen (2011), these are the most powerful tools of 

digital journalism. 

 

Hyperlinks generally represent information-flows between different sites (Weber, and 

Mongue, 2011) that are created in a non-random fashion for different purposes 

(Marres and Rogers, 2000), including to “transmit meaning” (Rosenberg, 2010 as 

quoted by De Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 782). De Maeyer, and Holton (2016) 

differentiate numerous functions of hyperlinks in news production. First, hyperlinks can 

construct credibility. Hyperlinks can achieve this by acknowledging the source as 

useful and dependable and its author as credible. Second, links can also display a 

writer’s ethos by providing information on what the author finds relevant from his or 

her standpoint includes the viewpoint of the news outlet that he or she works for.  

Therefore, “[L]inks also make it easier for readers to understand a writer’s perspective, 

and thus are an important tool in disclosing bias…” (Ingram, 2010 quoted by De 

Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 782).  

Third, links have a paradoxical function as these enable articles to be simultaneously 

more concise and broader. This is because journalists, by using hyperlinks, do not 

need to repeat the information taken from the hyperlinked source. Thus, he or she can 

focus on the other elements of the argumentation within the article (De Maeyer, and 
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Holton, 2016). Therefore, the readers have the option to click on the link and explore 

the broader argumentation (McLellan; 2009 as in De Maeyer, and Holton 2016) or skip 

it and focus on the article (Lyons 2012 as in De Maeyer, and Holton 2016). Therefore, 

links “change the way we experience the news from an act determined by the 

newsroom…to an act that I can basically control on my own” (Luzer 2008 as quoted 

by De Maeyer, and Holton, (2016: 783). From the perspective of the reader, it is often 

experienced as he or she can deepen his or her understanding of specific topics by 

following hyperlinks (Mann and Stewart, 2000). De Maeyer, and Holton (2016: 782-

783) claim that “This virtue is also presented as a way of empowering readers… 

[leading to] increased autonomy, freedom of choice.” This empowerment mainly 

manifests in “…more control over the content they wish to consume, and how they 

consume it” (Lehman et al. 2017: 871). Furthermore, by enabling the reader to gain 

understanding via using multiple sites, hyperlinks blur the boundaries of news sites 

and other information-providing entities (Deuze, 2003; Singer; 2003). This manifests, 

for instance, in the fact that hyperlinks often lead outside the news sites, which makes 

meaning construction rather a collective or/and relational process and not the sole 

privilege of news sites. De Maeyer, and Holton, (2016: 777) even claim that due to 

hyperlinks, “Journalism as a profession is in the midst of a paradigmatic 

transformation, shifting from the notion of journalists as news authorities distributing 

information to the masses to one where the authority of journalists depends on their 

ability to convey connectivity and new forms of trust to a public…” Finally, links are 

also important as these can lead the traffic of readers, constituting more page-views 

that can be monetised via advertisements, for instance (De Maeyer, and Holton, 

2016). In this regard, hyperlinks are strategically used to direct the attention of the 

readers (Webster, 2008).  

As hyperlinks are created in non-random, these supply important relational data. For 

instance, hyperlinks can provide information on different connections between 

websites (e.g.: opposition and support) depending on the direction of the hyperlink and 

hyperlinked information (Rogers, 2009; Marres, and Rogers, 2000; see also: 2005). 

Hyperlinks also provide information on the relations between organisations and other 

entities (Halavais, 2008; Park, 2003; Weber, and Mongue, 2011; Kim and Nam, 2012; 

Bakker and Hellsten, 2013). Rogers (2009) and Marres, and Rogers (2000) call this 

aspect of hyperlinks the ‘politics of association’. Therefore, hyperlinks represent a 
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particular opportunity for digital research on news production (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 

2016) because these make social relations and processes traceable (Dörk et al. 2014; 

Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 2017). As Latour (1998) notes:  

“Once you can get information as bores, bytes, modem, sockets, cables and so on, 

you have actually a more material way of looking at what happens in Society. Virtual 

Society thus, is not a thing of the future, it’s the materialisation, the traceability of 

Society. It renders visible because of the obsessive necessity of materialising 

information into cables, into data.“ 

Therefore, I analyse hyperlinks because these provide traceable relational data that is 

unique to the digital realm (Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) that solely 

news content analysis (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2010, 2011a, 2011b) would 

not be able to provide. 

However, this opportunity also poses a theoretical challenge, as it is unclear what 

social relations hyperlinks materialise. As Hsu and Park (2011: 364) note “a hyperlink 

is not only a link but has certain sociological meanings.” 

 

For instance, hyperlinks represent the previously mentioned challenge of digital 

research, namely that information cannot be pinned down (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 

2016). It is because through hyperlinks meanings are transmitted (Rosenberg, 2010 

as quoted by De Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 782), but at the same time, these 

transmissions also add information, for instance, by disclosing the authors’ bias 

(Ingram, 2010 as in De Maeyer, and Holton 2016) or the politics of associations 

(Rogers, 2009; Marres, and Rogers, 2000). In this regard, hyperlinks are connections 

that have their own meanings. To address the difficulty of understanding hyperlinks, I 

conceptualise these based on the introduced Relational Ontology. Hyperlinks 

analysed from this perspective are not simply connections between substances but 

elements that compose these substances (Latour et al. 2012). Therefore, meaning is 

not only transmitted (cf: Rosenberg, 2010 as quoted by De Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 

782) through hyperlinks but constructed (Munk; 2019).  

 

The benefit of the relational conceptualisation of hyperlinks is that it guides my 

research towards investigating hyperlinks not solely as connections between entities 
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that can be visualised but as the building blocks of meaning construction. This 

conceptualisation enables my research to analyse hyperlinks as parts of the 

processual sense-making processes and not as static relational webs (Munk, 

2019:171; Dörk et al. 2014; Burgess and Green, 2009). I elaborate on how this 

perspective influenced my decision concerning methodology from page 109. But first, 

in the next section, I introduce the theories of Gabriel Tarde and his relational sociology 

that follows a relational ontology by proposing that “the social is relationally 

constituted” (Borch, 2014: 187). I particularly focus on how his notions enable my 

research to analyse the process of meaning construction, which is a significant 

challenge for relational sociologies (Emirbayer, 1997: 305; Venturini et al, 2017). 

 

2.4. Tarde in the Internet-Age 
 
According to Emirbayer’s (1997: 305) ‘Manifesto for a Relational Sociology’, 

“Paradoxically (for a mode of study so intently focused upon processuality), relational 

sociology has the greatest difficulty in analyzing, not the structural features of static 

networks…but rather, the dynamic processes that transform those matrices of 

transactions in some fashion. Even studies of “processes-in-relations,” in other words, 

too often privilege spatiality (or topological location) over temporality and narrative 

unfolding.” This is a particularly relevant challenge for my research as I intend to 

investigate how meanings around corruption change over the period of a scandal. One 

important aspect of this challenge is that focusing on only the networks and the actors’ 

connections and positions within them might not be sufficient to analyse how meanings 

occur and change within these systems. As Couldry (2008:96) notes “the existence of 

networks does not explain, or even address, agents' interpretations of those networks 

and their resulting possibilities of action."9  

 

To address this challenge, I use the relational notions of Gabriel Tarde, who is not only 

a network theorist (Latour, 2002) but also a key figure in media and communication 

studies (Katz, 2006; Katz et al. 2014; Sampson, 2012). In the coming sections, I 

elaborate on his utility for my work in three parts. First, I introduce his relational-

processual view (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi)  in the form of Monadology that is particularly 

 
9 Couldry (2008) specifically focuses on Actor Network Theory in this argument. 
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useful (Freitas, 2016) to address the problem of blurred boundaries (Karlsson and 

Sjøvaag, 2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) and messiness of the digital realm 

(Gallagher, 2019), including the complexity of meaning-constructions that hyperlinks 

represent (Dörk et al. 2014; Munk 2019). Second, I outline how his ‘Infinitesimal view’ 

on social change addresses the challenge of Relational Sociology to investigate the 

process of “narrative unfolding” (Emirbayer, 1997: 305). Third, I present how Tarde is 

useful for my empirical focus on scandals within the news media as he adopts his 

“relational-processual sociology” (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi) to the conceptualisation of 

news production, engaging with the role of crime and scandal within it (Tarde, 1969b). 

However, before I elaborate on these benefits of Tarde’s theories, I briefly introduce 

his recent resurrection.  

 
According to Thrift (2008: 88), “the spread of the internet has produced both a new 

medium and a means of getting much closer to what Tarde was trying to study.” Latour 

(2002: 128) even considers the internet as a “Tardian technology… [because] it allows 

any rumour, any news any piece of information… to become as precisely traceable as 

science was a century ago.” In other words, the rise of the internet enabled Tardean 

research by providing analysable data about the trajectories of meaning-constructions 

and information flows that Tarde mainly only theorised about. Therefore, partly as a 

result of these technological developments, Tarde has been resurrected, and now he 

is recognised as an important figure within relational sociology, particularly for 

opposing Durkheim’s substantialist ontology (Toews, 2018). Furthermore, he is named 

the grandfather of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) for his Monadology that, like ANT, 

overcomes the divides between humans and non-humans and micro and macro 

(Latour, 2002; see also: O’Doherty: 2019). Furthermore, he is also recognised as a 

key figure in media, communication (Tarde, 1969a; Katz, 2006; Katz et al. 2014; 

Sampson, 2012), and diffusion studies (Kinnunen, 1996). Moreover, Tarde is also 

highlighted as a scholar whose theories are useful to understand and critically analyse 

power, such as the workings of the state (Toscano, 2007a), and the post-Fordist 

immaterial production (Lazzarato, 2002). Finally, Tarde’s relational view is 

emphasised to be fruitful for Organisation Studies to provide novel perspectives and 

metaphors to understand the complex (inter)organisational relations and processes 

(Czarniawska, 2009), including news production (Czarniawska, 2011). As a result of 

his resurrection, some scholars propose that we entered the era of ‘Tardomania’ 
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(Mucchielli, 2000). Tarde’s Monadology, which I present in the next section, 

significantly contributed to his recent popularisation (Latour et al, 2012) within the 

English-speaking world after its translation to English in 2012. 
 

2.4.1. Monadology  

 

The notion of Monadology came from Leibnitz (1714). “He [Tarde] sees in Monadology 

(1714) the beginning of a movement of dissolution of classical ontology (notably the 

identity of “being” and “simplicity”), which would, in a still implicit and unthinking form, 

find its most obvious confirmation in today’s science” (Debaise, 2008: 2). Tarde takes 

the idea of the hierarchical ordering of monads from Leibnitz (1714) by proposing that 

every element (monad) in the world is composed of smaller elements and therefore 

our reality is infinitely complex. He proves this point by using findings from chemistry 

and physics to show that seemingly simple bodies (e.g.: planets and cells) are 

comprised of “…a multiplicity of distinct elements linked to each other in the same way 

as they are linked to the elements of other aggregates” (Tarde 2012:6 see also: Alliez 

1999: 10; Tarde 1999a: 37). Opposing Durheimian substantialist ontology, Tarde 

presents his thesis by stating that “everything is a society, that every phenomenon is 

a social fact” (Tarde 2012:28). Latour (2002) highlights adequately that Tarde’s ’social’ 

and ’society’ refers to types of associations rather than entities or totalities.  

Therefore, Monadology is contrary to substantialist ontologies as it rejects the 

existence of self-containing substances. According to Debaise (2008: 3) “The infinitely 

small differs qualitatively from the finite on which ontology was built.” Tarde’s ontology 

of an infinitely hierarchic ordering of reality contrasts substantialist views and becomes 

relational because it emphasises the significance of the relational network of 

underlying sub-monads that each monad is composed of. Furthermore, Trade’s 

Monadology is also relational because it claims that it is these relational compositions 

from where all change and movement originate (Tarde, 2012). 

Based on this ontology, Tarde criticised sociological enquiries, such as the 

Durkheimian approach, for their panoramic treatment of the social (Toews. 2018). The 

panoramic view refers to the analysis of reality that aims to investigate phenomena 
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from higher scales by ascribing a general character to larger structures without 

analysing this character as the effect of the underlying minute relations (Tarde, 2000; 

Tonkonoff, 2013). Tarde associates the panoramic view with a homogenising and 

simplifying tendency that refuses the potential heterogeneity of the underlying minute 

relations that compose an entity. It is only because we view elements from a distance 

without sufficient knowledge about them and therefore these seem “…indistinct, 

undifferentiated, and homogenous… But everywhere where a scientist digs beneath 

the indistinction which is apparent to us, he discovers an unexpected treasury of 

distinctions” (Tarde, 2012:24). 

For Tarde, individuals, organisations and other structures operate the same way in 

this sense: all of these monads are shaped by the unique relational network of their 

sub-elements. Based on this view, Tonkonoff (2018:69) concludes that for Tarde 

“…every individual is an event—as every institution and group is” as all of them have 

their own unique composition. Therefore, for Tarde, it is crucial to analyse the 

underlying composition of any actor as even if two actors seem to be the same from a 

panoramic viewpoint (Tarde, 2000), their internal processes might be completely 

different, which determine their future potentialities. In other words, even if two entities’ 

actions are the same, the internal processes that produce the same effects might be 

completely different. For Tarde, the importance of the internal structure (even in cases 

of the same effects) was obvious from his work as a judge. According to Tarde, (1912) 

even two behaviourstically the same crimes are radically distinct if their motivations 

are different. The different motivations can imply that one criminal might be more likely 

for instance, to repeat the crime. In other words, the internal motivations of the 

criminals influence their (future) potentialities. 

Due to its importance, Tarde placed the idea of potentiality at the centre of his thought 

on subjectivity. According to Tarde (1912: 126), the profound “essential ‘myself’ of 

each one of us is…an infinite virtuality.” However, these numerous potentialities that I 

experience in the variety of my desires, for instance, are continuously limited by my 

surroundings (and the exclusivity of certain desires) as no one can fulfil all his or her 

wishes thanks to the constraints of reality. Consequently, Tarde (1874:25 as quoted 

by Papilloud, 2004: 94) proposed that the “…real is an expenditure of the possible.” In 

other words, external actions come from a sub-set of potentialities, as not all of these 



 66 

can be realised. However, even though the virtual is always ‘mutilated’ (Tarde, 1912: 

126) through its partial realisation, Tarde (2012: 11) still considered the “real agents” 

to be located in this internal realm (of potentialities) as every action originates from 

here. In fact, the experience that I act based on my internal thoughts and desires, is 

the proof of my monadic constitution as these elements are the internal sub-particles 

that define me and lead my action (Tarde, 2012; Debaise, 2008). Based on Tarde’s 

conceptualisation, scholars today (Papilloud, 2004; Marrero-Guillamón, 2013), 

particularly Lazaratto (2002: 66 quoted in Muldoon, 2014: 65) highlight the importance 

of analysing potentialities and not only the ‘real’: “If we conduct an analysis only on the 

basis of current known forces, we will miss entirely the virtual world that is the true 

origin of change.”  

 

Tarde did not only rejuvenate Leibnitz’ (1714) Monadology by emphasising the 

importance of the infinitely small, but he also excluded God as an external harmoniser 

or ‘dispatcher’ (Latour, 2016) that coordinates monads into pre-conceived patterns 

(Tarde 2012: 78). In fact, the elimination of God is the direct consequence of Tarde’s 

Monadology that emphasises the internal constitution rather than an externalised 

guiding or constraining principle of a “mystical commandment” (Tarde, 2012: 26). This 

elimination can be also conceptualised as the replacement of an external monotheistic 

God with “…many invisible and innumerable little gods” (Tarde, 2012: 25) within each 

monad, fighting for their realisations.  

 

In this monadic structure, an element can only actualise itself by influencing other 

elements. For instance, a person can only actualise a plan of social transformation if 

he or she forces or convinces others about it. Tarde refers to these immeasurable 

types of influences as ‘possessions’ as, through these, monads take hold of one 

another (Tarde, 2012). For Tarde, the number of different possessions is endless as 

these include, for instance, gravitation (Tarde, 2012: 58) and human desire 

(actualised) (Debaise, 2008) as these all lead one element outside of itself to take 

control of other element(s). Based on these general processes, Tarde (2012: 55) 

concluded that the will to possess is the essential internal guiding principle of all 

monads: “[E]very being wants, not to make itself appropriate for external beings, but 

to appropriate them for itself [italics in the original].” Tarde (2012: 56) considered that 
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“the possessive action of monad upon monad, of element upon element, would be [is] 

the only truly fertile relation” as this is what guides change into both disorder and order.  

 

By replacing the external harmoniser God with “innumerable little gods” (Tarde, 2012: 

25) aiming to possess one another, Tarde conceptualised the possibility of momentary 

stability, harmony, and cyclical patterns to occur without external laws or dispatchers 

(Latour, 2016). It is because, for Tarde, all monads can possess one another partially 

that originates from their will to “not to be appropriated to others” (Tarde, 2012: 55 as 

translated in Debaise, 2008: 8) and from their infinite complexity. Due to the possibility 

of fragmentary possession, a society for Tarde is “…each individual’s reciprocal 

possession, in many highly varied forms, of every other” (Tarde, 2012: 51). This view 

emphasises the plural and fragmentary nature of monads as one individual for 

instance can read several newspapers, and thus being possessed by the 

argumentations presented in these. However, such a possession, as Tarde explains, 

is mutual as subscribers possess their newspapers as these rely on the satisfaction of 

their readers for their revenue (Tarde, 2012: 52). (I further describe the entanglement 

of news outlets within the monadic relations from page 75).  

 

Latour concludes that Tarde could replace Leibnitz’s God (external harmoniser) with 

the heterogenous fragmentary possessions between monads because 

“Tarde…considers that order cannot be based on interconnected black boxes in which 

each resident occupies only the inside. It can only be based on the joint possession of 

all by everyone” (Latour, 2016: 303). In fact, it is not only order but any pattern-

following phenomena (so as disordering), such as graduality (Tarde: 2012: 12), that 

emerges from the relations between monads.  

 

However, it does not mean that monads are equal, as possession varies not only in 

its multiple forms but also “in its infinite degrees” (Tarde. 2012: 55). Therefore, some 

monads can have more power than others by possessing and utilising fragments of 

other monads for their own benefit. However, even in such centralised power, the 

underlying monads always overspill the main monad as they only lend a fraction of 

their complexity to the larger monad (Latour et al. 2012). For instance, even if one 

monad, such as a newspaper, possesses a population in this way, such influence is 

not fully homogenising because each reader, due to his or her unique monadic 
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constellation and relations, takes the influence in a different manner (see also 

Lazzarato, 2004). In light of this essential heterogeneity, Tarde proposed that a 

monarch or state as a powerful monad should prevent radical oppositions by 

harmonising the society (Toscano, 2007a). Therefore, a central power, rather than 

only being a simple radiating force that homogenises other monads, is in constant 

mutual ‘conversation’ with its underlying monads. Through this mutual relation, a 

central monad, such as a monarch or later a newspaper, can take in the information 

about the often-opposing heterogeneous tendencies of the society and harmonise 

these either by allowing their interactions (like opposing arguments in newspapers) or 

harmonising them in a top-down manner. As Tarde (2003: 229 as quoted by Toscano, 

2007a: 60110) puts it, “the centralisation of powers (whether in the hands of one man, 

or a group of men, Parliament, Constituent Assembly, Convention) is the necessary 

and transitory precondition for the transformation of an illogical diversity into a logical 

diversity.” Therefore, a powerful monad gains its power not (only) from the 

homogenisation of other monads but primarily by managing and/or allowing the 

interactions of these sub-monads that result in the increase and diversification of the 

mutual (logical) relations between sub-monads. That is to say that a central monad 

can build or maintain its power if the sub-monads construct their relations through it or 

based on its plan. This is why Tarde claimed that a monarch’s power resided in that 

he or she united the nation in his or her persona not only symbolically (Tarde, 1969b: 

264) but also through its administration. The monarch could collect information from 

his or her nation through his or her administration, and then this information could be 

used to harmonise and create logical relations between the different groups of the 

country (Tarde, 1969b: 254). This view of complex mutual possession is particularly 

useful for meaning-constructions within the media as it conceptualises the different 

relations and interactions around news outlets. Other than providing an ontology to 

investigate the complexity of the relations around news outlets, Tarde’s Monadology 

also enables the research to investigate the implication of the central position of news 

outlets within the communicational structures (Tarde, 1969b) that I elaborate in more 

detail in Section 4.2.2. 

 

 
10 I rely on the works of Toscano (2007a), and Muldoon (2014) as some works of Tarde (2003; 1902), and 
Tardean social science (Lazzarato, 2002) have not been translated to English yet.  
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2.4.1.1. Monadology for Digital Research 

 

Tarde’s monadology, as a case of relational ontology provides a different viewpoint 

than traditional substantialist ontologies by diverting our attention from self-contained 

substances, such as individuals or organisations, towards the infinitely minute realm 

where monads are composed of their overlapping elements. The utility of Tarde’s 

Monadology for Organisation Studies specifically relies on its ability to provide a novel 

‘metaphor’ that enables researchers to analyse organisations as heterogenous, 

overlapping and dynamic monads (Czarniawska, 2009) and to focus on the underlying 

organisational composition for explanation (Bencherki, and Cooren 2011). 

However, it is important to note that the fact that Tarde’s Monadology is not centred 

around individuals or organisations does not imply that these are omitted from the 

social enquiry. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987:277) highlighted, Tarde’s Monadology 

simply dissolves the distinction between the ‘social’ and the ‘individual’ (see: Dider, 

2008). Tarde’s Monadology does this by focusing on the minute elements that 

compose and govern from the inside, both individuals and larger structures. Therefore, 

Tarde’s monadology does not overlook these individual and social processes but 

translates these into a single field of infinitesimal interactions. Specifically, this aspect 

of Tarde’s Monadology to analyse processes that cross and blur traditional boundaries 

that makes it particularly useful for the analysis of the digital and, thus, for my work. 

Tarde’s Monadology offers an ontology that is adequate for the conceptualisation of 

the digital as it can engage with its complexity and the overlapping of its structures 

(Dörk et al., 2014; Freitas, 2016; Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016; Latour et al. 2012; 

Munk, 2019). 

Therefore, Freitas (2016: 224) argues that “monadology, an ontology [is] well suited 

to empiricism in these digital times”. For instance, Monadology was employed for 

analysing hyperlink networks as part of a ‘monadic sociology’ (Munk, 2019). In a 

similar vein, the empirical work of Latour et al. (2012: 598) also outline that the analysis 

of digital space and particularly links are suited for Tarde’s Monadology as through 

links, different sites “are one another, or, better, own one another” highlighting their 

possessive fragmentary influence on one another. Therefore, Tarde’s Monadology is 
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proved to be a valuable conceptual framework for investigating the complexity of 

interactions and relations in the online space, including hyperlinks.  

 

However, Tarde’s Monadology is not only useful for my research because of its ability 

to engage with the messiness of the online realm that I intend to investigate (Gallagher, 

2019). Monadology also empowers my research to analyse this space thanks to its 

attunement to dynamically changing potentialities. It is because the monadic, 

overlapping structures between websites are not static but change according to their 

interactions and the viewpoint from these are approached (Latour et al. 2012). In other 

words, the same monadic overlapping structure can be grasped and experienced in 

numerous ways depending on what relations we concentrate on and traverse through. 

Therefore, Latour et al. (2012: 607) argue that Monadology entails the multiplicity of 

viewpoints because “Any given monad it is to lend part of itself to other monads without 

either of them losing their multiple identities.” 

 

This multiplicity of potential viewpoints is particularly apparent in the online space, 

where different websites and photos are all interlinked. Such a space cannot be 

grasped and analysed in its entirety, including all its interconnections. We can only 

investigate a fragment of it depending on what relational hyperlinks (or other routes), 

we traverse through in the web. This interconnectivity has crucial implications on 

meaning-constructions within the web as it empowers users to engage with the 

multiplicities of potential views on this networked system (Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et 

al. 2012). Based on these characteristics of the online space, Dörk et al. (2014:1537) 

propose that meaning-construction occurs through “…monadic exploration as a way 

to make sense of the relationships among entities exerting their influences throughout 

an information space. Monadic exploration is, therefore, the meaning-making 

movement between overlapping vantage points in a relational world.”  

 

The view that sense-making occurs via dynamic explorations through hyperlinks 

enables my research to investigate how meanings are co-produced by the readers 

through their potential movement within the online space. In this regard, my research 

becomes more attuned to the complexity and dynamism of the online space (Freitas, 

2016; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016). Particularly, the 

notion that hyperlinks are not only traces of interactions between websites but also 
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potential meaning-constructing pathways for the readers allows my research to 

address the research aim and analyse the complexities of meaning co-production.  

 

The notion of ‘monadic exploration’ (Dörk et al. 2014), in combination with the 

previously mentioned idea of subjectivity as virtuality (Tarde, 1912: 126) provides a 

fruitful avenue to investigate the co-productions of meanings between the network of 

hyperlinked content-producing websites, and the readers. This view enables my 

research to engage with the complexities of the online realm because it allows me to 

investigate these connections from the perspective of virtuality (i.e.: how it enables 

certain potentialities while limiting others). This way, I can analyse the interaction 

between the web of hyperlinked sites around the news outlets and the readers by 

investigating the potentialities that the reader can have within this space. From this 

perspective, the analysed online realm is approached as a space that modulates the 

readers meaning construction through monadic exploration (Dörk et al. 2014) by 

placing hyperlinks that encourage certain pathways and not others.  

 

2.4.2. Infinitesimal View  

 

Other than outlining his Monadology, which encourages social scientists to investigate 

the underlying elements of any structure, Tarde also actualised this ontological focus 

on the minute in applicable sociology that is capable of analysing change over time. 

In this regard, he was not only inspired by the revolution of Leibnitzian Monadology in 

metaphysics but also by infinitesimal calculus in mathematics (Tarde 2012: 9; see 

also: Tonkonoff, 2017) that highlighted the power of the infinitesimal to explain large 

processes. According to Tonkonoff, (2018:67), “…Tarde wanted a science of the social 

orientated not just toward the small [such as the individual], but rather toward the 

infinitely small”. Therefore, Tarde intended to find the smallest possible analysable and 

understandable relations that can be used to explain how these gradually accumulate 

into larger social processes (Thrift, 2008). In doing so, he immersed himself into the 

sub-individual realm that is usually considered to be the terrain of psychology. 

However, Tarde, through hypnosis and the analysis of crowds, recognised the 

sociological relevance of psychology (Tarde, 2000; 2012).  
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Specifically, Tarde proposed that humans are animated by their system of interacting 

past and present experiences and memories. Among these, he differentiated and 

highlighted the importance of beliefs and desires. According to Tarde (1903; 2000; 

2012; see also: Didier, 2010), belief refers to an understanding of the present, and 

desire refers to a future plan that an actor wants to achieve. These two elements build 

on one another as “Desire will always try to fulfil beliefs, and beliefs will always 

stimulate desire” (Tarde 1962: 29). 

It is important to note that contrary to what the critics of Tarde propose (Durkheim, 

1905; Bouglé, 1905; King, 2016; see also Tonkonoff, 2013, and Borch, 2017) beliefs 

and desires are not psychological and mental contents but social relations that link 

different people and institutions together and place others in opposition (Tarde, 2000). 

In other words, beliefs and desires are the glues that spread from monad to monad, 

resulting in their momentary constellations. This is what Sampson (2017:123) explains 

in the following way: “Desire and belief refer to cerebral imitation functions, these are 

not significantly located inside the brain...They are rather understood as a vital force 

wherein the brain reaches out to the social world. This is a brain in relation [italics in 

the original].” 

For instance, Tarde (1969) analysed how newspapers spread beliefs and desires that 

link people together as relational bridges composing the publics. Publics, for Tarde, 

are “virtual crowds’” (Tarde, 1969b: 183) in which people are united by the possession 

of the same beliefs and/or desires and by the fact that they know about this 

commonality. The relevance of newspapers within the mediation of beliefs and desires 

is an important point that relates Tarde to Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 2002) as it 

outlines that not only humans can propagate beliefs and desires but non-humans as 

well (Tarde, 2012; 1969b).  

According to Tarde, the continuous stream of beliefs and desires that relate people, 

newspapers, and other things to one another is an imitation ray. According to him 

(1903a; 2000; 2012), beliefs and desires, joined together in the form of imitation ray, 

have a central agency, whereas humans are only somnambulists (Tarde, 1912; 

1903a:192). Tarde regarded imitation rays as the moving force of the world, and we, 

humans with other non-human mediators, channels and crossroads of these 

(Tonkonoff; 2013). He exemplified this idea by stating that “energy is flowing through 
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us, and we find drains for this energy in imitation” (Tarde, 2010:63). This view changes 

the focus point of social science by emphasising the analysis of imitation rays instead 

of the actors. In other words, it aims to study how different beliefs and desires travel 

and metamorphose between actors and influence them. This is a radically processual 

view whose main “…premise [is] that the social world is one of constant change. 

Everything flows. Stability is not given. The social order must therefore be explained” 

(Vanderberghe, 2018: 44). 

The conceptualisation of Tarde’s thought as a thinker of processes makes his oeuvre 

close to other ‘process philosophers’, such as Bergson (Born, 2016). This focus on 

processes has also been outlined as a useful aspect of digital research as the digital 

is characterised by constant change (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2016; Boellstorff, 2016). 

However, Born (2016; see also: Marrero-Guillamón, 2015) warns researchers using 

Tarde’s notions to concentrate only on the analyses of flows and processes. Such 

stream of research usually uses Tarde’s notion of imitation (see page 73) in a way that 

it overshadows his ‘political’ concepts, such as opposition (see page 74), his notions 

on the state (Toscano, 2007a), or his ideas on the power of technologies, including 

the press to control populations (Tarde, 1969b). Particularly, in some sociological work 

on crime, his notion of imitation is only used (e.g.: Miller, and Hayward; see further: 

Tonkonoff, 2014). Even though such a process-oriented take on Tarde might be 

particularly useful for some goals, such as for the analysis of the diffusion of crime 

(Tonkonff, 2014), Born (2016) posits that Tarde’s oeuvre in its entirety focuses on a 

more complex view on temporality.  According to Born (2016), Tarde’s framework is 

not characterised by a monotemporality of becoming but by a rhythmic fluctuation of 

different processes. This also means that for Tarde, information and communication 

flows are interrupted, blocked, harmonised, and centralised (Toscano, 2007a), as I 

have outlined concerning the workings of the monads in Section 4.1. Such view 

emphasises the political character of Tarde’s theories (Born, 2016) that his work on 

the functions of the state explicitly highlights (Toscano, 2007a).  

However, to make these ideas truly operational for processual analysis, which is 

capable of analysing the different ‘types’ of flows and interactions within and across 

imitation rays, it is crucial to elaborate on his Social Laws as well before explaining 

their utilities for my research. 
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2.4.2.1. Social Laws 

 

In the previous section, I have outlined how beliefs and desires join in the form of 

imitation rays that compose and animate society. Such a view is useful for the 

conceptualisation of the social, but it can be applied to my research on the media (see: 

Sampson, 2012) if the different transmutations along the trajectory of the ray are 

differentiated. It is because the concept of imitation ray in itself only emphasises the 

flow of beliefs and desires but does not provide a framework that can engage with the 

different interactions between meanings around corruption, such as the discursive 

struggles (Breit, 2011a). Therefore, to further enable my research to analyse how 

meanings are co-produced through relational interactions, I introduce his three Social 

Laws. These Laws can be used to describe and analyse how internal and external 

processes, beliefs, and desires diffuse, interact, and change throughout the society 

creating all behaviour (Martin 1996). 

Tarde proposes that imitation rays and their beliefs and desires can interact and/or be 

channelled in three main ways.  First, beliefs and desires can be simply transmitted to 

others in the form of ‘imitation’. “By imitation I mean every impression of an inter-

psychical photography, so to speak, willed or not willed, passive or active” (Tarde, 

1903a: 14). Second, the combination of these elements can result in social adaptation 

(Tarde, 2000) in the form of inventions (Tarde, 1969a: 147) that can further propagate 

in the society. It occurs because every individual has an original set of already acquired 

beliefs and desires; therefore, the new ones face a host mind full of new potential 

'partners' to join them, creating novel constellations of beliefs and desires. Different 

beliefs and desires are joined not only because of accidental cross-fertilisations (Barry, 

2016: 216) but also (like any inventions) to achieve desired ends (Tarde, 1969a: 145). 

These desires are also often imitated by others and can enlarge in their power over 

the individual if he or she knows that a mass of people holds the same desires (Tarde, 

1969b:191; see also: Szakolczai, and Thomassen, 2019). This explanation of 

propagating and interacting innovations is especially clear in the sciences, where 

every scholar stands on the shoulders of giants. In other words, every scientific 

breakthrough is the fruitful combination of spreading beliefs (and desires) in the mind 

of a thinker. This way, even though imitation is a reproductive process, it results in 
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combinative innovations that can propagate further in the society, providing ‘mixing 

material’ for other beliefs and desires. Therefore, for Tarde (1903a; 2000), the 

fluctuation of imitation and invention results in the rhythmic alteration of identity and 

difference that animates everything.  

However, for Tarde, social repetition in the form of imitation rays is also constrained 

by other opposing imitation rays, which manifest in the third Social Law. This 

opposition is key as it can explain why certain beliefs and desires cease to exist while 

others further propagate, forming new inventions. Opposition is “a very special kind of 

repetition, namely, of two similar things that are mutually destructive by virtue of their 

very similarity (Tarde, 2000: 44). In other words, opposition is the ‘counter-similarity’ 

of two imitation rays (Tonkonoff, 2014). The link between imitation and opposition is 

particularly clear in counter-imitation. “In counter-imitating one another, that is to say, 

in doing or saying the exact opposite of what they observe being done or said, they 

are becoming more and more assimilated…” (Tarde, 1903a: xvii). Counter-imitation is 

a type of rejection (Marsden, 2000) that should not be confused “…with invention, its 

dangerous counterfeit” (Tarde, 1903a: xviii). Counter-imitation is, therefore, the perfect 

example of the commonality between imitation and opposition, as it is a type of 

imitation which replicates via pure negation. Overall, Tarde considers imitation and 

opposition as a scale that includes “…infinite number of partial contradictions and 

partial confirmations…” (Tarde, 2000: 90). 

One particular opposition that precedes imitation is hesitation (Tarde, 1903a: 165). 

Hesitation is a constellation when opposing imitation rays reach one another, in the 

mind of someone who momentarily does not decide upon these (Tarde, 2000: 51-52). 

Such suspension does not necessarily indicate that the individual reaches his or her 

freedom by waking up from the somnambulism11. The imitation rays still have the main 

agency as it is the “…imitative ray[s] that instead makes the agent part of an 

assemblage of relationality [italics in the original]” (Sampson, 2012: 29). Therefore, 

hesitation, as Deleuze notes, is an “infinitesimal social opposition” (Deleuze, 1997: 

314), as the mind is only the medium in which the imitation rays, originating from the 

society, meet. 

 
11 See further discussion on Tarde’s theorisation around individual freedom in Borch (2017). 
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Since imitation rays are composed of a set of beliefs and desires, their meeting often 

triggers both invention and opposition as their beliefs and desires relate to one another 

in different ways.  According to Tarde, “The destructive interferences…we know them 

to be scarcely separable from creative interferences, such as the shadow of the body; 

not to mention the fact that the equilibration or mutual neutralization of opposite 

tendencies in us… permit our natural characteristics to come to light, which is perhaps 

one of the best justifications of the phenomenon of strife” (Tarde, 2000: 65-66). In 

other words, when two imitation rays meet, opposition and invention can be enmeshed 

in two ways: (1) by simultaneously fertilising and annihilating fractions of one another, 

resulting in ‘cross-fertilisation’ (Barry, 2016: 216) or (2) by alternating as an opposition 

pushes one monad to invent itself due to the threat. In relation to the second 

(alternating relation between opposition and invention), Tarde (1969b: 144) notes that 

opposition “conditions” and “provokes” invention. Due to the potential adaptive nature 

of oppositions, leading to an increase in the numbers of imitation rays, Deleuze and 

Guattari (1987: 219) propose that such a situation is “the making binary of [imitative] 

flows.” Sampson (2012: 22) explains this process as “…a derivation made from 

different flows that encounter each other and continue to productively spread out or 

radiate.” 

 

2.4.2.2. Tarde’s Theory on News Production 
 

 

Concerning Monadology, I have outlined its utility for my research, namely, to enable 

me to analyse the co-production of meaning between different actors, including the 

readers within the digital realm. In this section, I elaborate on how Tarde’s Infinitesimal 

View and Social Laws are particularly important to address the research aim and 

investigate the temporal changes of meaning across the lifespan of a corruption 

scandal within the news. 

 

Analysing the scandal over time poses a considerable challenge for my research as 

analysing processes is a general difficulty for relational sociology (as I have mentioned 

on page 61). Even though Monadology encompasses a level of dynamism due to its 

concept of monadic explorations (Dörk et al. 2014) and continuous intertwining 
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movements, it still does not provide the concept through which the trajectory of a 

scandal could be analysed. The concept of imitation ray and its Social Laws, however, 

enable me to investigate this process and infuse further dynamism (Born, 2016) into 

the analysis of interlinked meaning co-producers. The notions around imitation ray 

move my research from a topological (Venturini et al, 2017) network analysis that 

Monadology offers towards the investigation of “narrative unfolding” over time 

(Emirbayer, 1997: 305). 

 

In this regard, I follow Czarniawska’s (2009: 13) advice for OMS scholars and use 

Tarde’s imitation “…not [as] a residual category, but a pivotal explanatory concept for 

those who try to understand the phenomena of the contemporary world of 

organizations.” Therefore, I analyse the interactions, composing the co-production of 

meanings around corruption, such as hyperlinked information-flows, as imitations 

leading to differentiation and oppositions through Tarde’s Social Laws. This type of 

Tardean processual research has already been popularised and adopted in diffusion 

(Kinnunen, 1996) and media research (Sampson, 2012), where propagations of ideas, 

and sentiments were studied. I follow the Tarden approach by “…instead of starting 

by analyzing the actual structure of social objects…start by reconstructing the diverse 

ways in which these structures are produced (that is what Tarde calls polygenesis)” 

(Tonkonoff, 2013: 270). 

 

First, I engage with this approach by investigating each narrative within the scandals 

as invention-structures that are produced by the combination of imitations. In this 

regard, I follow Czarniawska’s (1998: 6–7) view, who proposes that “[a] narrative is a 

mode of association, of putting different things [such as hyperlinked information] 

together (and, and, and).”  

 

Tarde explains the inventive production or polygenesis (Tonkonoff, 2013) of these 

narratives, within each news article, processually with his rhythmic pump-model 

(Tarde, 1969b: 259). According to this framework, first, news outlets “suck in” or imitate 

information every day that, makes news outlets crossroads for different opinions that 

can interact and interpenetrate one another in the mind of the journalist and in the 

articles. Second, this information is then combined through inventions into coherent 

narrative(s) within the articles. At this step, the journalist also infuses his or her beliefs 
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and desires and frames the article in consideration of these. Finally, these are 

propagated into the society.   

 

Tarde does not only propose a process model for the construction of each article, but 

also, articles of the same news outlet compose a trajectory that meanders and 

interacts with other news outlets' perspectives over time. This trajectory follows 

Tarde’s Social Laws, composing a continuous trajectory for two reasons. First, 

narrative-changes across articles build on one another through imitations and 

continuous ‘cross-fertilisations’ (Barry, 2016: 216) because the stories the news 

outlets cover unfold in this manner. For instance, like social constructionist works 

(Breit, 2010; 2011a; Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017), Tarde also emphasises the 

importance of “scandal-mongering” (Tarde, 1969a: 265) that “…makes the eyes of 

countless dispersed spectators - an immense and invisible Coliseum - converge on 

the same criminal drama, for weeks at a time” (Tarde, 1969b: 258). 

 

Second, articles from the same news outlet also flow through a continuous trajectory 

because of the expectations of the returning readership. In this regard, Tarde’s 

theories, like social constructionist ones (Berger, and Luckmann, 1991) also 

emphasise the need to tailor their content to the audience’s taste (see page 48). 

However, Tarde accentuates that news outlets engage with their audience not only 

individually but as a community. According to Tarde, news outlets need to construct a 

feeling of community within the readers because newsreaders operate as any other 

customer group.  In other words, this group of newsreaders “…in buying what meets 

his needs, is more or less vaguely conscious of expressing and developing his ties 

with the social class which feeds itself” (Tarde, 1969b: 191). The only difference that 

the news outlets strictly construct a “communion of suggested ideas” (Tarde, 1969b: 

191). Therefore, readers compose a public that is interlinked by the same beliefs and 

desires, and by the knowledge (or perception) that fellow members know these as 

well. Such “virtual crowd” (Tarde, 1969b: 183) differs from a regular crowd as it forms 

a community without the need for physical proximity (Tarde, 1969b: 173). In fact, a 

scandal, (as I have outlined on page 46) functions on the same premise, as we can 

only call an event a scandal if it is known by a large population, and individuals within 

this population also know that it is known by many (Greve et al. 2010: 84). Therefore, 

news outlets, by their ability to propagate particular perspectives on scandals to a 
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population, can become the condensation points of this community (Tarde, 1969b: 

191).  

 

Such a community of readership necessitates a logical progression across the articles 

because the audience expects continuity in the argumentation but also in the 

presentation of these. Tarde calls this reoccurring element for which readers come 

back a “bait” or “gimmick” (Tarde, 1969b: 190). Such elements can be numerous in 

type, such as political affiliation or even the visual presentation of the news. News 

outlets, therefore imitate elements across their articles to keep the readers, which 

remains mainly unnoticed for the readership. Furthermore, Czarniawska (2011: 192) 

effectively pinpoints that such continuity also implies that the readers “…are being 

influenced by other readers. [and that] This awareness is blocked by a feeling of 

community – or what Tarde [1969b: 183] called a virtual crowd – of simultaneous 

readers; one tends to forget that previous readings influenced the present text.” 

Therefore, the tailoring of content that social constructionist works mention (Breit, 

2011a; Breit and Vaara, 2014) also involves a particular continuity that joins different 

articles but also different readers together as part of the meandering, differentiating 

and fluctuating imitation rays. 

 

Therefore, the centrality of the news outlets within the society consists of these being 

the condensation points for communities and the crossroads of numerous 

communicational flows (Tarde, 1969b). Thus, the analysis of news outlets does not 

only provide information on news production and other localised events within the 

media but even general tendencies at the society12.  The increased connectivity that 

digital communications also heightened the number of flows meeting at news outlets 

(Ferraz and Clair, 2019). Therefore, by analysing, news-coverages changing over 

time, the researcher is enabled to investigate the variations, interactions and 

alterations of imitation rays coming from society and returning into it. Thus, by 

analysing the temporal meaning-changes in the news media, I conduct a “geological 

 
12 In this regard, the Tardean conceptualisation of the news outlet is similar to the social constructionist 

as both highlight that studying news-coverings can deepen our understanding of society. Furthermore, 

both the Tardean and the social constructionist conceptualisations highlight the importance of tailoring 

the content to the readers-taste (Tarde, 1969b; Breit, 2011a).  
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cross-section” (Marrero-Guillamón, 2015: 259) into to the sedimentation of social 

currents and tendencies, building upon one another in the articles. Such analysis 

provides information on wider social processes as well, and not only about the 

workings of the media, which aspect is further discussed in the Methodology Chapter.  

 

Overall, Tarde’s view of news production is particularly suitable for my research as it 

does not only analyse the structure of a narrative but also how it is composed over 

time, and how the narratives within news sites link together and form a temporal 

trajectory. This perspective enables me to investigate how interactions (imitations) 

between different information and news-providers compose narratives and how these 

narratives change across a scandal (through Tarde’s Social Laws). Therefore, Tarde’s 

perspective simultaneously addresses the previously mentioned challenge for 

relational sociology (Emirbayer, 1997) (page 61) and respond to the calls to investigate 

corruption processually (Ashforth and Anand, 2003; Ashforth et al., 2008; Brief et al., 

2001; Fleming and Zyglidopoulos, 2008; Misangyi, Weaver, and Elms, 2008; 

Nieuwenboer and Kaptein, 2007; Torsello, and Venard, 2016; Frost and Tischer, 2014; 

Andersson, 2017). 

 

2.5. Conclusion and Research Questions 
 

Overall, in the Literature Review, I have outlined two main elements of my research: 

the research gap, and the theoretical framework that I use to address this gap. First, 

after taking account of the OMS literature I have indicated the research gap, and aim 

that guides my endeavour (in Section 2.3.2). This direction entails two important 

aspects. First, it outlines the topic and field I study, which is the co-production of 

meanings around corruption scandals within the online news media. Second, this 

focus necessitates my research to be able to investigate the online realm, with its 

complexities and dynamism, and to analyse the co-production of meanings as 

occurring over time as a chain of interactions between numerous actors. Therefore, 

my research simultaneously needs to be attuned to the dynamism, and complexity of 

the digital realm and to the processual view of how scandals unfold over time as a 

result of the interactions within this realm. 
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Second, from Section 3 onwards, I have elaborated on the theoretical lens through 

which I address the triple challenge of ‘complexity’, ‘dynamism’, and ‘processuality’ of 

online scandalisation. First, I use a relational approach to guide my research towards 

analysing co-production of meanings as occurring between the actors. This relational 

ontology is particularly suitable for such investigation as it prioritises relations over 

substances. Therefore, the relational approach leads my research towards analysing 

how interactions not only result in meanings but compose these. One manifestation of 

it, is its focus on hyperlinks as relational digital data that shape meanings within online 

news.  

 

I use Tarde’s Monadology (2012) because of its attunement to the complexity and 

dynamism of the digital realm, which manifest in the monadic conceptualisation of 

hyperlinks. In this view, hyperlinks are not only traces of interactions between 

meaning-constructing actors, but pathways that guide the potentialities of meaning-

constructions (Dörk et al. 2014). This perspective particularly demonstrates the utility 

of Tarde’s Monadology for my research for two reasons. First, it embraces the ‘co-

production’ of meaning in the online realm by allowing a conceptualisation of 

hyperlinks as the focus point of co-production between three entities: (1) the 

hyperlinking site that constructs this relation, (2) the hyperlinked site that is related, 

and (3) the reader whose meaning-construction potentialities are shaped by this 

relation. Therefore, hyperlinks are both traces (Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019) of 

relations that compose meanings and openings for further potential variations of 

meanings (Dörk et al. 2014). Second, by allowing the analysis of these overlapping, 

dynamic complexities to be analysed, Tarde’s Monadology addresses the previously 

mentioned challenges of investigating the online realm. 

 

Furthermore, I use Tarde's theories around imitation rays because these allow me to 

investigate digital meaning-construction processes around news sites as these occur 

over time, while being attuned to the complexities of co-production that compose 

these. In other words, through Tarde’s (2000) notions around imitation, I can not only 

investigate how meanings are transmitted through hyperlinks, but also how these 

minute co-productions accumulate into chronological narrative-changes. Furthermore, 

the Social Laws that enable my research to describe and analyse the different 
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interlocking interactions of narratives, and their rhythms that move the meanderings 

of the corruption scandal over time.  

 

Thus, the previously mentioned research aim, relational sociology’s focus on relations 

and hyperlinks and Tarde’s conceptualisations on hyperlinks and on temporality led 

me to the following research questions: 

 

- Research Question: How are meanings around corruption scandals co-

produced around news sites? 

o Sub-question 1: How do hyperlinks, as meaning-co-producing relations, 

compose meanings throughout corruption scandals?  

o Sub-question 2: How do meanings around corruption scandals emerge 

and change over time as a result of the different relational interactions 

between and around news sites? 

 

In the ‘Methodology and Research Design’ Chapter, I elaborate on the selected 

methods and research design to address these questions.  
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Chapter 3 - Methodology and Research Design 
 

3.1. Introduction 

 

In the literature review, I have outlined the Organisation and Management Studies 

Literature on corruption and identified a ‘gap’ within it: the lack of works on how 

meanings around corruption scandals are co-produced around online news media. I 

have also highlighted the potential benefits of deepening our understanding on this 

subject including the development of insights that can be useful to adequately inform 

citizens, and address corruption (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and 

Santos, 2022). I have also elaborated on how the relational view shapes my research 

in terms of the conceptualisation of meaning-constructions, and how I approach the 

online realm with particular focus on the role of hyperlinks. This view and the focus on 

hyperlinks inform my research questions, particularly the Sub-Question 1. Finally, I 

have outlined the theories of Gabriel Tarde, and how it addresses a key challenge of 

relational sociology generally, and for my research especially, namely the analysis of 

the temporal process of “narrative unfolding” (Emirbayer, 1997: 305). In this regard, I 

have elaborated how Tarde’s Monadology enables my research to investigate 

hyperlinks as dynamic meaning-co-producing elements, through which the readers 

“co-author” (Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) meaning through their movements. I have 

also outlined that Tarde also offers a temporal view on meaning-construction as it 

occurs across articles and between different news sites, providing a theoretical 

framework to investigate the process through which meaning-constructions unfold 

over the lifetime of a corruption scandal. In the ‘Methodology and Research Design’ 

Chapter, I outline how Tarde’s perspective informed the empirical research, and how 

I conducted this to address the research questions. 

First, I introduce the inductive, exploratory design that my research followed. I also 

problematise it by highlighting the blurred division between induction and deduction 

and how I address this complex issue with the Gioia method that is characterised by 

an iterative process (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton; 2012:21).  
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Second, I discuss Tarde’s epistemology, and how my research design is shaped by it 

ensuring its coherency. Tarde’s epistemology, that is, being consistent with his 

introduced notions, is characterised by its orientation towards the infinitesimal and its 

ability to engage with the digital realm, which makes it particularly valuable for my 

research. I also discuss its main assumptions, such as that reality is unknowable due 

to the infinite complexity towards the depth of any observed thing (Tarde, 2012). 

Therefore, for Tarde, social scientists to observe patterns, they need to analyse 

society not from a distance, form a ‘panoramic view’ (Tarde, 2000), but as it unfolds 

over time in minute detail. I elaborate in this section on how this view informed my 

engagement with the temporality of the researched subject of a corruption scandal by 

employing periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020). 

Furthermore, I present that the Tardean epistemology also proposes that any 

knowledge implies participation within and transformation of the object of the enquiry 

(Freitas, 2016; Latour and Lépinay, 2009; also see: Tarde, 1902). Therefore, for Tarde, 

there is no clear separation between the knower and the known objects. This view 

puts emphasis on the need to reflect on the beliefs and values of the researcher, which 

I elaborate upon in the Axiology Section. Increasing the transparency of my work 

(Pratt, et al., 2020; Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019), I also present my main values 

and beliefs that motivated and shaped the research.  

In the ‘The Elios scandal: A Case-Study Methodology’, I first introduce the case-study 

design and the selected case, which is the Hungarian Elios corruption scandal as 

portrayed by some of the most popular news sites in the country, Index and Origo. 

After introducing the case, I elaborate in detail why I selected this scandal to analyse. 

I particularly focus on my familiarity with the case and the analysed news sites, which 

is an important aspect of Tardean research (Tarde, 2000; Barry, 2016). Furthermore, 

I also elaborate on how the scandal and the analysed news outlets provide adequate 

data, in terms of temporality, and hyperlinks to address the research questions. After 

elaborating on the case, I introduce the methods I employed to analyse news contents 

and hyperlink data: thematic content analysis and argumentation analysis.  

In the ‘Data Collection and Storage’ section, first, I elaborate on the sampling 

strategies I employed to collect adequate (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) news content 

and hyperlink data to address the research questions. Second, I introduce how these 
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data were stored, and the limitation I faced considering the dynamism of digital news 

production that cannot be fully grasped by investigating news articles. 

In the ‘Ethics’ Section, I briefly elaborate on how I addressed specific issues 

concerning digital research, such as the blurring division between private and public 

data (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021). I particularly outline how I safeguarded my research 

from analysing sensitive content by limiting the analysed texts to the articles of Origo 

and Index. 

Finally, in the ‘Data Analysis’ Section, I elaborate on how I analysed the data in a step-

by-step manner. Overall, by using both thematic analysis and argumentation-analysis 

in combination with periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 

2020), I was able to address the research questions by analysing not only how 

meaning is co-produced through different interactions, traced by hyperlinks and 

repetitions in the data, but also how these accumulated into the temporal changes of 

the narratives.  

 

3.2. Inductive Design  

 

The goal of inductive research is to create a theory from the data, primarily by 

analysing patterns within the data (Maylor and Blackmon 2005; Farquhar, 2012). 

Therefore, unlike deductive processes, inductive research begins with the observation 

and analysis of the investigated phenomena. Results emerge from this analysis that 

provide the basis of theory-construction (Neuman, 2000). Inductive design has been 

recommended and used by many scholars to investigate news content (Kopper et al., 

2000; Kutz and Herring, 2005; Matheson, 2004). Shoemaker and Vos, 2009: 132; 

Karlsson, 2012) because it can exploratorily analyse how meanings emerge and 

change over time. 

The Tardean research approach generally follows an inductive design because of its 

exploratory nature (Veldman, 2007). For instance, as the literature review has outlined, 

Tardean research intends to find and trace patterns (in the form of imitation rays) rather 

than testing hypotheses. My research also follows a general inductive Tardean design 
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by following communicational flows and interactions (Borch, 2017)  around the 

meaning-constructing practices of news outlets. 

However, it is important to note that exploratory research also requires certain 

understanding of existing theories (such as the ones introduced in the Literature 

Review), which in fact problematises the division between induction and deduction 

(Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton; 2012:21). Resonating with this observation, several 

scholars argue that it is difficult to clearly disentangle deduction and induction in most 

research (Lee and Lings, 2008; Farquhar, 2012). For instance, Cavaye (1996:236) 

proposes that research can be both inductive and deductive at the same time. On a 

similar line of thought, Perry and Jensen (2001) suggest that research oscillates on a 

continuum between pure induction (theory-building) and pure deduction (theory-

testing) (Aliyu, and Adamu, 2015). 

Based on Perry’s and Jensen’s (2001) perspective, my research is situated more on 

the ‘inductive end’ of the spectrum, but it is not purely inductive. I cannot talk of a 

purely inductive design because my research builds on existing theories that shape 

my thinking, values, and research process to a certain extent. The benefit of not using 

fully inductive design is that I avoid “…reinventing the well-ridden wheels” (Gioia, 

Corley, and Hamilton; 2012:21) by recreating the same conceptual theories. The 

demarcation of the gap within the literature has also served this purpose and indicates 

my reliance on past theories. 

To be able to follow an inductive design that still builds on previous theories, my 

research follows the Gioia method which is further introduced in the Section 6.1. The 

Gioia method for data analysis is particularly useful for such research because it 

engages in cycling between the existing theories and the data (Gioia, Corley, and 

Hamilton, 2012). More specifically, this cycling involves a ‘rhythmically’ shifting focus 

between the existing theories and the data. For instance, for the literature review, I 

focused on the existing literature that informed the empirical and theoretical 

perspectives of the study and the research questions. Next, during the data collection 

and analysis phase, my research focused rather on the data. In this phase, the goal 

was to find patterns in the data that emerged primarily from the data. However, at 

points, the research turned back towards the literature to see if new concepts were 

discovered (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton, 2012) and how the found categories are 
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related to existing theories. This recursive cycle (Locke, 1996: 240) were repeated 

until the relationship between the existing theories and the emerging concepts were 

clear and informative (Corley, and Gioia, 2004) to address the research questions 

comprehensively.  

A relevant criticism against inductive research is that it lacks the rigor of academic 

standards. I used the Gioia method also to address this issue as well (Gioia, Corley, 

and Hamilton; 2012) as “Compared to unstructured single or multiple case study 

designs with no methodical data-coding and data-analysis techniques, the GM [Gioia 

method] provides greater rigor, because it employs a more systematic research 

approach”. The Gioia method, increases rigour by using systematic coding and 

informative visualisations to improve the transparency and thus the credibility of the 

research (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013; Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019).The 

Gioia method has been already used for organisational corruption research that 

focuses meaning-construction in the media because it provides a systematic inductive 

method of coding that improves the rigor of the study and avoids theory-replication 

(Gioia, 2021; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton, 2012; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). 

However, it is important to note that the Gioia method has been also criticised for being 

a rigid “template” (Mees-Buss, Welch and Piekkari, 2022) that constraints research 

with its “proceduralism” (Harley and Cornelissen, 2022). Addressing these criticisms, 

Magnani, and Gioia (2023: 2) have responded that “…the GM [Gioia method] should 

not be conceived as a “cookbook” of inflexible procedures to follow. Rather, it should 

be employed as a systematic approach to trustworthy and rigorous qualitative data 

analysis that allows for creative theoretical development.” This flexibility of the Gioia 

method was also important for my research as it allowed me to infuse periodisation 

(Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) into the research design to 

analyse the temporal unfolding and changes of the scandal. In the next section, I 

outline Tarde’s Epistemology, and how its focus on temporality shaped my research 

in this regard. 

 

3.3. Epistemology: Implications of the Tardean-Lens 
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In this section, I outline the epistemological consequences of Tarde’s infinitesimal view 

for my research. First, the term epistemology is introduced. Second, Tarde’s (1903a: 

80; 2004:29-30; 2012; Freitas, 2016; Marrero-Guillamón, 2015) epistemology is 

outlined. Finally, the ways in which Tarde’s epistemology is particularly equipped for 

digital research are elaborated.  

“Epistemology is concerned with the nature and forms of knowledge (Cohen et al., 

2007: 7). Epistemological assumptions are foundational to any research because 

these are concerned with how and what knowledge can be developed, acquired, and 

communicated (Guba and Lincon, 1994: 108; Scotland, 2012). 

My research followed Tarde’s epistemology that is informed by and consistent with his 

infinitesimal view that I have outlined in the Literature Review. Like social 

constructionism, it also assumes that reality is unknowable, and no single ‘truth’ is 

available for the observer (Anderson and Goolishian, 1988; Berger and Luckman, 

1991; Crotty, 1998:8; Scotland, 2012). However, unlike social constructionism, Tarde 

rejects objective truth not primarily because of the heterogeneity and situated nature 

of any understanding but rather because of the infinite complexity of reality itself 

(Tarde, 2012). We cannot grasp the ‘Real’ (Tarde, 2004:29-30) in its totality as there 

will be always elements that we cannot approach due to their intricacies.  

However, Tarde proposes that fractional knowledge is possible by engaging with the 

meaning that is always immanent and mediated through tangible actors, such as 

humans (Tarde, 2000), books or newspapers (Tarde 1969b). Therefore, for Tarde, to 

know something refers to attaching oneself and participating in the mediation of 

meanings (Freitas, 2016; Latour and Lépinay, 2009; also see: Tarde, 1902). In this 

sense, the ‘knower’ is not separated from the ‘known material’ but engages in it. In 

other words, Tarde’s epistemology proposes that knowing represents that the 

researcher immerses into the traceable flows of minute desires and beliefs. Theo 

Lorenc (2012) explains this relation as the continuity between the developed theories 

(and their developer) and the reality that these try to explain. 

This view places social scientific research not external to the society is analyses, 

viewing it “from above”’ (Marrero-Guillamón, 2015) but in the heart of it, making it ‘extra 

social’ as Tarde notes it: “[S]cience, then, is the source of every social revolution. It is 
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this extra-social research which opens for us the windows of the social phalanstery in 

which we live and lets in the light of the universe (Tarde, 1903a: 80).” In this view, the 

more connected the research is to the field it is analysing, the more scientific it is. This 

is why (as I outline on page 79) the analysis of news coverages as crossroads of 

imitation rays provides useful information to better understand not only the media but 

wider social processes that interpenetrate in news texts (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi and 

Ainsworth, 2021). Furthermore, this view also implies that a close connection to the 

researched objects or phenomena is also crucial as this way, the researcher can 

embrace the minute complexity in more detail. Such a perspective has several 

practical implications for the research that I elaborate on in the next sections. First, I 

focus on the need to study phenomena with which the researcher is familiar with to be 

able to observe the minute variation in this milieu. Second, I elaborate on the focus on 

temporality that comes from the dynamic nature of knowledge-production itself that it 

needs to engage with the continuously changing phenomena to be able to grasp the 

tendencies within the minute processes. I also present how I engaged with the 

temporality of meaning-constructions through periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 

2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020). Finally, I outline how digital data enables such 

research. 

 

3.3.1. Familiarity with the Researched Milieu and Positionality 

 

“Tarde suggests…that, in terms of understanding, the smaller the scale of focus or 

attention, the greater the power of explanation” (Jenkins, 2016: 151). This view comes 

from the structure of reality that Tarde explains in his Monadology which proposes that 

change emerges from the underlying components of any monad. Therefore, a 

researcher can gain a better understanding, the more nuanced his or her analytical 

view is. 

Tarde’s epistemology, by focusing on minute variations, prioritises research 

conducted by people who already have close familiarity with the researched milieu as 

they can observe the minute variations. As Tarde notes, “[L]et... sociologists…write 

out with the greatest care and in the greatest possible detail, the succession of minute 
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transformations in the political or industrial world, or some other sphere of life, which 

it is their privilege to observe in their native town or village” (Tarde, 2000: 92; see also: 

Barry, 2016). He also adds that such a position of familiarity is crucial because:  

“[I]f we look at the social world, the only one known to us from the inside, we see 

agents, men, much more differentiated and more sharply characterized as individuals, 

and richer in continual variations, than are the mechanisms of government or the 

systems of laws or of beliefs, or even dictionaries or grammars…” (italics in the 

original) (Tarde, 2012: 37).  

Therefore, it is crucial to investigate meaning-construction processes within the media 

that I am familiar with as this way I can notice the minute changes as well. Familiarity 

in this regard does not only encompass the detailed knowledge of the analysed area 

but also the lived experiences of the researcher as a member of the relevant 

community. This way, the researcher can construct knowledge, not by placing himself 

or herself above the analysed environment but from a position that participates in the 

interrelations and understands their implications. Thus, according to Barry (2016: 224), 

“The Tardean sociologist might need to study a particular setting that s/he knows well, 

not in not in order to give an account of the culture of the village or the nation as a 

whole, but in order to be aware of the occurrence of variation, and why it mattered in 

this location.” This consideration of the Tardean research informed my decision 

concerning the selection of the case to study, as I have chosen news sites to analyse 

that I was reading myself for a long time, and a Hungarian case that I am familiar with 

(as I outlined in Section 5.4).13  

 

13 Using ‘modern’ research terminology, it could be said that Tarde encourages insider research. The 

insider is “someone whose biography (gender, race, class, sexual orientation and so on) gives her a 

lived familiarity with the group being researched‟ (Griffith, 1998:361). However, I think it is more 

adequate to use Tarde’s terms, and do research by “…looking at the world from the monad’s point of 
view…”(Marrero-Guillamón, 2015: 260). The monadic conceptualisation suits the Tardean approach 

more because it emphasises the heterogeneity of the ‘inside’ as portraying any position as insider would 

imply the simplification of the heterogeneity of the viewpoints within the researched milieu. Furthermore, 

Marrero-Guillamón’s (2015) articulation on the monadic position of the researcher also highlights the 
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For Tarde, the researcher as being ‘extra-social’ (Tarde, 1903a: 80) does not simply 

observe the imitation rays but he or she joins them and change them by adding his or 

her own beliefs and desires (Freitas, 2016; Latour and Lépinay, 2009; also see: Tarde, 

1902). Latour and Lepinay (2009:41) note that, “[A]s always, for Tarde, the sciences 

do more than just know: they add themselves to the world, they involve it, they fold it, 

they complicate it on numerous points all while simplifying it on others” (see also: 

Tarde, 1902). Take the example of categorisation as knowledge-production. In Tarde’s 

infinitesimal view, every element is unique as every element is infinitely complex 

(Tarde, 2012). Therefore, any resemblance is only partial as two elements cannot be 

identical. Thus, for Tarde, even the fact that the researcher divide reality into beliefs 

and desires and analyse their spread as if the same element would be imitated and 

conserved, is a simplification14.  

The epistemological problem that the researcher necessarily must simplify the world 

translates into a methodological issue regarding trustworthiness. Trustworthiness 

refers to “the degree to which the reader can assess whether the researchers have 

been honest in how the research has been carried out and reasonable in the 

conclusions they make” (Pratt et al., 2020: 2). Trustworthiness is discussed later (on 

page 111) in more detail, but for now it is important to highlight that for Tarde the more 

trustworthy one’s results are when one analyses the smallest possible components 

(Jenkins, 2016: 151). This is one reason why Tarde discourages social scientists from 

analysing society from a ‘panoramic’ view (Tarde, 2000; 2012:24). Such a view is not 

trustworthy because it sees limited variation and oversimplifies the structure of reality. 

In the panoramic approach, resemblances are constructed by standing far from the 

researched objects. Tarde discourages social scientists from making such “…error of 

believing that, in order to see a gradual dawn of regularity, order, and logic in social 

phenomena, we must go outside of the details, which are essentially irregular, and rise 

high enough to obtain a panoramic view of the general effect…” (Tarde, 2000: 75). For 

Tarde (2000), variations emerge and propagate in time through the movements and 

interactions of the imitation rays. Therefore, it is crucial for Tardean research to 

 
political character of research that is founded on the fact that each monad intends to possess other 

monads (Tarde, 2012). 

14 See similar discussion in terms of thematic coding: (Williams and Moser, 2019) 



 92 

engage with temporality (Born, 2016; Tarde,1903a: 295, 346; 1969a: 45; Borch, 2005; 

Tonkonoff, 2014). It is especially relevant for my thesis as the research questions 

address with meaning-constructions occurring over the lifetime of a scandal. 

Therefore, in the next section, I briefly elaborate on how I engaged with the temporality 

of the researched phenomena based on Tarde’s epistemology 

 

3.3.2. Temporal Periodisation 

 

As I have outlined it in the Literature Review, Tarde’s social science is described as 

relational-processual (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi). It is because of its focus on the dynamic 

movements within and between monads through which imitation rays propagate and 

mingle (Tarde, 2000; 2012). In this realm, ‘knowing’ also necessitates a dynamic 

engagement, a continuity between the researcher and the researched (Lorenc. 2012). 

However, this engagement needs to be either longitudinal or embrace data collected 

over a period of time. Such focus on temporal processes is crucial because the agency 

of the imitation ray becomes more apparent the longer timeframes we analyse. If we 

analyse one imitation, we already investigate a Tardean ‘social fact’ (Tarde, 2000: 24). 

However, such an act still remains within the confines of the two involved actors (i.e: 

one relational interaction). To expand our knowledge to a wider society, it is crucial to 

avoid panoramic distancing and extend the analysed timeframe. As Tarde (2000: 92-

93) notes: 

“To understand social conditions, we must seize social changes in detail as they 

pass…any one who knew thoroughly, in exact detail, the changes of custom on some 

particular points, in a single country and during ten years, could not fail to lay his hand 

upon a general principle of social transformation, and consequently upon a principle 

of social formation, that would apply to every land and to all time.” 

Therefore, what Tardean social science is interested in is the minute changes and 

tendencies that compose ‘social transformation’, and that can be only analysed over 

time. By analysing these phenomena longitudinally, we can observe patterns within 

the processes in which minute elements, through their enlarging influence and 
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interactions, become generalised, and routinised (Latour, 2002: 8). To be able to study 

these processes in minute detail, Tarde proposes that the analysable “…basic social 

fact is the communication or modification of a state of consciousness through the 

action of a conscious being on another”(Tarde 1898a: 64 as quoted in Barry and Thrift, 

2007: 514) Barry and Thrift  (2007: 514) explain this research-focus by stating that 

what Tardean research concentrates on is “…the relation of modification or 

communication…not the subject which was modified.” Thus, Tardean research 

intends to focus on the processes rather than the end results of these. In the context 

of my research, it implied that I did not primarily concentrate on the specific corruption 

frames (cf.: Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015; Roulet, 2015) and 

discourses (cf.: Breit, 2010; 2011a; Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020; see also: Joutsenvirta, 

and Vaara, 2009) as my main findings but on the minute relations, processes, and 

tendencies that compose these over time. This view also manifests in the way, I have 

conceptualised a narrative (on page 20) as not a totality in itself but as a composite 

that is constructed by relations (Czarniawska 1998: 6–7). Overall, I intended to find 

the minute variations and patterns that indicate the “…gradual dawn of regularity, 

order, and logic in [the] social phenomena…” (Tarde, 2000: 75) of meaning-

constructions around corruption within the news media. In other words, I analyse these 

narrative-development without distancing into a panoramic view by focusing on the 

minute details (Tarde, 2012) and the trajectories and interactions of the imitation rays 

across interlinked communications (Tarde, 1903a).  

As I outlined in the Literature Review (page 72), this trajectory is not characterised by 

monotemporality (Born, 2016) but by the different phases that Tarde’s Social Laws 

signify. Tarde characterises this temporality with rhythm, which “…appears only in the 

details of phenomena, as a condition of their exact repetition, and through this of their 

variation” (Tarde, 2000: 66). In other words, Tarde’s Social Laws by following, and 

interacting with one another, provide a rhythmic alternation to the imitation rays that 

can be studied by sociologists (Born, 2016; Tarde,1903a: 295, 346; 1969a: 45; 2000: 

66; Borch, 2005; Tonkonoff, 2014). In this regard, Borch (2005) accurately notes the 

substantial research potential of such Tardean analysis as it does not only involve the 

investigation of the existing flows, but rhythms also involve intermittent pauses and 

blockades as well. According to Borch (2005: 95), “…if we succeed in mapping the 

rhythms of imitation, we simultaneously chart the rhythms of the social and of society 
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and thereby also those restrictions and possibilities, repetitions and differences, 

individuals are confronted with in particular contexts.” Therefore, my study did not only 

analyse the existing imitation rays but also the restrictions as well; the selective 

constructions of rhythms. As I shall explain later (from page 139), this aspect was 

particularly relevant for the analysis of hyperlinks as these were created selectively by 

leading to certain information but not others. Such analysis is important because these 

rhythms constitute the individuals (Martin, 1999: 29) and their potentialities (Borch, 

2005). Therefore, by analysing the rhythmic fluctuation of imitation rays, I was able to 

theorise on how these animate Tarde’s (2000) somnambulist individuals by flowing 

through them.  

However, to be able to analyse the rhythmic alternation and tendencies within 

meaning-constructions, my research had to engage with the temporality of the 

unfolding scandals. The importance of temporality within the Tardean epistemology 

resonates with the Organisation and Management Studies as well (Luyckx and 

Janssens 2016). Rowlinson et al. (2014) note, for instance, that “[O]rganization 

theorists recognize that time, or the timing of events, represents ‘an important 

contingency factor’ (Haveman, 1993: 867).” For instance, organisational research on 

the media portrayals of multinational corporations (Luyckx and Janssens 2016) and 

corruption (Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) employ the tool of periodisation to engage 

with the rhythmic alternation of meaning-constructions. Periodisation is “…the 

analytical arrangement of certain temporal processes into distinct periods or phases 

with their own characteristics (Rowlinson et al. 2014; Suddaby and Greenwood 2009)” 

(Luyckx and Janssens, 2016: 1598). 

One challenge of such an analytical process is to define the boundaries for the different 

periods (Rowlinson et al, 2014). The construction of periods necessarily involves a 

research decision, as the boundaries between the phases are not self-evident. This 

difficulty is particularly apparent when analysing meaning-constructions, such as 

scandals that develop over time, by building on different past information-flows, such 

as leaks (Breit, 2011a). I reflect on the difficulty of such periodisation in more detail in 

the Analysis Chapter (on page 176) to explain my reasoning and improve the 

transparency of my work. However, overall, to address this challenge, I employed 

periodisation, like other researchers focusing on the changes in narratives around 



 95 

corruption (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). Particularly, I concentrated on how meaning-

constructions changed gradually or abruptly. Therefore, I focused on periods as the 

temporal stages that begin “…when novel elements are introduced and subsequently 

institutionalized in the new structure” (Whipp and Clark, 1986: 19). This way, I was 

able to identify, for instance, turning points within the meaning-constructions when 

opposing elements became introduced and gained prevalence. Through periodisation 

of the meaning-constructing processes, I analysed how minute beliefs and desires 

interact, change and propagate, gradually snowballing into larger structures (Thrift, 

2008). This way, I was able to address the research questions concerning the temporal 

changes within meaning-constructions around corruption scandals. The next section 

briefly elaborates on how digital data enabled my minute and temporal analysis.  

 

3.3.3. Tarde’s Epistemology and the Digital 

 

As outlined in the Literature Review, Tarde’s theories are particularly important for my 

research due to their ability to engage with the complexities and dynamisms of online 

meaning-constructions (Dörk et al. 2014). In fact, one reason for the recent 

resurrection of Tarde is that digital data enables Tardean minute and process-oriented 

research. Therefore, Tardean research and the digital realm are mutually compatible 

(Latour, 2002; Latour et al. 2012; Thrift, 2008). 

This is also the case from an epistemological standpoint (Freitas, 2016; 2017) due to 

several reasons. First, it is because, for Tarde (2000), knowledge is always the result 

of mediation in the form of productive participation in the flow of imitation rays. This 

image is reflected in the digital realm, where communication-flows are mediated and 

traceable in the digital space (Latour, 2002; Latour 2010; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 

2019; Venturini et al. 2017). Therefore, Freitas proposes that digital media due to its 

‘material’ traceability, provides a particularly suitable site for Tardean research. 

According to Freitas, (2016:227) “...it [Tarde’s epistemology] engages with new digital 

media. These media are in fact fully material and are folded into the ever-changing 

monadology”. This element of the digital realm is reflected in my elaboration on the 

monadic composition of hyperlinks (page 66-68). 
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According to Freitas (2017), the traceability of the digital data changes the ways we 

gain knowledge of these processes. Particularly, the focus of research shifts from 

representativeness towards direct observation. For instance, Freitas (2017) proposes 

that Amazon, by having data on the actual digital movement of its customers, does not 

need to engage in speculative and inferential research based on representation, such 

as a sample survey. Instead, Amazon investigates and shapes the real behavior of its 

customers. In a similar manner, Tarde (1969b: 188) notes that news outlets analyse 

the actions of their readers through subscription statistics (see further discussion on 

this aspect on page 217). In fact, the shift from representativeness to direct 

observation is already evident in Tarde’s (2000) view on research that encourages 

scientists to observe real phenomena in a milieu that they are familiar with.  

However, due to the durability and traceability of digital information (Latour, 2002; 

Latour 2010; Latour et al. 2016; Freitas, 2016; 2017), the researcher does not need to 

analyse the data continuously as these are generated but can also investigate whole 

processes after these occurred. This research-avenue is relevant to my research as 

corruption scandals in the media unfold over periods of time (Breit, 2011a). Digital data 

leaves traces of occurrences that already happened (Latour, 2002; Latour 2010; 

Latour et al. 2016; Freitas, 2016; 2017), enabling me to investigate past scandals as 

these unfolded through co-productions of meanings. However, as I have mentioned 

(on page 87), the researcher’s position is important as he or she produces knowledge 

by participating in the process and forming the research in this way. Therefore, in the 

next section, I elaborate on my position and how it informed the research. 

 

3.4. Axiology  

 

As I have outlined on pages 87-88, following Tarde’s epistemology, it is crucial for the 

researcher to participate in the researched phenomena, which poses the problem of 

trustworthiness. Therefore, to improve the transparency and trustworthiness of the 

research, it is crucial to examine my own position, including my values, because these 

shape knowledge production (Pratt et al. 2020). For instance, Breit (2011a: 61) in his 

work on corruption, notes that ”[I]n studies of the media, this co-production [of 
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knowledge] does not only involve the relationship between the texts and the reader, 

but also the relationship between the texts and the researcher”. 

Axiology generally refers to the philosophy of values. In the context of qualitative 

research, axiology focuses on the role of values. Axiology discusses the researcher’s 

own values that influence the research. Axiology implies that the researcher is not in 

a vacuum (Hiles, 2008; Dutton, 2013) and that her or his past experiences influence 

the research process and its conclusions, and he or she is also shaped by the research 

process. Axiology is also useful for conducting reflexive research, which refers to the 

critical analysis of the researcher’s own position (Heron, and Reason, 1997; Kitchin 

and Thrift, 2009). 

The view that the researcher and the researched phenomena are in reciprocal relation 

is proposed by the participatory view (Heron, and Reason, 1997). In this perspective, 

experience (Merleu-Ponty, 1962) and knowledge-creation are inherently participative: 

“[K]nowing a world is in this felt relation at the interactive interface between a subject 

and what is encountered. In the relation of meeting, my subjectivity becomes a 

perspectival window filled with a world which also transcends it” (Heron, and Reason, 

1997: 279). Therefore, it is crucial to outline the past experiences that shaped my 

beliefs and values concerning corruption.  

In terms of my values and beliefs regarding the researched topic, it is important to 

mention that my MSc dissertation (Puskás, 2018) was on the topic of Hungarian public 

procurement corruption. This dissertation relied on interview data and focused on the 

different rationalisation-techniques that people use when engaging in corruption. This 

research changed and strengthened my values and beliefs concerning corruption in 

several ways. First, my individual-oriented approach shifted towards a more structural 

view of corruption. In other words, this research strengthened my belief that corruption 

is a systematic problem that can be addressed only if we understand the context, it is 

situated in. Second, the evidence from my research strongly indicated the negative 

social and environmental effects of public procurement corruption which encouraged 

me to study this topic further, to contribute to the development of potential ways to 

addressing such negative implications. Third, interviewees often mentioning the news 

as a source of their information made me believe that the media is a crucial platform 

that constructs people’s understanding of corruption.  
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As research is a co-creation of reality (Heron, and Reason, 1997), in which the 

researcher infuses his or her values and beliefs (Tarde, 1903a: 80), it also involves 

certain intentions to change the world (Fals-Borda, 1996). For instance, in my case, 

the above-mentioned experiences (and other experiences, such as my readings) 

incited my curiosity to investigate public procurement corruption within the media to 

better understand it. Particularly, these experiences also contributed to my decision to 

analyse corruption in the media thanks to its potential to inform citizens adequately 

and trigger anti-corruption movements. Finally, the negative effects of corruption that 

I was informed about, encouraged me to investigate these processes with the goal to 

gain knowledge that can potentially contribute to the addressing of these issues. 

Therefore, my belief is that if we understand the workings of the media more, it is more 

likely that we can construct and facilitate a media landscape that is capable of 

informing citizens, and hindering the destructive forms of corruption. I reflect on these 

potentialities in more detail in the ‘Discussion’ and ‘Conclusion’ Chapters. 

Overall, the above-mentioned experiences highlight that my past experiences as a 

researcher of corruption highly influenced my beliefs, values, and intentions 

concerning corruption in Hungary. Thus, these experiences shaped my positionality, 

which “…encompasses history, class, race and gender, among other possible factors 

. . . all of these interact and influence, limit and constrain productions of knowledge” 

(Scheurich 1997: 52). An important factor of my positionality is that as a Hungarian, 

my familiarity with the researched milieu enabled me to analyse it in minute detail (as 

it has been outlined from page 90). However, (as I have described in the previous 

paragraphs), my engagement with the researched topic also shaped my approach to 

the research in other ways. Particularly, I became more ingrained in the discourses 

that view Hungarian elite corruption negatively. For instance, the narratives that claim 

that corruption in Hungary is part of a “political revolution” (Lánczi as quoted in Bálint, 

2016: 243) to empower the Hungarian elite (that I outlined on page 10) became 

increasingly repulsive to me throughout my years in Bristol.  

 

My dislike towards corruption is also influenced by the fact that I was born after the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. It is important because within the communist system, 

particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, to ensure the support of the one-party 

system, the government purposely allowed citizens to engage in the ‘semi-illegal’ 
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‘second’ and ‘shadow’ economies’ where they could derive income (Jancsics and 

Jávor, 2012; Kornai, 1992). For instance, a common practice was that state 

bureaucrats, communist company managers and regular citizens illegally supported 

each other through mutual favors (Kornai 1992; Karklins, 2005). This created a “culture 

of nontransparent informal deals” Jancsics and Jávor (2012:63). Due to the facts that 

I was born in 1994 and left Hungary at the age of 18, I was only minimally exposed to 

this culture. This could result in the ‘privilege’ to see corruption and illegal 

collaborations not as part of my personal and collective past as a Hungarian but as a 

negative phenomenon (particularly in relation to the elites).  

 

Thus, the Hungarian context is ‘foreign and yet familiar’ (Jones, 2006) to me. It is 

foreign as I do not have the experiences that many Hungarians have (especially those 

who lived in the 1970s and 1980s as adults). Therefore, even though the Hungarian 

socio-political setting is the one that I am the most familiar with, being a young migrant 

necessarily limits my research. It is because these aspects of my positionality highlight 

the limits of my familiarity with the researched milieu. As familiarity with the analysed 

setting is an important aspect of Tardean research (as I outline from page 90), it is 

important to indicate my partial familiarity with the Hungarian context as a limitation of 

the overall research. For instance, it is possible that due to this restriction, I did not 

notice minute details and changes within the texts that are meaningful for other 

Hungarian newsreaders. Therefore, even though I used different tools, such as 

constant comparison (Gioia et al. 2012: 21) (see on page 126), to ensure that the 

research is attuned to these minute variations, there are elements that I might have 

missed due to my limited familiarity. I will return to this issue on page 262, where I 

recommend a potential future research-avenue to address this problem by analysing 

the meaning-constructions of the readers of the news-articles themselves. 

 
3.5. The Elios Scandal: A Case-Study Methodology 

 

 

As I have outlined (on page 81), my research questions guided me to analyse the 

meaning-constructions around corruption scandals in online news media by 

investigating how these are co-produced through communicational interactions. I did 
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this by following Tarde’s epistemology and analysing real world-phenomena of 

corruption scandals via direct observation of the online media (Freitas, 2016). Such 

research is considered to be ‘messy’, and difficult to approach for two reasons. First, 

it is messy (Robson, 2002; Silverman, 2001) due to the complexity and multifaceted 

nature of the real world, in which unforeseen difficulties can easily occur (Dutton, 

2013). Second, besides focusing on the uncontrollable real world, my research area 

was also ‘messy’ because it intended to investigate the digital realm (Gallagher, 2019). 

As I have outlined earlier, it is difficult to investigate the online space as the digital data 

is fluid and cannot be pinned down (Karlsson and Sjøvaag, 2016). Therefore, it is 

particularly important to tailor the research design to these particularities of digital 

space in order to be able to address the research questions. In this section, I outline 

how I addressed this issue using the case-study approach. 

According to Cresswell (2007), there are five broad options for qualitative research: 

narrative-based approaches, phenomenological research, grounded theory, 

ethnographic research and case study. The case study method is “…a strategy for 

doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence” (Yin, 2009: 

3).  Furthermore, Eisenhardt (1989: 534) suggests, that case study “…is a research 

strategy which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within a single setting”. 

A case includes numerous relations that change over time, influencing the involved 

actors in different ways (Gallagher, 2019). In other words, the case study approach 

emphasises that subjects and actors are influenced by one another and situated in 

their complex context (Dyson and Genishi, 2005:11). In this view, there are multiple 

dynamic interpretations of the world that interact and, in some cases, even contradict 

one another. Case studies often focus on how people and actors interact, constructing 

different contextual interpretations of specific phenomena (Dyson and Genishi, 

2005:20).  

Due to the specificity of each case, case studies are not seeking for understanding 

that is generalisable (Gummesson, 2008). Rather, case studies intend to provide rich 

analysis of the particularities of a case (Stake, 1995) and contribute to the theoretical 

understanding of the subject by providing insights (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007: 27; 

Farquhar, 2012; Gummesson, 2008). The case study approach builds theory not by 



 101 

disaggregating the phenomenon into different aspects and variables to test 

correlations but rather by preserving the coherency of the case and analysing it in its 

particular context (Fiss, 2009).  

I selected the case-study approach for my research primarily because it enables 

contextualist detailed analysis that is essential for studying the digital realm in its 

complexities (Gallagher, 2019), especially using a Tardean perspective (Marrero-

Huillamon, 2013; 2015). The case-study approach is particularly suitable for studying 

real-life phenomenon situated in a complex context (Yin, 2014: 16; Creswell 2007:73; 

Simons 2009: 20), such as in the interwoven online space (Gallagher, 2019). The fact 

that the case study allows the use of multiple sources of data and different methods 

of analysis makes it particularly useful to analyse the messy digital space coherently 

(Gallagher, 2019). The case study approach also enables the researcher to investigate 

the interconnectedness of the different data (Dyson and Genishi, 2005:18; Stake, 

1995:43). According to Gallagher (2019: 2), “…a case study approach is useful for 

diffuse and messy internet objects of inquiry and participants because, 

methodologically, case studies create bounded systems to help organize data, thereby 

providing cohesive, detailed narratives.” For my research, the coherency of the case-

study approach was particularly useful as it enabled me to analyse hyperlink and 

textual data and their interrelations in the context of the corruption scandal.  

Other than allowing the research to investigate the complexity of the digital realm 

coherently, I also selected the case-study approach because it is particularly suitable 

for Tardean research due to its nuanced focus on relations. In fact, Tarde (1969:12) 

generally supported this approach. Furthermore, Marrero-Huillamon, (2013: 404-405) 

specifically uses case-study approach in his Tardean work to “…systematically 

opening up each of its [case’s] components and delving into their shifting 

relations…[through which] each component became a potentially infinite 

entanglement of disparate elements in relation—the very definition of a “monad” 

according to Gabriel Tarde (2012).” Therefore, I particularly selected case-study 

approach because as the research of Marrero-Huillamon (2013; see also: 2015) 

demonstrates, it enables the investigation of real-life phenomena as a changing 

composite of inter-relating monads consisting of infinitely complex intertwined dynamic 

sub-elements. Therefore, overall, I chose the case study approach because it provided 
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the necessary cohesion for researching digital meaning-construction using a Tardean 

perspective by focusing on the relations within the different sources of evidence, and 

bringing together the seemingly diffused elements into monadic structures.  

I chose a case based on purposive (non-random) (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007: 

27), revelatory (Yin, 2009) or theoretical selection (Eisenhardt, 1989; Farquhar, 2012). 

By doing this, I intended to select a case that is appropriate and adequate (Kuzel, 

1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the research questions and extend our understanding 

of the meanings-constructions around corruption within the media. Appropriateness 

refers to a fit between the purpose of the research and the selected case, and 

adequacy is related to the number of cases and the amount of data to achieve this 

purpose (Kuzel, 1999; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990; Shakir, 2002) 

 

Concerning the appropriateness to analyse the meaning-construction around 

corruption, empirical research generally follows one of two pathways. Either a country 

is selected where the articles on ‘general’ corruption or numerous scandals are 

investigated (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) or a specific single corruption scandal is 

examined (Breit 2011a; 2011b; Clemente Gabbioneta, 2017). I selected the second 

approach because it enables a rich contextualist analysis that focuses on the specific 

processes related to scandal (Breit, 2011a). In other words, focusing on a scandal, my 

research could be more focused on contextual relations and interactions that unfold a 

scandal over time. Furthermore, as I have outlined in the Literature Review, I also 

decided to study a corruption scandal because by portraying such events, the news 

outlets can engage in anti-corruption by causing reputational loss to the alleged 

organisation (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017) or by acting as watchdogs (Breit, and 

Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999). Thus, the insights on these 

processes might be useful contributions to how corruption can be addressed through 

media-scandaliza.  

 

By analysing a single corruption scandal, my research is a single-case study. On the 

one hand, single case study design has the benefit that it is usually more detailed than 

multiple case designs as it only focuses on a single setting (Yin, 2009). As I have 

elaborated in Section 3.1., this detail-oriented approach is particularly useful for the 

Tardean monadic view (Marrero-Guillamón, 2013; 2015). However, on the other hand, 



 103 

for single case-study design, it is more likely that the data is not adequate than for a 

multiple case approach (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002). In other words, there is the risk 

for single case studies that the researcher ends up with inadequate data to address 

the research question and there is no other case (plan B) to investigate (Yin, 2009). 

For these situations, Yin (2009) advises to use the embedded case study approach 

(see: Figure 1) that refers to case studies where there is more than one unit of analysis 

that are situated in the same context (see figure below). For research using the 

embedded research design, even if there is limited utility of data found in one unit of 

analysis, there is still a chance that useful data will be found for the other unit of 

analysis. 

 

Figure 1: Embedded Case Study Research Design (Farquhar, 2012:46) 

 

Following Yin’s (2009) advice, I selected to investigate the portrayals of the Elios 

corruption scandal on the two major Hungarian news sites (Szuhi, 2018): Origo and 

Index. After the introduction of the scandal, the new-sites, and the Hungarian media-

context, I elaborate on the reasons why I selected these two news outlets and the 

Elios case. 

 

3.5.1. The Elios Scandal 
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The Elios corruption scandal revolves around the son-in-law of Viktor Orbán, (the 

Hungarian Prime Minister), István Tiborcz and a company that he owned, Elios. István 

Tiborcz recently became the 32nd richest Hungarian and, at the same time, the 

youngest one on this list, to a large extent due to his successes with Elios (Herczeg, 

2019). Elios has been in the Hungarian media for long due to its suspicious tenders 

but received more media attention after an OLAF (the European Union's anti-fraud 

office) “…case was opened following investigative journalism reports” (Dávid-Barrett, 

and Fazekas, 2016:20). Tiborcz’s and Elios’ names appeared widely in the 

international media (Norman and Komuves, 2018) in 2018 when OLAF discovered 

“serious irregularities” (OLAF, 2017: 109) in 35 public lighting projects that have been 

carried out between 2010 and 2014 in Hungary by his company at the time, Elios. 

OLAF accused Elios of embezzlement of 40 million Euros from EU-funded projects 

(Wachs et al. 2019). The main irregularities around Elios-projects involved that “[T]he 

contracts are considered to be overpriced” (Wachs et al. 2019: 5) and seemed to be 

rigged for Elios (Wachs et al. 2019). For instance, Dávid-Barrett, and Fazekas, (2016: 

20-21) note that “The [OLAF] reports found that, in the tenders where Elios was 

successful, there had been much more narrow specifications of needs than in other 

tenders for public lighting. Moreover, the wording of the specifications was identical in 

a number of municipalities. The unusually detailed technical requirements specified, 

among other things, the colour code of paint to be used for the surface of the lamps 

and the precise curvature of the lampshade15.” Finally, Elios was criticised for using 

expensive (Batka, 2018) and low-quality lightbulbs (Becker, 2018).  

After receiving the ’Elios-report’ from OLAF, a Hungarian authority that specialised to 

deal with corruption, the Nemzeti Nyomozó Iroda (Hungary’s Chief Prosecutor’s 

Office) began the investigation. Eventually, it dropped the case in early November 

2018, thanks to the “absence of a crime” (Hungarian Spectrum, 2019) found. This 

 
15 Such practices often referred to as tailoring the criteria to the bidder. It is a well-researched area 

within the Hungarian (Jancsics and Jávor, 2012; Jancsics and Jávor, 2013; Jávor, 2014) and the 

international academic literature (Grodeland, 2005). Tailoring of the eligibility criteria to one bidder or at 

least one ‘fixed’ bidder and several bid riggers. enables the firms to submit higher offer for the project 
than the market price and win the tender thanks to the lack of competition (Fazekas, Tóth and King, 

2013). When tailoring is done with adding technological criteria, such as in the case of Elios, it is called 

‘technicisation’ (Jancsics and Jávor, 2013). 
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result ‘surprised’ the European Union as Ingeborg Gräßle, head of the Budgetary 

Control Committee of the European Parliament commented it in the following way: 

“…the outcome leaves and strengthens doubts on the independence of Hungarian law 

enforcement authorities and reinforces the need of a real tool to protect EU financial 

interests...” (Euractiv, 2018).  Likewise, Transparency International (2019: 17) notes 

that “[T]he prosecutor's office, one might say, earns the power’s [the government’s] 

trust, as it makes decisions favorable to the government in many corruption cases. In 

practice, this means the inaction of the prosecution. Thanks to this, the actors in the 

Elios case, including the prime minister's son-in-law, escaped prosecution.” 

Eventually, the Hungarian government paid for the public procurements of Elios, 

mentioned in the OLAF report, that were originally funded by the European Union. This 

way, the Hungarian government could prevent further investigations from the 

European Union (Transparency International, 2019). 

3.5.2. Origo 
 

Origo was the third most-viewed Hungarian website, with more than 1.2 million visits 

per day, at the peak of the Elios scandal, in 2018 (Szuhi, 2018), and it is still one of 

the most popular news sites in the country (Jenne et al 2022). Origo’s perspective 

changed over time from neutral to government-friendly (Bátorfy, 2017; Kiss, 2016; 

Jenne et al 2022). As Jenne et al. (2022: 59) note “Origo.hu was the leading online 

news portal in the early 2010s, but after dramatic changes to its editorial team and 

ownerships, it became a government mouthpiece by the end of 2015.” These changes 

leading to the increased governmental capture of Origo occurred in several steps 

between 2014 and 2017. First, in June 2014, its chief editor left and was replaced by 

Ákos Pálmai (Katona et al. 2021). Second, in February 2016 Origo was bought up by 

New Wave Media, which was led and owned by Szaraz Istvan, and then Adam 

Matolcsy, the son of the president of the Hungarian National Bank, acquired it. Both 

Szaraz and Matolcsy are part of the business circle that includes Tiborcz as well 

(Bátorfy and Urbán, 2020; Renyi, 2022; Nepszava; 2017). As a result of the shift, in 

April 2017, numerous journalists left or were dismissed from the news site of Origo. 

One dismissed journalist even claimed right after leaving Origo that “…they turned the 

newspaper into a vile factory of lies" (HJ, 2017). At the same time, the website also 

changed by disallowing comments under articles (Katona et al. 2021).  
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After these changes, Szicherle et al. (2019: 30) describe “Origo: [as] The government-

controlled portal with the largest follower count, among the most active in supporting 

the government’s views and smearing the opposition. (442,351).” Proving the links to 

the Hungarian government, study of Jenne et al. (2022) outlines how Origo closely 

followed the shifts within the Hungarian government’s communication using 

antisemitic tropes. Katona et al. (2021) also demonstrate how Origo’s changes in 

ownership resulted in shifts within its content.  

 

A different line of research investigates Origo’s transition as a result of its increased 

dependence on governmental advertising revenue (Dragomir, 2017;  Bátorfy and 

Urbán, 2020). As Figure 2 (Bátorfy and Urbán, 2020: 58) shows, from 2015 onwards, 

the Hungarian state advertising increased significantly on Origo, making it 35.7% of 

its overall advertising revenue in 2017. On the contrary, on Index, such change did not 

occur as their revenue from state-advertisement even decreased. The link between 

Origo’s increased state-advertising revenue and its effects on corruption-coverages is 

noted by Szeidl and Szucs (2021: 294) who state that “The comparison with the 

advertising results shows that Origo decreased corruption coverage simultaneously 

with receiving more government advertising…” It might be explained with self-

censorship as according to Dragomir (2017), Hungarian state-advertising often result 

in self-censorship and bias to avoid conflicts with the advertiser. 

 



 107 

Figure 2: “Share of state advertising revenues in the online market” (Bátorfy and Urbán, 2020: 58) 

(% of the total advertising revenues)  

 

 

3.5.3. Index 

 

Index was the most popular Hungarian news site at the time of the Elios scandal. It 

was known for its government-critical stance (Polyák and Horváth, 2022). Its 

perspective is traditionally described as left or liberal-leaning (Bátorfy, 2017). Even 

though “…in 2012 Index was acquired by a businessman who was very strongly linked 

to Fidesz [governing party led by Viktor Orbán]…[it] was able to maintain its 

independence” (Polyák and Horváth, 2022: 9) until 2020. Thus, during the period of 

the Elios scandal, Index was independent and government-critical.  

In 2020, the government managed a takeover ”...similar to the acquisition of Origo.hu, 

and the journalists involved were partly the same - some former Origo.hu staff 

members had switched to working at Index after 2014….The editorial board, sensing 

the risk of political interference, informed the public that the portal's independence was 

no longer guaranteed. In response, the management dismissed the editor-in-chief, 

Szabolcs Dull, in July 2020, followed by the dismissal of the entire editorial team within 

a few days” (Polyák and Horváth, 2022: 8). 

Overall, the examples of Origo, and Index demonstrate a general trend in the 

Hungarian news media in which the government captures the news outlets through 

different techniques such as, government bank ‘loans’ for loyal (family) members to 

buy these, state advertising, legislation, and governmental communication (Bátorfy, 

2017). These tendencies resonate with Tarde’s point concerning the complex 

interdependence around news outlets. He even notes that a “[A] [political] party without 

a journal is comparable to a headless monster” (Tarde, 1969b: 195) referring to the 

need of politicians to capture people via the propagation of their messages through 

news outlets.  
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3.5.4. Reasons for the Case-selection 

 

I selected to analyse the co-production of the Elios scandal around the news sites of 

Origo and Index for several reasons. First, as I have outlined in Section 3.1., the 

Tardean approach encourages researchers to investigate processes that they familiar 

with, as it enables the recognition of minute variations (Tarde, 2000). The presentation 

of Elios on Origo and Index enabled me to investigate scandalisation in this regard as 

Hungarian is my mother tongue, and I was familiar with the case and was reading 

news on both Index and Origo. Second, I chose the Elios scandal partly due to my 

interest in public procurement corruption, that I have mentioned previously (on page 

96). Third, I also selected this scandal because it provided adequate information in 

terms of the type and amount of data to address the research questions (Kuzel, 1999; 

Miles and Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990; Shakir, 2002). This adequacy manifests in 

two ways. First, the Elios case was highly publicised in the Hungarian online news 

media for around five years (Civitas Intézet, 2018; Dávid-Barrett and Fazekas, 2016), 

providing adequate data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) on the temporal changes of a 

scandal that my research is focusing on. Furthermore, thanks to the variety of political 

stances that the news sites took throughout the scandal (Origo from neutral to 

government-friendly, and Index: government-critical) (Polyák and Horváth, 2022; 

Jenne et al 2022), the collected data was varied that can be useful to investigate 

different forms of hyperlink interactions (Hellmueller and Mellado, 2016).  In fact, the 

Elios case was particularly suitable for the investigation of the meaning co-production 

as it involved numerous actors with different viewpoints. For instance, the scandal was 

triggered by reports from an online Hungarian investigative news outlet (Dávid-Barrett 

and Fazekas, 2016) that highlighted the co-production of the scandal between different 

types of news sites. This co-production also involved the oppositional political parties 

that engaged with the Elios scandal (Sebok, 2019) through their online communication 

(Toth et al. 2019). Therefore, due to the abundance of news content and the different 

actors and viewpoints involved in the scandal, the Elios case provided adequate data 

(Kuzel, 1999; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990; Shakir, 2002) to address the 

research questions and investigate the co-production of meaning between these 

different actors over the lifetime of the scandal. 
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Second, Origo and Index were selected because, based on the hyperlink literature, 

these provide adequate hyperlink data to address my research questions.  However, 

it is important to note in terms of adequacy (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002), it is difficult to 

identify how much hyperlink data would be enough as no research investigated 

meaning-constructions around corruption using hyperlinks. Therefore, I relied on the 

network science literature that uses hyperlink network analyses. Within these works 

(Bene and Szabó, 2019; Szabo and Bene. 2014; 2015; 2016), I found that both Origo 

and Index use numerous hyperlinks and that they are positioned centrally in the 

hyperlinked web. This implies that both Origo and Index use hyperlinks relatively often 

and thus are important actors (or crossroads) in the co-production of news.  

 

Figure 3 demonstrates the significance of hyperlinks for Origo and Index that other 

studies also indicate (Szabo and Bene. 2014; 2015; 2016). This hyperlink map 

represents what sites hyperlinked one another about the analysed Vida corruption 

scandal “…which erupted [around the same time as the Elios scandal in 2014] 

following a US governmental list of Hungarian chief public officers to be banned from 

entering the United States due to their alleged involvement in corruption” (Bene, and 

Szabó, 2019:315). The thickness of the lines corresponds to the number of hyperlinks 

between sites. Figure 3 indicates that both Origo and Index are positioned centrally in 

this web, with numerous incoming and outgoing hyperlinks. This (Bene and Szabó, 

2019), and other similar network studies (Szabo and Bene. 2014; 2015; 2016), 

demonstrate that Origo and Index used hyperlinks extensively in the period when Elios 

was also scandalised as well. Therefore, these results indicate that Origo and Index 

provide adequate data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the research question 

and investigate the meaning co-production by analysisng Origo’s and Index’ 

hyperlinking practices. 
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Figure 3: Reference networks of the Vida corruption case (Bene, and Szabó, 2019:319). 

“(orange=pro-government outlets; blue=left/ liberal anti-government outlets; brown=radical right outlets; 

white=unclassifiable/ neutral outlets)” (Bene, and Szabó, 2019:319). 

However, it is important to note that even though a website uses numerous hyperlinks, 

these might not be used by the readers. This element is important for my research as 

I investigate hyperlinks as potential pathways through which readers can co-produce 

meaning. If the readers do not traverse through these networks, the meaning-

constructions of monadic explorations (Dörk et al. 2014) are not realised. If hyperlinks 

are not used, then these could be only regarded as unused infrastructure that, contrary 

to some conceptualisations, does not lead the attention of the readers (eg.: Webster, 

2008). In such a scenario, hyperlinks would only represent solely traces to analyse 

information-imitation from one website to another (Rosenberg, 2010 as quoted by De 

Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 782), and not meaning-co-producing sites that involve the 

readers as well (Dörk et al. 2014). 

 

However, the study of Dezső et al. (2006)16, suggest that Origo’s hyperlinks are used 

extensively by the readers. This study (Dezső et al., 2006) particularly analyses the 

 

16 It is important to note that this hyperlink study on Origo is outdated. However, such research would 

not be possible nowadays due to the strict regulations in cookie-use (Strycharz et al. 2021). 



 111 

behaviour of the readers of Origo in terms of where they surf from the website by 

clicking on hyperlinks. The study uses cookies on the website of Origo to follow the 

online movement of the readers via hyperlinks. Figure 4 is the resulted hyperlink map. 

The central largest node is the main site of Origo and the other nodes represent other 

sites where people surfed via the hyperlinks on origo. The widths of the links are 

proportional to the logarithm of the number of times visitors used the specific hyperlink. 

The hyperlink map has 933 nodes, which means that the readers of Origo used 

extensively hyperlinks to surf to numerous other sites. This study suggests that that 

Origo-reader use hyperlinks therefore these can be studied as potential meaning-

constructing avenues for the readers (Dörk et al. 2014). The extensive use of 

hyperlinks indicates that these can be analysed as avenues that the readers use, thus 

I can investigate co-production of meanings by involving the readers' monadic 

explorations (Dörk et al. 2014) into this process.  

 

Figure 4: Hyperlink map (Dezső et al., 2006: 2) 

Overall, I selected Origo’s and Index’ portrayal of the Elios scandal for the following 

main reasons: (1) my familiarity with the news sites and the case, (2) the adequacy of 

the data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) that it provides in terms of both news content and 
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hyperlinks. In the next section, I elaborate on how I analysed these types of data 

through content and hyperlink analyses.  

3.6. Methods 
 

3.6.1. Thematic Analysis using the Gioia Method  

 

Like other studies on the meaning-construction around corruption and organisational 

scandals within the media (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Breit, 2010; 2011a), I 

analysed the news articles qualitatively. I particularly used thematic analysis because 

it enables the structured investigation of large textual data-sets (McAllum; 2019), and 

it “is considered the most appropriate for any study that seeks to discover using 

interpretations” (Alhojailan, 2012: 40). “Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, 

analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning (‘themes’) within qualitative data” 

(Clarke and Braun, 2016:297). It is particularly useful for “highlighting similarities and 

differences and generating unanticipated insights” (Nowell et al 2017: 3). Thus, it 

facilitated the exploratory nature of my research, and enabled me to analyse the 

different meanings around the Elios corruption scandal.  

As I have outlined earlier (on page 85), I investigated news content using thematic 

analysis inspired by the Gioia method (Wæraas, 2022). Gioia’s method is 

characterised by a constant comparison technique for coding (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967) and an iterative or recursory process of analysis (Locke, 1996: 240; Corley and 

Gioia, 2004) that I elaborate further in Section 10.2. As I have briefly mentioned earlier, 

I selected the Gioia method for three reasons. First, it provides the rigor for my Tardean 

inductive research to systematically investigate the patterns of meanings around 

corruption (Gioia, 2021; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton, 2012). Second, I chose the Gioa 

method because it offers a level of flexibility while being rigorous (Magnani, and Gioia, 

2023: 2). Denny Gioia and his colleagues (Gehman et al., 2018: 293) have  explicitly 

claimed that “Gioia method [is to be considered as] systematic ways of thinking about 

. . .qualitative research [and not as] formulaic presentational techniques.” This 

flexibility enabled me to incorporate periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; 

Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) in the process to address the temporal changes within 

the meaning-constructions of the Elios scandal. Third, I selected the Gioia method 
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because it addresses the duality of induction and deduction via constant comparison, 

which I elaborate further in Section 12.2. In fact, this aspect is proved to be useful for 

analysing organisational scandals. For instance, the study of Clemente, and 

Gabbioneta (2017:5) on the Volkswagen Diesel Scandal argue that “…the Gioia 

methodology helped us find elements that are specific for corporate scandals and that 

have not been identified in prior studies carried out in different research contexts”. In 

other words, the Gioia method is beneficial to analyse patterns in news articles on 

scandals, to generate useful knowledge on these that relates to existing theories.  Due 

to these reasons, the Gioia method has become increasingly popular in management 

research in general (Langley and Abdallah, 2011; Mees-Buss et al 2022). 

As I have outlined on page 86, a challenge regarding inductive research is that it often 

lacks rigor. The Gioia method was partly created to address this issue (Gioia, Corley, 

and Hamilton; 2012; 2013; Gioia, 2021). It provides rigour, by using systematic coding 

and informative visualisations to improve the transparency and, thus, the credibility of 

the research (Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013; Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019). 

Transparency is particularly important for Tardean research that assumes that 

knowledge production is not a passive observation of the world but an active 

participation that necessarily transforms the observed objects (Freitas, 2016; Latour 

and Lépinay, 2009; also see: Tarde, 1902).  Therefore, the visualisation technique of 

the Gioa method, the hierarchical data structure (see: Appendix 1-3) was used to make 

these choices transparent for reader and thus improve the trustworthiness of my 

findings (Cloutier, and Ravasi, 2021). To further improve the transparency and thus 

the trustworthiness of the research, I also provided (see: Appendix 4; 5) data 

inventories with the links for the analysed articles (including the investigated hyperlinks 

and their categorisations)17. These tables provide information on the analysed data, 

and on my analytical decisions (Saldana, 2016) and record-keeping activities (Lincoln 

and Guba, 1985), improving the transparency (Gephart, 2004; Pratt, 2008) and 

trustworthiness of my work (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Cloutier, and Ravasi, 2021). 

Finally, to improve the transparency of the research, I also explain the data analysis 

process step-by-step using examples in Section 10. 

 

 
17 As the original tables are too long, I have not included the whole tables in the Appendix. Upon request, I can 
provide the full tables. 
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3.6.2. Investigating Hyperlinks: Argumentation Analysis 

 

However, as I outline in Section 6.2, only content analysis would not be able to grasp 

the contextual specificities of meaning-constructions around online news sites (Dörk 

et al. 2014; Munk, 2019). According to de Bakker and Hellsten (2013: 807), “The rapid 

rise of Internet-mediated communication poses a range of possibilities and challenges 

for organisation studies and many related fields (Ackland 2009; Karpf 2012; Thelwall 

2006). It not only opens up new directions for research but also requires other methods 

to complement the available methodological repertoire to unravel ways or- ganisations 

interact and communicate.” Hyperlinks manifest this challenge as on the one hand, 

these provide opportunities for research, as I have outlined earlier (in Section 3.1.). 

However, on the other hand, these also pose methodological challenges. In the case 

of my research, the challenge is to analyse hyperlinks based on the conceptualisation, 

I have elaborated earlier (in Section 3.1.), in which these are not only regarded as 

connections but meaning-composing elements (Munk, 2019). It is particularly 

important for my thesis to address the research questions that focus on meaning-

construction, and not on the topological relations around news sites.  

Therefore, my research does not rely on hyperlink analysis because it focuses on the 

relational connections between websites, and not on the meaning-constructing 

potential of hyperlinks. Hyperlink analysis studies the structural relationships among 

websites (Park, 2003; Weber and Monge, 2011). Through hyperlink analysis, the 

researcher is “is able to examine the way in which Web sites form a certain kind of 

relations with others via hyperlinks” (Park and Thelwall, 2003: 3). A significant portion 

of the literature analyses the websites’ geography of interconnectedness by 

constructing hyperlink maps that are visualized representations of the hyperlink 

networks (Park, 2003; Weber and Monge, 2011). However, the limitation of traditional 

hyperlink maps is that these do not consider the textual context in which the hyperlinks 

are embedded (Brügger, 2012). This is because hyperlink maps provide information 

on the structural connections between websites but do not supply any data on the 

actual meanings that flow via these channels (Munk, 2019; Burgess and Green 2009). 
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Hyperlinks are embedded in the context of the articles and other information-sources. 

Therefore, the content of the articles should also be analysed to fully understand the 

role of hyperlinks. By investigating hyperlinks in combination with the content of the 

articles and other sources, the researcher can investigate different layers of the 

context that these information reflect (De Maeyer and Cam, 2015).  

The need to analyse how hyperlinks are situated in their context is also reflected in the 

Tardean approach. For instance, Munk (2019) argues that hyperlinks only enable 

Tardean monadic sociology if we do not only analyse these ‘quantitatively’ by following 

them but also include a qualitative element through which we can understand the 

specificities of the links. Therefore, Munk (2019) proposes that to know what a 

hyperlink represents, we also must investigate its context. Similarly, Tarde himself 

encourages social scientists to analyse not only the position of nodes within a network 

but also to investigate the nature of the specific relations (Tarde, 2012). Hyperlinks 

alone offer limited information about this aspect of relations as we do not know why 

the specific hyperlinks were created; we only know their direction and the linked sites. 

On a similar line of thought Burgess and Green (2009) argue that by only analysing 

hyperlinks, researchers miss the numerous types of connections and conflicts that are 

created via the content around hyperlinks. Therefore, Munk (2019:171) argues that 

“[I]t makes it clear why careful consideration must still be given to the context in which 

links are provided and why the analysis of hyperlinks for this purpose cannot simply 

be automated but must retain a qualitative component.” 

 

Based on the above-mentioned arguments, I concluded that the analysis of only 

hyperlink data was not appropriate for addressing my research questions (Kuzel, 

1999; Shakir, 2002). It is primarily because the analysis of hyperlinks alone does not 

provide any data on what information flows (De Maeyer and Cam, 2015) through these 

channels and how meaning is constructed in this manner.  According to (Brügger, 

2012: 308), “knowledge about the meaning of the hyperlink and how it is expressed 

demands some kind of textual analysis, for example content analysis, rhetorical 

analysis, argumentation analysis, image analysis, and opinion mining.” My research 

particularly used argumentation analysis because it combines textual analysis with the 

relational aspect of hyperlink-mapping. In other words, argumentation analysis 

enables my analysis to address the research questions by investigating hyperlinks as 
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both relational and textual data that participate in the construction of meaning 

(Efimova, and de Moor, 2004; 2005). 

Argumentation analysis generally refers to the structural and logical analysis of verbal 

or written argumentations between different actors. It often includes a visual 

representation of the structure of the argumentation. Modern18 argumentation 

analyses often aim to analyse the ways in which meaning is constructed through 

interactions (Liakopoulos, 2011). These studies often use argument maps to visualise 

the structure and process of an argumentation. “An argument[ation] map is a 

presentation of reasoning in which the evidential relationships among claims are made 

wholly explicit using graphical or other non-verbal techniques” (van Gelder, 2003: 99). 

Digital argumentation analyses often focus on a particular topic. For instance, Efimova, 

and de Moor (2005: 1) focus on weblog conversation, which is “…a series of 

interrelated (interlinked) weblog posts and comments on a specific topic…”. These 

weblog conversations are usually triggered by an initial blogpost.  Jenkins (2003), 

similarly concentrates on a particular theme but analyses them as ‘blogosphere 

stories’ that emerge as a reaction to an external event or media publication. Outside 

the blogosphere, within the organisational realm, the webs of interconnected websites 

around a discussed topic are referred to as ‘issue networks’ (Marres and Rogers, 

2000; Efimova, and de Moor, 2004). According to Marres and Rogers, (2000) an issue 

network is a web of organisations that (1) acknowledge one another by (2) discussing 

a common theme (3) and interconnecting with one another through hyperlinks and 

other means. 

These studies generally represent a shift from the structural analysis of individual 

websites (Herring et al., 2004) to a more conversational approach that concentrates 

on how meanings emerge as a result of the interactions between numerous webpages 

(Efimova, and de Moor, 2004). As these works focus on how meanings are co-

produced in a conversational manner through hyperlinks, their approach is particularly 

useful in addressing my research questions. Therefore, I selected to study online 

corruption scandalisation as occurring in an issue network (Marres and Rogers, 2000; 

Efimova, and de Moor, 2004), where the different websites co-produce meanings 

 
18 Traditional ones intended to investigate the soundness of the arguments (Liakopoulos, 2011; 
Toulmin, 1958). 
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around the event through hyperlinked interactions. I used argumentation analysis for 

this because, unlike hyperlink analysis, it does not only analyse the relations between 

websites but also the structure, and content of the argumentation that emerge from 

this web (Brügger, 2012: 308; Jenkins, 2003; Efimova, and de Moor, 2004; 2005). This 

way, the argumentation analysis could be used to address the research question by 

investigating how meanings emerge and change via the interactions of hyperlinked 

websites around origo and index.  

The argumentation analysis I employed involved two steps. First, I categorised the 

hyperlinks at the same time when these were collected. As I outline later (page 117), 

I categorised the hyperlinks in terms of what interaction these represent (Jenkins, 

2003; Efimova, and de Moor, 2004; 2005) and what type of websites they lead to 

(Hellmueller and Mellado, 2016). Second, I visualised the illustrative co-productions of 

meanings through argument (or argumentation) maps (Jenkins, 2003; Efimova, and 

de Moor, 2004). These can be seen in the Analysis Chapter. 

Overall, I selected this form of argumentation analysis, including mapping, to be able 

to investigate how meanings around corruption are co-produced via interactions and 

flows of information through hyperlinks. I visualised these meaning-structures to 

provide information on how these are constructed via hyperlinks (Efimova and De 

Moor, 2004). Therefore, argumentation analysis enabled me to address the research 

question by providing a relational analytic method through which I was able to 

investigate how meanings are co-produced between the hyperlinking and the 

hyperlinked websites (among others, including the readers via their movements 

through the links (Dörk et al. 2014). In the next section, I elaborate how I collected 

data to address the research questions. 

 

3.7. Data Collection  

 

In the previous section, I have outlined my methods that rely on news article content 

and hyperlinks. In this section, I elaborate on how I collected these data before moving 

on to the consideration of the storage of these in the next part. I collected data following 
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purposeful sampling (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) that, in my case, aimed at gaining 

adequate data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the research questions. The 

use of purposeful sampling, other than being a pragmatic decision, was also informed 

by Tarde’s epistemology that does not focus on representativeness (Freitas (2017; 

see: page 95) that statistical probability-based sampling methods intend to achieve 

(Etikan et al 2016: 1). 

Overall, the data collection intended to gather a corpus of news articles that includes 

news content19 on the Elios case and the embedded hyperlinks to enable the analysis 

and subsequent theory creation on the co-production of meanings around corruption 

scandals. Corpus construction involved a cyclical process of data collection and 

analysis until the saturation point was reached (Bauer and Aarts, 2000). Saturation 

here refers to “the point at which the properties of each category are sufficiently 

comprehensive and no new (i.e., non-redundant) dimensions need to be added to the 

conceptual model” (Murphy et al. 2017: 300).  

It is important to note that ‘saturation point’ is a controversial term from numerous 

aspects (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020). For instance, it might look incoherent with the Tardean 

infinitesimal view. It is because Tarde considers reality as infinitely complex, thus, full 

saturation is impossible as novel information can always be observed. To put it simply, 

for Tarde, saturation points are impossible because there is always novel information 

if we analyse things from closer.  Therefore, saturation in terms of exhausting the 

“…unique dimensions that flesh out, clarify, transform or dimensionalise data…” (Roy 

et al., 2015: 254) is impossible for Tarde. However, as saturation is important to create 

a focused research and set the boundary of the research, Tardean studies use this 

tool. For instance, in Johansen’s (2013.86) research, saturation was achieved when 

“…no significant [imitation] rays emerged, which indicated saturation; in other words, 

we had done all that we could to apply Tarde’s approach to this setting.” My research 

followed this pragmatic approach and set a saturation point when the emergent 

theoretical model is comprehensive enough to address the research questions and no 

new core meaning around the Elios scandal appears. 

 
19 It includes videos as well within the articles that were found in two articles. These were also transcribed and 
coded based. 
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To build a corpus that leads to data saturation on the Elios case, the data collection 

relied on the article search engines of origo and index. Similarly to the empirical works 

on the meaning-constructions within the online news (Tagle, 2021) key terms were 

searched to find articles on origo and index that focus on the Elios scandal. This was 

important, as I could make sure that the collected data provided relevant information 

on the Elios case. I searched for the tag, elios zrt (ltd), read, and analysed the resulting 

articles chronologically, and then I searched for the tag, ‘elios’ and did the same. Even 

though I searched specifically for the terms ‘elios’ and ‘elios zrt’, some resulting 

contents were irrelevant to the case. Non-relevant articles refer to the contents that do 

not provide any information on the Elios scandal. To evaluate the relevance of the 

articles, I read each article in the light of the following question: ‘Does the text provide 

information on the context or interpretations of the Elios scandal?’ Those articles that 

did not provide such information were excluded from the corpus. Most articles were 

discarded because these only provided information on sports results in Hungary 

without mentioning any scandal or Elios20. 

Furthermore, to be able to analyse the specificities of the online context, and address 

the research questions, hyperlink data was also collected from each of the news 

articles that eventually composed the corpus (see: Table 1 on page 139, and Appendix 

4, and 5). For the collection of the hyperlinks, digital snowball sampling was used.  

Digital snowball sampling refers to the method when hyperlinks or other traces are 

followed from article to article (sometimes other types of online documents) to include 

information from these into the sample (Herring et al., 2005; Herring, 2010). To gain 

adequate (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) hyperlink data to address the research 

questions, the digital snow-ball sampling involved three steps, including categorisation 

of the links: (1) following the outgoing hyperlinks, from the Index and Origo articles 

included in the corpus, by clicking on them, (2) reading their contents, and (3) 

categorising the hyperlinks based on the type of sources these lead to (Hellmueller 

and Mellado, 2016), and the relations these represent between the hyperlinking and 

the hyperlinked website (Jenkins, 2003; Efimova, and de Moor, 2004). Following the 

hyperlink categories of Efimova, and de Moor, (2004) and Jenkins (2003), I 

distinguished summation, and disagreement. Disagreement means that the 

 
20 Possibly I could get these in my search results as Elios also replaced the lighting in several stadiums, 
however, these articles did not mention this aspect, and only focused on the sport events. 
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hyperlinking article disagrees with the hyperlinked one. Summation indicates that the 

hyperlinking site used information from the hyperlinked one to incorporate it into its 

own argument. Overall, I distinguished between these two types of hyperlinks as these 

are used categories in hyperlink research (Jenkins, 2003; Efimova, and de Moor, 

2004), and these also resonate with Gabriel Tarde’s (2000) theories as summation 

implies an imitation from one website to the other, and disagreement21 is an opposition 

between two websites. Therefore, I was able to use these categorisations to 

investigate the co-production of meaning between websites.  

I used digital snowball sampling (Herring et al., 2005; Herring, 2010) to add further 

Origo and Index articles22 to the corpus of analysable news content in cases when 

these hyperlinked or clearly identified one another’s articles. For instance, when 

reading an Index article, I noticed that it included a screenshot of an Origo article (but 

did not hyperlink it). To be able to investigate the relation between these two articles, 

I added the Origo article to the corpus. Digital snowball sampling enabled my research 

to gain further data on the interactions and co-productions of meanings between these 

news sites, facilitating my work in addressing the research questions.  

Overall, the analysed corpus comprises of 125 Index articles (including 455 hyperlinks) 

and 57 Origo articles (including 127 hyperlinks). The saturation point was reached at 

this size of the corpus for several reasons. First, I gained enough relational data in the 

form of the combination of hyperlinks and content to conceptualise how meanings are 

co-produced between different actors through hyperlinks. Second, the data was also 

comprehensive enough to address the research questions concerning the temporal 

changes of meanings. It was reached because the different inter-related meanings 

that emerged from the articles composed a comprehensive temporal trajectory that 

could be categorised and conceptualised into different overlapping phases of 

meaning-constructions through periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, 

and Ainsworth, 2020). These phases included all three stages of the corruption 

scandals: (1) pre-scandal, when no potential corruption was portrayed, (2) scandal, 
 

21 In fact, as I outline in the Analysis Chapter, I have only found one hyperlinking disagreement. 
However, I found non-hyperlinked disagreements. I demonstrated these in one argumentation map to 
illustrate such meaning-co-production and provide an adequate visual representation for meaning co-
co-productions between websites even if these are not traced via hyperlinks, but by mentioning the 
names of the websites. 
22 As I explain further in the Ethics sections, by only adding Index and Origo articles in this manner, I 
was able to prevent analysing the content of potentially sensitive hyperlinked materials. 
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and (3) post-scandal stage, which occurs after the verdict of the social control agent 

(Clemente, et al. 2016). By over-reaching all these stages, I was able to investigate 

and conceptualise the different types of co-productions of meanings, and their 

temporal variations throughout the scandal (and even in the post-scandal phase), 

addressing the research questions. Finally, saturation was also reached as no 

substantive findings emerged from the thematic analysis of articles published after 

2018 November23.  

3.8. Data Storage 

 
Digital data must be downloaded and stored to be able to analyse it. The details of 

data storage including its download from the internet can have important 

consequences on the research (Pavlik, 2001: 21). For instance, digital data provides 

considerable challenge in terms of storage and analysis as it is difficult to embrace its 

fluidity (Deuze, 2008: 861; Lowrey, 2006; Pavlik, 2001) and dynamism (Karlsson, and 

Sjovaag, 2016; McMillan, 2001). It was a challenge for my research as I intended to 

analyse meaning-constructions within online news articles that imply radically dynamic 

processes. Therefore, to be able to analyse how meaning-construction occurs over 

time via co-production of meanings, the research had to adapt to the fluidity (Deuze, 

2008: 861; Lowrey, 2006; Pavlik, 2001) and dynamism (Karlsson, and Sjovaag, 2016; 

McMillan, 2001; Pavlik, 2001; Tremayne et al., 2007) of the online news. 

 

Online news content is considered “fluid stream of information and commentary” 

(Lowrey, 2006:487). Rosenberry (2005:63) argues that online journalism is much more 

“fluid and interactive” compared to traditional journalism. This fluidity, for instance, is 

manifested in the continuous edits of the articles (Deuze, 2008: 861).  This editing also 

often includes the deleting of articles. Therefore, I downloaded the articles from Origo 

and index in pdf files to avoid losing data in case the online articles got deleted. PDF 

format was also suitable because hyperlinks within PDF files still work, thus these 

could be analysed. 

 
23 By this time, Origo adopted its counter-scandalising stance, and Index maintained its scandalising 
perspective. The news outlets continued with these views after this date as I present it in the Discussion 
Chapter. Furthermore, the Elios scandal became generally less publicised after the verdict of the 
Hungarian investigation, in this month as no significant information emerged about the scandal in the 
post-scandal phase (Clemente, et al. 2016). 
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However, it is also important to note that even though news articles were downloaded, 

the research could not make sure that no articles got lost. In other words, as some 

articles about the Elios case were written seven years before the beginning of the 

research, it is possible that some articles might get deleted from the news sites, which 

then were not available for the research. However, concerning this issue, it is important 

to note that no articles were deleted from the news sites regarding the Elios case 

throughout the research process. 

 

It is also crucial to mention that some aspects of the fluidity of the news can only be 

analysed for a short time span as articles change “in real time” (Pavlik, 2001: 21). For 

instance, online news often “changes [that] include the addition or subtraction of 

stories, the alteration of headlines, the changing or addition of photos, and other 

multimedia elements” (Tremayne et al. 2007:826). These changes might be only 

possible to investigate if articles are observed ‘continuously’ after their creation. It is a 

limitation of my study as some articles were created seven years before the analysis. 

These are generally regarded as end-products in which unnoticeable changes might 

have already been made.  

 

Notwithstanding, some aspects of the fluidity of news articles were investigated. For 

instance, at points, hyperlinks led to newer articles than at the time of the publishing 

of the original article, meaning that the hyperlinks were added after the publication of 

the articles. In these cases, the fact that the hyperlinks were added later was noted 

and these hyperlinks were analysed with this knowledge. Therefore, even though I 

could not analyse some forms of dynamic meanings co-productions, particularly the 

timings of different updates and modifications, I could still analyse some aspects of it, 

and hyperlinks (in combination with the news contents) still provided adequate 

relational data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the research questions. 

 

3.9. Ethics 
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Qualitative digital research, such as this one, faces novel ethical challenges. “One 

such concern is the distinction between public and private data and whether 

participants may be assumed to anticipate that their messages may be used for 

research without their consent. Awareness of posting things publicly is not the same 

as consenting with research” (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021: 277). In other words in the 

online sphere, the boundary between private and public is blurred (Wyke and de Rijk, 

2021). In such a situation, it is crucial to design and conduct the research reflexively 

(Spilioti and Tagg, 2017) by taking this issue into consideration at the important 

decisions.  

Even though some argue that the fact that information posted willingly to the internet 

makes these data public and usable for research purposes (Herring, 1996) some 

sources are considered to be sensitive. There are numerous examples of such ‘grey 

areas’, such as publicly available comments on news sites (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021), 

blogs of adolescents (Armstrong, 2003; Herring, 2004), different chat communities 

(Reid 1996), and cancer-survivor newsgroups (Scharf, 1999; Herring, 2004). 

To prevent researching such sensitive parts of the internet, I built some safeguards. 

First, I did not analyse any comments or chatrooms as these are considered to be grey 

areas in terms of sensitivity due to their blurred division between public and private 

spheres (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021). Second, to ensure that no sensitive text is included 

in the corpus, I only collected Index and Origo articles. Even the digital snowball-ball 

sampling (Herring et al., 2005; Herring, 2010) in terms of textual data was restricted 

to these news sites. Furthermore, the argumentation analysis only categorised the 

source of the information (see: Appendix 4, and 5) and the hyperlinks themselves. The 

contents of these websites were not included in the thematic analysis, and these were 

not quoted anywhere in the thesis. Even though these websites were not included to 

the corpus to be analysed thematically, I still continuously reflected on the potential 

sensitivity of the data during the data collection and analysis phases (Spilioti and Tagg, 

2017). This way, I was able to ensure that no hyperlink data is included that leads to 

sensitive content. Furthermore, to safeguard the appropriate use of the data, the 

collected corpus was only used for research purposes, and only I had access to it.  

Furthermore, to prevent my research from any potential defamation of any mentioned 

person or organisation (Ramrathan et al. 2017), such as Elios, it is important to note 
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that throughout the thesis, I did not claim that any of its conducts were illegal as the 

Hungarian investigations did not find evidence for that. The meanings around 

corruption, building on the social constructionist traditions, were investigated as results 

of the multitude of interactions (Berger and Luckmann, 1991) and not as legal 

categories. Therefore, the different perspectives on Elios were also analysed in this 

perspective as well. All information on Elios derived from the different sources, 

including the OLAF report, scholarly publications and news articles, were portrayed in 

this manner, and not as representations of legalistic or objective truths. 

After introducing all important aspects of my research-design, including the methods 

used, sampling, and data storage strategies, in the next section, I outline how I 

conducted the research step-by-step. 

3.10. Data Analysis  

 

3.10.1. Familiarisation with the Data 

 

In the previous sections, I have outlined how I was able to address the research 

questions by not only investigating news content but also hyperlinks, as the 

combination of these two types of data allowed me to investigate the co-productions 

of meanings in the digital realm. In the forthcoming sections, I present the steps 

through which I conducted the analysis to provide a better understanding of the 

research design and improve the transparency of my work.  

Generally, the Gioia method follows four iterative analytical stages that guided my 

analysis: (1) open-coding, (2) axial-coding to construct higher-order themes, (3) 

merging these into overarching aggregate dimensions, (4) and visualising the 

constructed data-structure (Corley and Gioia, 2004; Langley and Abdallah, 2011). 

However, in thematic analysis an exploratory familiarisation with the texts, is also 

considered to be important as a preparatory step before coding (Krippendorff, 2004; 

Nowell et al. 2017). 
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Therefore, following these suggestions (Krippendorff, 2004 Nowell et al. 2017) and 

Gioia’s method, (Corley and Gioia, 2004; Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, Corley, 

and Hamilton, 2012; Clemente and Gabbioneta 2017), first I read the news articles 

within the preliminary corpus chronologically (following their dates of publication).  

This, exploratory stage had two goals. First, it was part of the iterative data collection 

process through which I excluded non-relevant content and collected information 

through digital snowball sampling (Herring et al., 2005; Herring, 2010). Second, I 

conducted this exploratory stage of content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004), like other 

organisational corruption research (Breit, 2011b), to see how the corruption case 

unfolded in the news media and familiarise myself with the data. During this process, 

I noted down my relevant thoughts on the texts concerning potential codes and themes 

to facilitate later coding (Nowell, et al. 2017). I made these notes in Microsoft Word 

and Excel, and I used these software throughout the analysis. 

 

3.10.2. Constant Comparison and Periodisation  

 

After this preliminary stage of exploratory content analysis (Krippendorff, 2004), I read 

again and coded each article within the corpus following the chronological order of 

their publication. Guided by Gioia’s method (Corley and Gioia, 2004; Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia et al. 2012; Clemente and Gabbioneta 2017) each article was 

coded via open-, axial, and theoretical coding. While doing this process for each new 

article, constant comparison was also used to relate the emergent codes and themes 

across the corpus and compare them to the existing literature (Gioia et al. 2012). 

 

Constant comparison refers to the “cycling between emergent data, themes, concepts, 

and dimensions and the relevant literature” (Gioia et al. 2012: 21). Constant 

comparison, involving an iterative (re)assessment and linking of the emerging codes, 

and themes within and across articles, was crucial for my research for numerous 

reasons. First, I used this technique to refine the existing codes and themes, as the 

comparison often leads to the merger of different codes into the same one (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Williams and Moser, 2019). In other words, coding followed an iterative 

process in which new codes and themes were constantly compared to old ones to 

distinguish potential novel ones from the previously identified categories (Clemente 
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and Gabbioneta, 2017). Therefore, if parts of a newly analysed article conveyed 

almost the same information as sections labelled in previous articles, the same code 

was used to ensure coherent categorisations. This was an iterative process as the 

older codes and themes were always re-evaluated in the light of the new codes and 

themes (resulting in occasional mergers and noted relations between codes and 

themes (Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017). This way, I could clearly identify new codes 

and themes and merge them, if needed, to prevent duplication (Gioia et al. 2012).  

Second, constant comparison was also utilised to analyse the potential links between 

different codes and themes. If a code was clearly linked to another one, this relation 

was noted down. I particularly focused on relations that indicated temporal changes, 

as part of my periodisation approach (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and 

Aisworth, 2020). I often used these noted relations as the basis for the aggregation of 

codes or themes into higher-level categories (Gioia et al. 2012). The constant 

comparison between themes was led by the following questions: “Do the themes make 

more sense if they are arranged chronologically? Which theme seems to logically 

precede the other themes? Does one theme influence another? Is there a hierarchical 

relationship between them? Can some themes be understood as subthemes and 

others as aggregate themes? some themes be understood as subthemes and others 

as aggregate themes?” (Wæraas, 2022: 158). 

The questions concerning the chronological logic of the emerging themes were 

particularly important for me to address the research question on the processual 

change of meanings. This was part of the periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; 

Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) of the analysed articles through which I constructed 

different temporal stages of meaning-constructions. In this regard, I did not only focus 

on whether themes make sense in logical order but also on what changes occurred 

across articles and how the different periods of meaning-constructions relate to one 

another.  

For this, I followed the guidelines of the Tardean analysis of Johansen (2013) to 

investigate how co-production of meaning occurred over time, mediating and shaping 

the imitation rays. Johansen (2013: 86) investigates the meandering of imitation rays 

by “comparing and contrasting data to clarify rays of imitations that could indicate the 

structure of rural imitation”. Similarly, I used constant comparison to find imitations of 
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minute elements. These included for instance, metaphors that manifested across 

different articles and themes, linking these together. 

By doing this, I followed the Tardean method by investigating the “…spatio-temporal 

variations in specific elements” (Barry 2016: 224). In this case, the ‘specific elements’ 

were the codes, and themes, and their variation was their nuanced chronological 

imitations, alterations and interactions. I analysed these changes across articles both 

textually (how the articles’ content was altered) and in terms of hyperlink use. I did this 

by reading, coding, and constantly comparing the articles (and the found categories 

within them) in chronological order, while simultaneously investigating how the 

hyperlink-uses changed from article to article. I did this based on the categorisations, 

I created for the hyperlink-uses of each article. Therefore, I could notice changes in 

the number of used hyperlinks, for instance, as a potential indication of the beginning 

of a novel period in meaning-constructions. Following Tarde’s (1969b) theories, I paid 

particular focus on the trajectories of Origo and Index separately (while also exploring 

their potential interactions). I did this because, as Tarde (1969b) theorises continuous 

change occurs across articles of the same news outlet mainly. All these noted 

variations and links were investigated in the light of potential meaning-construction 

periods. 

Following Tarde’s infinitesimal focus, I attempted to investigate chronological variation 

with as minute detail as possible that did not only focus on the changing codes and 

themes but also on how these categories are portrayed in the articles. For instance, 

through this chronological investigation, I found that periods can be distinguished for 

the chronological trajectories of the portrayals of the same (and interlinked) themes, 

depending on whether these are presented as someone else’s opinion or the Index’ 

or Origo’s own. In other words, both Index and Origo had phases when they reported 

specific narratives as someone else’s (mainly politicians’) opinions and stages when 

they adopted these as their own (see throughout the Discussion Chapter). I also found 

for example, that hyperlink-use corresponded to the way the narratives were portrayed 

within the articles. The more generalising a narrative, the fewer hyperlinks were used 

(see: Chapter 4, Section 5.2., and 7). 

Furthermore, by investigating hyperlink-uses within the articles based on the 

categorisations I created (type of source and what relation the hyperlink represents), I 
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could analyse these as Tardean imitations that imply a co-production of meaning 

between the hyperlinking and the hyperlinked website. Therefore, I built on Johansen’s 

(2013) approach by not only inferring to the presence of imitation based on found 

resemblances but also tracing these imitations through digital data (Latour, 2002; 

Latour 2010; Latour et al. 2016; Freitas, 2016; Munk 2019). Traceable imitation was 

found when an article transmitted information through a hyperlink (Dörk et al. 2014; 

Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 2017). However, I still engaged in the 

analysis of non-traceable imitation (non-hyperlinked) by noting such relations via 

constant comparison.  In my case, inferring imitation included cases when I found the 

same ‘element’ (Barry 2016: 224) replicating itself across articles, such as the same 

codes, themes or metaphors.  

By analysing variations (Barry 2016: 224) of meaning-co-productions, I found different 

ways in which hyperlinks towards different sources were used and incorporated 

differently into the articles. For instance, I found reoccurring patterns in hyperlink-uses, 

such as that information was usually hyperlinked through summation and not 

disagreement. In other words, when an opinion with which the article’s argument 

disagreed, it was not usually hyperlinked. To illustrate these, I visualised some of these 

through argumentation mapping using PowerPoint. 

 

3.10.3. Thematic Analysis 

 
I conducted constant comparison throughout the coding process to be able to 

construct higher categories and identify different periods of meaning-constructions. 

This way, I was able to address the research questions, particularly focusing on the 

temporal changes of meanings around the Elios scandal. Constant comparison was 

an integral part of the coding process that followed the Gioa-method (Gioia et al 2012). 

 

Before I elaborate on the iterative steps I followed during the thematic analysis, it is 

important to note that I did not translate the articles from their original language 

(Hungarian except for two English articles). I did this to minimise the loss, alteration 

and unnecessary addition of meanings that occur during translation (Polkinghorne, 
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2007). I followed the recommendation of van Ness, Abma, Jonsson and Deeg 

(2010:315) of "…staying in the original language as long and as much as possible.” It 

was also important as my Hungarian language skills are better than my English, and 

by reading most articles in Hungarian, I was able to investigate the minute variations 

across the texts that are crucial for Tardean research. However, I constructed the 

codes in English as these informed my written analysis that I wrote in English as well. 

I also translated the quotes used for the Analysis Chapter. At this level, there were 

some unavoidable nuanced changes that the shift from Hungarian to English caused. 

In the Analysis Chapter, I explain these linguistic differences to provide the reader with 

an accurate explanation of how translation changed the meaning of the original 

Hungarian version (see: page 145).  

 

Like the previously mentioned study (Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017) on the 

Volkswagen-scandal, for each article, I also began with open coding (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990; Langley and Abdallah, 2011) to create the initial set of codes (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 

2017). Glaser (1978: 56; see: Kendall, 1999) “described substantive (open) coding as 

a way to generate an emergent set of categories and their properties”. Therefore, an 

important aspect of open coding is that it lets different meanings inductively emerge 

from the data that can be later combined and reconceptualised into coherent theories 

(Kendall, 1999). The goal of open-coding is to categorise the data systematically, 

which then provides the basis for further classifications and theory development 

(Williams and Moser, 2019). 

 

Open-coding was conducted in Microsoft Office Word by highlighting the different 

segments of the news articles and adding labels to these, reflecting the different 

codes. Coded segments varied between several sentences to several paragraphs of 

the news articles. As a rule of thumb, I intended to code long enough segments that 

these retained a meaning even if these are taken out from their context (Wæraas, 

2022). During this phase, I followed the 5W-1H questions (who, what, where, when, 

when, and how) (Flick, 2009: 311) to structure the coding. For instance, as the Data 

Structures depict (see: Appendix 1-3), most codes include answers to the questions 

of ‘who did what’, and in many cases, even the other questions are addressed as well 

(particularly the ‘how’). For instance, the ‘Elios won without competition’ code 
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demonstrates how I utilised these questions to create informative codes. By following 

this structured technique, I was able to ensure that the codes are intelligible (Wæraas, 

2022), and that their similarities and differences could be easily derived (Williams and 

Moser, 2019). For instance, by answering the ‘who’ question I already established links 

between the codes as many codes had the same subjects, such as Elios or Tiborcz.  

After open-coding, the initial codes were grouped together into first-order categories 

via axial coding and constant comparison (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Langley, and 

Abdallah, 2011). Axial coding refers to “a set of procedures whereby data are put back 

together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between categories” 

(Strauss and Corbin; 1990: 96). I used axial coding to combine initial codes into more 

complex categories. These categories represent themes that are “patterns of shared 

meaning cohering around a central concept” (Braun and Clarke, 2020: 4).   

To identify these ‘central concepts’ methodically, I used the “Six C’s Model. This 

framework facilities coding by providing the following key perspectives to focus on for 

the creation and differentiation of themes: ‘‘causes, contexts, contingencies, 

consequences, covariance, and conditions’’ (Larossa, 2005: 98; Williams and Moser, 

2019). For instance, several themes were constructed around central concepts 

concerning the ‘consequences’ of the scandal, including the ‘Unfair benefits of Elios 

to an elite group’ and the ‘Disadvantages caused by Elios’. These two themes 

represent contrasting consequences of the conducts of Elios. Furthermore, these also 

demonstrate how I grouped together codes based on the central concepts. For 

instance, as the Data Structure shows (Appendix 1), the different disadvantages of the 

Elios case were grouped together around the central concept (Braun and Clarke, 

2020: 4) that all these codes represent different adverse ‘consequences’ of the Elios 

case for the society. Overall, through axial coding, I aggregated “closely interrelated 

(or overlapping) open codes for which supporting evidence is [was] strong” (Strauss, 

1998: 109; Williams and Moser, 2019). ‘Supporting evidence’ refers to the relations 

found through constant comparison.  

 

Following the process of the study Clemente and Gabbioneta (2017) on the 

Volkswagen scandal, after I coded an article from the corpus in this manner (via open 

and axial coding), I moved on to the chronologically subsequent article and analysed 



 131 

it in the same manner. Using constant comparison (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; 

Langley, and Abdallah, 2011), I applied some of the previously developed codes and 

themes in each new articles, while allowing new categories to emerge as well 

(Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017).  

During this process, I also reflected on, and related my findings to the existing theories 

using constant comparison (Gioia et al 2012). Through theoretical coding, then I 

combined themes into ‘aggregate dimensions’ based on the recorded interrelations 

between them and their relations to the literature (Gioia et al. 2012; Glaser, 1978: 72). 

An aggregate dimension is an overarching, more complex category that links several 

themes. Thus, theoretical coding refers to the creation of more complex themes 

(aggregate dimensions) that combine lower-level themes around core categories 

(Kendall, 1999) to address the research questions (Glaser,1978, 1992). Aggregate 

dimensions were related to theories through constant comparison that involves 

“cycling between emergent data, themes, concepts, and dimensions and the relevant 

literature, not only to see whether what we are finding has precedents, but also 

whether we have discovered new concepts [my emphasis]” (Gioia et al. 2012: 21). 

Gioia et al. (2012) propose that when creating aggregate dimension, it is crucial to 

consult with the existing theories to investigate the connections between emergent 

themes and existing notions and to monitor if any new findings emerged from the 

research. Therefore, constant comparison at this stage included viewing the emergent 

categories in the light of the corruption literature and Tarde’s theories to check if any 

found pattern corresponded or diverted from already existing notions.  

As a result of this ‘constant comparison’, I found that numerous interlinked themes 

followed the characteristics of scandalisation by turning the organisational corruption 

of Elios into news-worthy, and entertaining issue that interests the public24 (Breit, 

2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000). Thus, I combined these themes 

into the aggregate dimension of ‘scandalisation’. However, I found also that numerous 

narratives rejected these scandalising argumentations. I aggregated these themes 

 
24 For instance, this news-worthy element was present in the articles by highlighting the relations of 
Tiborcz to Viktor Orbán that placed the scandal in the political realm, and increased the case’s relevance 
for the wider public. 
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into the anti-scandalisation25 ‘aggregate dimension’. Furthermore, counter-

scandalisation aggregate dimension was created by combining the themes that 

portrayed an alternative scandal that did not focus on organisational corruption, and 

the conducts of Elios. Overall, these aggregate dimensions simultaneously confirm the 

existing literature (in the form of scandalisations), and also advances it by emphasising 

the importance of negating anti-scandalisations, and alternative scandals, replacing 

original corruption scandalisations. As these different forms of meaning-constructions 

(scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-scandalisation) were shaped and 

developed through interactions between news sites and also different sources, these 

aggregate dimensions were appropriate to address the research questions concerning 

the co-production of meanings. Other than using numerous hyperlinked transmissions 

of information (Rosenberg, 2010 as quoted by De Maeyer, and Holton, 2016: 782), 

these different forms of meaning constructions also relate to one another, through 

different forms of interactions between news sites, as I outline later (such as in the 

Analysis Chapter, in Section 6.2).  

Furthermore, by engaging with the existing literature in this manner (by relating 

emergent themes to the scandalisation literature), I also constructed these aggregate 

dimensions to address the research question concerning the temporal changes of 

meanings over the lifetime of the scandal. Particularly, the previously mentioned forms 

of meaning-constructions (scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-

scandalisation) manifest overlapping periods of meaning-constructions as these 

developed and gained significance in chronological order (particularly on Origo as I 

elaborate in the Analysis Chapter). Therefore, to develop these aggregate dimensions, 

the technique of periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 

2020) was crucial as through this, I could find not only static categories within the data 

but could also investigate their temporal changes. 

 

25 The creation of aggregate dimensions was also informed by Tarde’s theories. It was particularly the 
case for scandalisation and anti-scandalisation that were constructed as Tardean oppositions that link 
to one another. By using Tarde’s (2000) Social Laws for this level of coding, I also followed the footsteps 
of other Tardean research (Feuls, 2016). 
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Following the Gioia method (Gioia et al. 2012;  Corley and Gioia, 2004), the structure 

of the identified categories, including codes, themes and aggregate dimensions were 

then visualised in the Data Structures (see: Appendix 1-3). According to Gioia et al. 

(2012: 20), “[T]he data structure not only allows us to configure our data into a sensible 

visual aid, but it also provides a graphic representation of how we progressed from 

raw data to terms and themes in conducting the analyses—a key component of 

demonstrating rigor in qualitative research (Pratt, 2008; Tracy, 2010). In this way, the 

act of constructing a data structure compels us to begin thinking about the data 

theoretically, not just methodologically.”  

In terms of the theorisation from the data, it is important to notice that the data structure 

figure only provides a static view of the organisation of meanings around corruption 

(Gioia et al. 2012. According to Gioia et al. (2012:22), the challenge is to ‘‘set 

everything in motion (Nag et al., 2007).” This challenge is particularly relevant to my 

research for two interlinked reasons. First, it is because the data structure hierarchy 

and the chronologically ordered aggregate dimensions by themselves did not provide 

adequate information (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the research question 

concerning the dynamic co-productions of meanings. Second, these data also did not 

provide appropriate relational data in the form of hyperlinks to address the research 

questions. Therefore, to theorise, I used my notes from constant comparison, the 

results of the argumentation-analysis (the categorisations of hyperlinks), as relational 

data, in combination with the emerged categories, and periods of the scandal.  By 

using the combination of these data, similar to the Tardean case-study of Marrero-

Guillamón (2013; 2015), I was able to investigate the different perspectives on the 

Elios case and how these changed over time via numerous co-productions of 

meanings. Hyperlink data, as the Analysis Chapter demonstrates, was an important 

aspect of it, as through these, I was able to trace (Latour et al. 2016; Munk, 2019) the 

processes of meaning-co-productions (Dörk et al. 2014).  

 

3.11. Conclusion 
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In this Chapter, I have outlined how I addressed the research questions following a 

consistent Tardean epistemology and analysing both hyperlinks, and news content of 

online articles of Origo and Index about the Elios scandal. 

First, I have elaborated on how Tarde’s theories shaped the research. I was able to 

conduct theoretically and methodologically consistent research by adapting Tarde’s 

infinitesimal view to empirical research. It involved decisions, such as analysing news 

content by using the Gioia method, which enabled me to analyse the data following an 

inductive design to explore the trajectories of meaning-constructions while still 

reflecting on the existing theories using constant comparison (Gioia et al. 2012). 

I have also presented that Tarde’s epistemology guided my research to analyse the 

nuanced variation over time through periodisation. This aspect of the research enabled 

me to address the research questions and investigate how meaning-constructions 

around the scandal emerge and change over time through different phases. 

Furthermore, as according to Tarde, such nuanced variation can be achieved if the 

researcher is familiar with the researched terrain, it is also reflected in my decision to 

study the Elios scandal as portrayed by Origo and Index.  

However, the Elios scandal was not only selected for this reason, but also because it 

provided adequate and appropriate data (Kuzel, 1999; Shakir, 2002) to address the 

research questions. Particularly, these websites used numerous hyperlinks that I 

analysed to investigate the meaning-co-productions between sites. I analysed these 

meaning-coproductions by using thematic analysis of news articles in combination with 

argumentation-analysis. This way, I was able analyse hyperlinks not simply as 

connections but as meaning composing interactions (Munk, 2019:171; Dörk et al. 

2014; Burgess and Green, 2009).  

I have outlined how I collected, stored, and categorised these data to be ablet to 

construct theories on the online meaning co-productions. This process involved an 

iterative process of purposeful sampling of articles and digital snowball sampling 

(Herring et al., 2005; Herring, 2010) for hyperlink mainly. These processes were 

shaped by ethical considerations through which I safeguarded my research from 

analysisng sensitive data. It specifically included the limitation of digital snowball 
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content sampling to only Origo’s and Index’ news articles as this way, I could prevent 

the collection of sensitive texts (Wyke and Rijk, 2021). 

Finally, in the ‘Data Analysis’ section, I have presented the iterative process through 

which I analysed the data. First, I have outlined how I explored the data that 

corresponded with data collection and exclusion as well. Second, I have elaborated 

on how I used ‘constant comparison’, which was a key element for coding and for the 

periodisation (Luyckx and Janssens, 2016; Pertiwi, and Aisworth, 2020) of the 

findings. This was a crucial technique that I employed throughout the analysis to find 

temporal phases in the meaning-constructions. I have also presented the thematic 

analysis that also employed constant comparison through which codes, themes, and 

aggregate dimensions were iteratively developed. Finally, I have briefly elaborated 

how I combined the different data to address the research questions and analyse not 

only how meaning was co-produced through different interactions, traced by 

hyperlinks and repetitions in the data, but also how these accumulated into the 

temporal changes of the narratives over time. 

In the next Chapter, I present my findings, structured by the different temporal 

meaning-construction phases I have mentioned earlier (scandalisation, anti-

scandalisation, and counter-scandalisation). By outlining how meanings within these 

different phases developed through co-productions of meaning, I address the research 

questions. I do this by focusing both on the minute co-productions of meanings through 

hyperlinks (visualised in the form of argumentation maps) and on the temporal 

changes that are explained and demonstrated with quotes from the articles. 
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Chapter 4 – Analysis 
 

4.1. Introduction  
 

 

In the Literature Review, I have outlined the research direction, including the empirical 

focus on the corruption scandals within the online media and the Tardean lens that I 

use to analyse this realm. After presenting the research questions, I have elaborated 

on how I addressed the research questions via the thematic analysis of news contents 

on the Elios scandal, and argumentation analysis focusing on how meanings within 

these articles are co-produced via hyperlinks (in the Methodology and Research 

Design Chapter). In the Analysis Chapter, I present my findings from the thematic and 

argumentation analyses. 

 

My findings address the research questions in two ways. First, addressing the main 

question and the sub-question 1 (How are meanings around corruption scandals co-

produced around news sites? How do hyperlinks, as meaning-co-producing relations, 

compose meanings throughout corruption scandals?), I focus on the findings 

concerning the minute interactions within and between the analysed news articles. 

Particularly, I present the findings concerning how articles combine information leading 

to the composition of meanings around corruption. I use numerous argumentation 

maps for these to demonstrate the different ways through which hyperlinks are used 

to co-produce meanings via different interactions between news sites and other 

sources. Second, addressing sub-question 2 (How do meanings around corruption 

scandals emerge and change over time as a result of the different relational 

interactions between and around news sites?), I focus on the findings regarding the 

chronological tendencies and periods through which meanings around corruption 

changed over the Elios scandal. The two types of findings are interlinked as the 

temporal trajectories are the results of the minute information aggregating practices 

across the articles. Therefore, from Section 5, I present these in combination by 

demonstrating through chronologically ordered illustrative quotes and argumentation 

maps how the meanings around corruption were co-produced, resulting in the 

temporal changes in meanings.  
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However, in Sections 2 and 3, I elaborate on these two types of findings separately to 

clearly highlight them before I present these, in conjunction with one another, in more 

detail. In other words, in these parts, I present the general findings from these two 

perspectives before diving into the nuanced demonstrations. Section 2 concentrates 

on the minute perspective by generally summarising the main mechanisms through 

which articles combined information to construct their narratives around corruption. In 

this section, I outline these mechanisms by describing the overall findings concerning 

the uses of hyperlinks presented. Second, Section 3 presents the overarching findings 

concerning the different tendencies I found in the trajectories through which meanings 

around the Elios scandal developed and changed. Next, Section 4 confronts these two 

main types of findings by demonstrating the contrasting dualism between them 

concerning the minute interactions and the trajectory of narrative-developments. This 

section outlines the seemingly paradoxical relation that while the minute interactions 

compose the larger trajectories, their driving characteristics seem to be opposing. It is 

because, on the one hand, my findings portray a ‘chaotic’ word of minute meaning-

constructions where each article has numerous potentialities both in terms of selecting 

different available information and also in terms of the mechanisms in which it 

aggregates these. However, on the other hand, when these meaning-constructions 

are analysed chronologically across articles, it seems that these minute interactions 

compose trajectories that follow incremental (or gradual) pathways, and 

distinguishable but interlinked phases. Therefore, I found that radically different 

narratives around the Elios scandal emerged from heterogeneous interactions and 

that the shifts and tendencies within and between these argumentations occurred 

gradually, in an orderly fashion, following certain patterns. This dualism addresses the 

research questions by highlighting that online meaning-co-production around 

corruption occurs in numerous ways via minute hyperlink-facilitated interactions and 

that these compositions within the articles accumulate into gradual and ordered 

temporal trajectories and phases of meaning-constructions.   

 

After presenting the key findings, the coming sections present the chronological 

development of the narratives around the Elios case throughout the corpus from 2013 

until 2020. By demonstrating how each grand narrative, as overlapping meaning-

construction periods (Aggregate Dimensions in the Data Structures in Appendix 1-3) 

emerged, developed, and alternated, these sections intend to address the research 
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questions by presenting how minute interactions construct and change meanings 

around corruption over the lifetime of a scandal. The three grand narratives emerged 

chronologically in the corpus (particularly on Origo, which fully adopted these, unlike 

Index) and are presented in this order. The first and most commonly found type of 

narrative fits into what I referred to as scandalisation in the Literature Review (from 

page 46)26. The second major type of narratives are anti-scandalisation, and 

moderation. I termed these narratives this way because these meaning-constructions 

intend to oppose and moderate the relevance of the scandalising narratives. The third 

major narrative that I found is counter-scandalisation. I termed it this way, as it still 

follows some elements of scandalisation, such as newsworthiness (Breit, 2011a; 

Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000), however it builds on anti-

scandalisation by denying that the Elios case was an organisational scandal. Counter-

scandalisation, instead of focusing on the Elios case as an organisational event in 

which people around governing politicians were involved, reframes it as a fabricated 

attempt of the oppositional forces to influence the Hungarian elections. By doing this, 

counter-scandalisation denies all potential organisational corruptions around Elios, 

and simply focuses upon the case as a ‘false’ scandalisation to which it responds with 

a novel political explanation.  

 

After elaborating on the key findings, Section 5 presents my conclusions on how 

scandalising meanings gradually got complexified by hyperlink-facilitated information-

aggregations within the articles or generalised by incrementally using fewer hyperlinks. 

First, I illustrate complexification by focusing on the narrative-developments around 

Elios’ potential illegality and the harm it caused. I present how the argumentation 

around the suspicious details of the Elios case got more nuanced over time as the 

articles incrementally aggregated and evaluated different information on the case 

using hyperlinks. Second, I present the findings concerning the reverse process, 

through which narratives incrementally got generalised. I illustrate this gradual process 

using the example of the argumentation around the low light-quality of the Elios-

lightbulbs that incrementally got generalised to represent the ‘dark’ state of Hungary. 

Overall, incremental complexification and generalisation demonstrate how meanings 

 
26 Scandlisation is the process in which media outlets frame certain (organisational) events as 
newsworthy (corruption) scandals that attracts and entertains the public (Breit, 2011a; see also: 
Thompson 2000). 
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around corruption can change gradually over time by aggregating numerous 

information or by generalising and simplifying these27.  

 

Second, the ‘Anti-scandalisation/moderation’ section presents my findings on how 

Origo and Index related differently to anti-scandalising and moderating narratives and 

developed their narratives in ‘conversation’ with one another. First, I illustrate these 

processes via Origo’s incremental adoption of these narratives that encompassed a 

shift away from its previous scandalisations towards counter-scandalisation. Second, 

the discursive (opposing) reactions between articles of Index and Origo are 

demonstrated which indicates the radical diversion of their narratives. Following this 

argumentation, I also illustrate Index’ continued nuanced opposition against anti-

scandalising/moderating narratives. Overall, the ‘Anti-scandalisation/moderation’ 

section demonstrates my findings concerning the chronological shift away from 

scandalising narratives (for Origo) and the importance of minute oppositional meaning-

constructions through which meaning is co-produced. 

 

Finally, the ‘Counter-scandalisation’ section presents the findings on how Origo 

incrementally adopted counter-scandalising narratives, and how Index opposed these. 

First, Origo’s adoption is demonstrated in that it first only reported the counter-

scandalising statements of politicians before presenting these as the news site’s own 

opinion. Second, Index’ oppositional techniques through which even after the verdict 

of the Hungarian investigation that found no irregularities around Elios, Index 

maintained its scandalising position to a certain degree. Overall, I found incrementality 

and logical continuities within the trajectories, and periods of narrative-development 

for both Origo and Index. Therefore, my findings suggest that chronological gradual 

narrative-developments emerge from chaotic meaning-construction practices in which 

articles aggregate information from a variety of sources in numerous different ways, 

often using hyperlinks. 

 

 
27 I found these processes in other grand narratives as well (as I elaborate for counter-scandalisation 
for instance) but these were most dominant in scandalisation, which is by its nature intends to 
simultaneously highlight the irregularity and/or illegality of an organisational scandal and simplify it in a 
newsworthy manner (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000). 
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4.2. Key Finding 1: The Chaos of Minute Meaning-Constructions 
 
 

The first category of findings focuses on the numerous minute processes through 

which information was gathered and aggregated into the analysed articles, often by 

using hyperlinks. These findings focus on the information-flows, leading to the 

analysed articles. They provide a more ‘snapshot’-like picture on how article’s 

narratives are co-produced. 

 

The analysed articles’ information-aggregations were mainly revealed through 

argumentation analyses. I found an abundance of hyperlink-use within the corpus. On 

average 3.2 hyperlinks were used within an article. This ratio is 3.64 for Index; and 2.2 

for Origo. All the 582 hyperlinks (455 on Index, and 127 on Origo) within the corpus 

were used to add information to the articles as all hyperlinks were meaningful. It is 

important to note that information was not only added through hyperlinks but 

sometimes, the imitation of information could be identified even when hyperlinks were 

not used (as it will be demonstrated in Section 6.2.). I refer to the examples when a 

source of information is identifiable as information-flow. Through most hyperlinks, only 

parts of the source’s information were incorporated, not every detail of it. In all these 

cases, the incorporated ‘information’ varied from simple notes that provide further 

details on a given topic to the incorporations of full arguments from a hyperlinked 

source.   The difference in terms of the ‘scope’ of the incorporated information, 

indicates that different hyperlinks (and information-flows) have different importance 

and weight in the construction of an article’s argumentation. Some information-flows 

define articles to a greater extent than others. 

 

I found that information-flows were not only different in terms of the ‘size’ of the 

imported information but also in the manner in which these are incorporated. In other 

words, the incorporated information was used in different ways in relation to the rest 

of the hyperlinking article’s argumentation. All hyperlinks, except for one, used 

summation in which the hyperlinked site was used to support and/or contextualise the 

argument of the hyperlinking article. The one article that disagreed with the 

hyperlinked information was an Index’ (2019) one that only hyperlinked its own article 
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to rectify several wrongly stated details concerning an Elios project28. Therefore, I 

found that mainly those sources were hyperlinked that did not oppose the main or 

most predominant narrative of the article. However, it does not mean that 

disagreements were not included in the articles. Those narratives that opposed the 

key argument were not hyperlinked (as I illustrate it mainly in Section 5.1., and 6.2). 

The implications of these patterns for anti-corruption are explored in detail in the 

Discussion Chapter. Supporting and contextualising uses of hyperlinks are illustrated 

via argumentation maps in the Scandalisation Section. 

 

As the Table 1 demonstrates, the most common hyperlinking practice was self-

hyperlinking. In these cases, Origo or Index hyperlinked their own previous articles. 

Even though, these were the most common hyperlinking-practices, in Section 5, I 

illustrate that even self-hyperlinking information originated from external sources, 

however, it was often mediated by their own (Index or Origo) article(s). In other words, 

Origo and Index often hyperlinked their own articles to incorporate information that first 

appeared in an external source. Therefore, both Origo and Index constructed a chain 

of information that, through several self-hyperlinkings, eventually led to external 

sources. 

 

 
Table 1: Overview of the categorisation of hyperlinks embedded in the analysed articles 

 

The findings also indicate that meanings within articles are co-produced between 

different hyperlinked sources and news-producers. Overall, as ‘Table 1’ demonstrates, 

the most important hyperlinked external sources include different regular news sites 

that are not Index and Origo, other websites (including blogs and videos mainly), 

investigative news sites, and different public procurement repositories (predominantly 

kozbeszerzes.hu). I distinguished these sources into primary and secondary sources. 

Primary sources are the ones where the available information does not come from a 

 
28 Index stated that the tender 3-5 times more expensive that the estimated value of the project. Furthermore, 
Index was also mistaken as the municipality did not intent to gain European funds for the projects.  

Overall 
number of 
hyperlinks

 Self-
hyperlinks

Other 
news 
sites Other websites

 Investigative 
journals

Origo hyperlinking Index/ 
Index hyperlinking Origo Public procurement data 

Websites of Elios 
and other involved 
companies

Official documents (e.g.: 
official letters between 
politicians, and laws)

Origo 127 86 15 2 4 2 14 3 1
Index 455 292 81 27 24 5 17 2 7
Total 582 378 96 29 28 7 31 5 8

Secondary Sources Primary Sources
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purposely constructed coherent argumentation on the case, but from an information 

repository, such as ‘kozbeszserzes.hu’, from where official public procurement 

documents were accessed29. As it is illustrated via argumentation maps throughout 

the Analysis, primary sources, especially ‘kozbeszerzes.hu’, were often used to 

incorporate novel information into the article to contextualise or support certain 

argument(s) of the article.  Secondary sources included other news articles or 

materials which already had a coherent argumentation (related to the Elios case). 

Information from these sources was used in all the above-mentioned ways. By using 

examples from the corpus, I present in the next section that narratives were developed 

over time partly depending on what information was available at the time and from 

what source this information originated. Such development indicates that some 

sources were considered more reliable by the news outlets than others to rely their 

argumentation upon. For instance, I demonstrate that leaked information from OLAF 

was especially important in the development of the argumentation around the Elios 

case.  

 

Overall, the findings regarding the numerous different available information-sources, 

and the variety of the ways in which these were aggregated into the articles correspond 

with the diversity of the large narratives that emerged from this ‘chaos’. In other words, 

the findings suggest that the construction of the greatly differing (and opposing) grand 

narratives of scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-scandalisation were 

facilitated by the variety of underlying minute mechanisms and information-sources 

from where such diversity could emerge. This is because information from different 

sources could be incorporated into the articles in a variety of ways, including 

confirming combinations and different degrees of opposition leading to the 

differentiation of the grand narratives. However, as the next section outlines, this 

apparent ‘chaos’ of meaning-construction around corruption is only one side of my 

findings. It is because when I analysed this variety chronologically, certain patterns 

were revealed around the changes in the narratives (for instance, from scandalisation 

to counter-scandalisation). The most common was that narratives (and their uses of 

sources) changed following gradual and continuous trajectories, and not in an ad-hoc 

 
29 I categorised the ‘websites of Elios and other involved companies’, and the ‘official documents’ primary 
sources as these were not primarily concerned about the Elios case but the journalist could gather useful 
information from these, like they did in the case of data-repositories. 
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or random fashion. This finding suggests that even though meaning-construction 

around corruption offers a great freedom of choices for the co-productions of meanings 

on the minute level, the processual changes of these meanings still adhere to an order 

that is characterised by incrementality. 

 

4.3. Key Finding 2: The Order of Incremental Narrative-
Development 

 

 

The previous section has presented the findings on how diverse narratives around 

corruption were composed via the utilisation of several different sources from which 

information was incorporated in a variety of ways. However, through the chronological 

analysis of the articles, I found that changes in the narratives occurred gradually and 

not randomly, even though there were always numerous potential ways available for 

constructing (distinctively novel) narratives based on the previously outlined variety of 

mechanisms and sources. For instance, when Origo shifted from scandalisation to 

counter-scandalisation, it occurred incrementally through the intermediary step of anti-

scandalisation (that is further elaborated in the coming sections). Therefore, even 

though there was always an abundance of available information that could be 

aggregated into the Origo articles in numerous ways (creating an always-changing 

flow of articles), its shift into counter-scandalisation followed a gradual trajectory that 

can be distinguished into three different partially overlapping phases (scandalisation, 

anti-scandalisation and counter-scandalisation). 

 

Furthermore, as I present it, particularly in Section 7.1., it was not only the shift 

between large narratives (scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-

scandalisation) that occurred following a patterned trajectory but the sub-narratives 

within each of these aggregate dimensions also evolved incrementally. For instance, 

as it is presented in Section 6, and 7, Origo adopted anti-scandalising and counter-

scandalising narratives gradually, by first only reporting these as opinions of different 

politicians and only later presenting these as Origo’s own narrative.  

 

However, it was not only the changes of narratives that followed the patterns of 

incrementality and distinguished periods, but also the uses of hyperlinked sources. 
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For instance, Origo’s narrative-shift also corresponded with a general decline in the 

number of used hyperlinks. For example, when Origo adopted anti-scandalising and 

moderating narratives as its own, this shift was particularly evident in the fall of the 

number of used hyperlinks. The 13 Origo articles that portrayed anti-scandalising and 

moderating narratives as politicians’ statements used 40 hyperlinks (before 

12.01.2018.). In comparison, after these, the 10 Origo articles that portrayed these 

narratives as Origo’s own opinion (12.01.2018-12.11.2018) used only 3 hyperlinks. 

Therefore, Origo used, on average 3.07 hyperlinks in their articles where anti-

scandalising or moderating narratives were mentioned as not their own opinion. In 

contrast, Origo used only 0.3 hyperlinks per article in portrayals when these narratives 

were presented as its own.   

 

Overall, my findings show that the number of used hyperlinks after the adoption of 

anti-scandalisation (and in other narrative-alterations) changed because of two 

interlinked tendencies. The first one is that usually, those sources were hyperlinked 

that did not oppose the core or most predominant narrative(s) of an article. For 

instance, the number of hyperlinks decreased once Origo adopted the anti-

scandalising narrative partly because it did not hyperlink scandalising articles anymore 

(that would have opposed its main argumentation). Second, I also found that as a 

narrative got more generalised, less hyperlinks were used. Nuanced argumentation 

used more hyperlinks than general ones. This tendency is reflected in the low number 

of hyperlinks used for counter-scandalisation (and other generalising narratives) as it 

portrayed a simplistic picture of the Elios case (as demonstrated in Section 5.2., and 

7). Counter-scandalisation was particularly generalising, and reductionist because it 

explained all the previously developed complex scandalising argumentations around 

the Elios case (and other large-scale processes, such as the refugee crisis) as part of 

a fabricated attempt to influence the Hungarian elections. 

 

Origo’s shift from scandalisation into counter-scandalisation highlights that narratives 

and the uses of hyperlinks change non-randomly. This insight also reflects in the fact 

that different phases of meaning-constructions can be distinguished based on the 

portrayed narratives (scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-scandalisation), 

and the corresponding differences in the number of used hyperlinks. I further 

demonstrate the patterns that these changes follow by presenting my findings on how 
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sub-narratives within each large narrative (scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and 

counter-scandalisation) changed gradually. Overall, these examples highlight that 

even though, on a minute level, news outlets have the considerate freedom to use 

numerous available information-sources and compose radically novel arguments in 

each article, the changes of narratives within news outlets occur following an 

incremental order and distinguishable periods. 

 

4.4. The Dichotomy of the Key Findings: Order from Chaos 

 

Overall, my two key findings compose a seemingly paradoxical picture of meaning-

construction around corruption. On the one hand, these present a chaotic world where 

the numerous available sources could be used in a variety of ways to compose 

narratives. However, on the other hand, my findings also demonstrate some patterns 

in the forms of the gradual changes of the narratives, the distinguishable periods of 

meaning-constructions and the corresponding tendencies within hyperlinking 

practices. This contrast between minute ‘chaos’ and emergent ‘order’ is partially 

explained by the available sources, as, for instance, convincing information (from 

OLAF) concerning the illegality of the Elios case only became available in February 

2018, and it clearly pushed Index to adopt its own narrative on the illegality of Elios 

(as it is presented on page 156). However, these key moments of leaks for instance, 

can only explain a sudden escalation of the narrative and not the all-encompassing 

graduality found in the corpus. For example, the changes in the available information 

(such as leaks) cannot explain Origo’s gradual shift from scandalisation to counter-

scandalisations, particularly in relation to how it incrementally adopted these as its own 

narratives.  

The next sections present the findings on these gradual changes in a more nuanced 

manner that demonstrates that narratives around the Elios scandal emerged through 

a variety of different ways, using hyperlinks, but still followed the order of 

incrementality and can be distinguished into different periods of meaning-

constructions. By doing this, the next sections provide detailed empirical findings that 

lay the foundation for further discussions on how meanings are co-produced in the 

online realm through hyperlinks and on the contradiction between chaotic minute 
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mechanisms and incremental order based on Tarde’s theories (in the Discussion 

chapter). Therefore, the next sections demonstrate the gradual changes within each 

large narrative (scandalisation, anti-scandalisation, and counter-scandalisation), and 

also how these interacted and shifted. These incremental and chronological changes 

are illustrated with quotes and argumentation maps to portray how information from 

different sources was incorporated into the analysed articles, leading to temporal 

changes in the meaning-constructions. 

 

4.5. Scandalisation 
 
 

Chronologically, scandalisation is the first grand narrative to appear in the articles 

(being present from the first text in 2013). Scandalisation remained the dominant 

narrative for Index throughout the Elios scandal. For Origo, scandalising narratives 

were the most prevalent until 2017 when (after the governmental take-over at Origo 

(Polyák and Horváth, 2022; Jenne et al 2022) gradually anti-

scandalisation/moderation and counter-scandalisation took its place. Scandalisations, 

as the Data Structure (Appendix 1) demonstrates, focused on the suspicious details 

of the Elios case, including its organisational conducts, and the investigation on it, and 

on the unfair harms it caused to the society while benefitting a closed elite around the 

company. The two main meaning-developments that I present in the coming sections 

demonstrate these elements. First, the gradual complexifications of the narratives are 

demonstrated in the ‘Gradual complexification of the narrative: illegality’ section. I do 

this by presenting how Index (and partially Origo) chronologically developed their own 

narrative around the illegality of the Elios case via the incorporation of numerous 

external hyperlinked information. Other than showcasing how some narratives around 

corruption chronologically got more nuanced, it also illustrates the mechanisms 

through which hyperlinked information was incorporated into the articles. Second, the 

gradual generalisations of narratives are demonstrated in ‘Gradual generalisation of 

the narrative: darkness’ section. I illustrate these processes by presenting how Index 

incrementally generalised the complex argumentations around the unfair benefiters of 

Elios, the harms it caused to society, and the opacity of the investigations. I also 

demonstrate through this chronological narrative development the tendency that 
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simplification and generalisation of argumentations correspond with the decreased 

number of used hyperlinks.  

 

 

4.5.1. Gradual Complexification of the Narrative: Illegality 
 

 

Early Index (22.12.2014-21.06.2016.) and Origo articles (until 2018) presented the 

irregularities30 around the Elios case as opinions of oppositional politicians or other 

relevant figures. In other words, in these Index and all Origo articles, the suspicious 

(and illegal) nature of different collaborations around Elios was presented not as the 

opinion of Origo or Index but rather as statements of different, mainly political, figures. 

For instance, Index presented the suspicious collaboration in the chronologically 

second Index article in the corpus (02.03.2015.) in the following way: 

 

“According to András Schiffer [oppositional politician], the winning strike of Elios did 

not occur by chance, therefore he approached the authorities on the suspicion of fraud 

and misappropriation [conducted by Elios]. At the end of last year, it became public 

that several local governments entrusted Sistrade inc. with the writing up and 

preparation of public procurements. The problem with this is that the owner and 

executive of Sistrade was Endre Hamar, who, through another company, had personal 

interests in the success of Elios” (Spirk, 2015a).  

 

This article-segment, like other articles from this era, mainly focuses on the conflicts 

of interest that might have enabled Elios to have unfair insider information about the 

tenders or even to have influence over the preparation of these. These were presented 

as opinions of oppositional politicians on both Origo and Index. 

  

 
30 In the articles usually, the word ‘szabálytalan’ is used, for which there is no direct translation in 
English. It means something on the line of ‘irregular’ but it is more associated with the fact that it was 
against the law or order. A mirror translation of ‘szabálytalan’ would be ‘without rule/order’. For instance, 
‘szabálytalan’ is an adjective used for acts of foul in football. Overall, ‘szabálytalan’ emphasises the 
transgressive nature of the act more than its English translation, ‘irregular’. 
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Figure 5: Argumentation Map 1 for Spirk’s (2015a) article 

(Each line represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the narrative The 

hyperlinked websites, and the information that is transmitted are explained in the ‘boxes’. The numbers 

represent the consecutive order in which the hyperlinks were embedded in the article).  

 

Origo’s reliance on opinions of politicians was only reflected partially in its use of 

hyperlinks. Origo did not hyperlink sources from these politicians. In fact, Origo only 

hyperlinked 2 ‘other websites’(as Table 1 demonstrates). Contrary to Origo, Index 

hyperlinked 27 external ‘other websites’ including politicians’ sites, four times. For 

instance, as the Argumentation Map 1 shows, Index used external information in the 
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above-quoted article (Spirk, 2015a) by hyperlinking the blog of the oppositional 

politicians, Balazs Berkecz. Then the information from this blog (concerning the 

reasons why the municipality of Pecs even took a loan to work with Elios) was 

incorporated into Index’ own argumentation. This information was included to provide 

contextual details on the irregularities around Elios. Other than directly hyperlinking 

external sources, Index also incorporated external information indirectly. For instance, 

another oppositional politician’s opinion who forecasted in advance the winning of 

Elios (based on the irregularities around it) was incorporated by Index via hyperlinking 

its own article (Spirk, 2014) that hyperlinked the blog of Hadházy (oppositional 

politician) directly. Overall, these two forms of hyperlinking illustrate how articles in the 

corpus incorporated external information into their narratives. Particularly, these 

demonstrate that through hyperlinks, information was often included to contextualise 

and elaborate argumentations. Furthermore, even when news sites hyperlinked 

themselves, they often incorporated information that originated from an external 

source. These two findings highlight the importance of external sources for the 

construction of narratives around corruption.  

 

Even though Index provided a neutral account by simply presenting other figures’ 

statements, its use of hyperlinks suggests a bias favouring narratives coming from 

oppositional people. It is reflected in the fact that Index only hyperlinked oppositional 

politicians’ websites, and no governmental ones. Even though oppositional politicians’ 

websites were only hyperlinked in 6 Index articles, these hyperlinks were relatively 

important in the flow of information. It is because these six articles were hyperlinked 

by 16 other analysed Index articles and 2 Origo ones. Among these six articles, 

particularly the previously quoted (Spirk, 2015a) one stood out in its relative 

importance as it was hyperlinked in 10 other analysed index articles and 2 Origo ones. 

In all of these hyperlinkings, the information taken from Hadházy’s (oppositional 

politician) website was further disseminated. Even though Index seemingly 

hyperlinked itself ten times, it incorporated information into its articles that originated 

from outside Index (from the website of Hadházy). This type of meaning-construction 

highlights again the importance of external sources as information can be imported 

and integrated often through mediating articles. These flows of information 

demonstrate the co-productive nature of meanings within the articles, which include 

relational interactions with actors that are not traditional news-producers, such as 
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politicians. Furthermore, the lack of hyperlinks towards governmental (or Fidesz-

related) websites suggest that oppositional narratives were prioritised in the use of 

hyperlinks for Index.  

 

Even though Index did not hyperlink oppositional sources, opposing opinions that 

contradicted the predominant presented narrative were included (just not hyperlinked). 

For instance, Index included the statement of Elios into the end of its article (Spirk, 

2014) without hyperlinking it: 

 

“…On Monday, Elios Innovatív Energetika Zrt [LTD] responded to the attacks 

launched due to its public procurements. The company's CEO announced through 

MTI [Hungarian National News Agency]: [that] it [Elios] carries out its activities under 

the scope of both the market and public procurement laws, in full compliance with the 

relevant legislation, including the ones indicated in various press articles…” 

 

This incorporated anti-scandalising narrative represents the previously outlined 

general tendency that even when information that contradicts the predominant 

narrative was included, these were usually not hyperlinked. In this case even the 

source of the information was named [MTI] but it was still not hyperlinked. Such a 

prioritisation of scandalising hyperlinks seems to contradict the fact that at this point, 

Index did not adopt any narrative as its own; it simply reported others’ statements. 

However, the bias towards scandalising hyperlinks and the tendency of Index to report 

the scandalising narratives in more detail suggest that Index even at this point slightly 

prioritised scandalising arguments.  

 

The fact that Index only hyperlinked the websites of Elios and Sistrade to provide more 

compromising information on the irregularities around the case further strengthens the 

assumption that Index prioritised scandalising arguments and sources. For instance, 

the previously mentioned article (Spirk, 2015a) was the first Index article (01.03.2015) 

that did not only present other politicians’ or organisations’ opinions but also used 

primary sources, such as the websites of Sistrade and Elios to provide further 

evidence around the irregularities of the case: 
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“According to the denouncers, during this period, Elios won orders worth HUF 

[Hungarian Forints] 1.2 billion from four municipalities, Héviz, Szekszárd, Mezőhegyes 

and Kalocsa, following Sistrade's preparatory activities. However, the data available 

on the website of Sistrade shows that Tiborcz-group also successfully bid in four more 

cities where Sistrade wrote the application. However, at this point Hamar had already 

liquidated his formal ownership in Sistrade” (Spirk 2015a).  

 

In this article, as Argumentation Map 1 shows, novel information was gathered from 

the website of Sistrade, namely that this company also contributed to four other tender 

winnings of Elios. Index used the information found on Sistrade’s site to add a so far 

unknown detail into its argumentation. However, this additional information was not 

incorporated to build a new narrative, but it was rather used to bolster (or increase the 

scope and relevance of) the existing narrative of the ‘denunciators’. Index only used 

this information to provide more evidence for the involvement of Sistrade in Elios’s 

tenders. Even though Index used primary sources to strengthen the denunciator’s 

narrative, it did not use it conclusively at this point. Such primary sources were also 

often used to simply contextualise the argumentation. For instance, in the same Index 

article, the website of Elios was also hyperlinked to provide information on the value 

of the tenders Elios won. Overall, these two meaning-construction mechanisms 

demonstrate how primary information was often used to either bolster certain 

narratives and/or contextualise these. These cases also illustrate that meaning-

construction around corruption can occur in numerous ways as different primary 

information is available that can be incorporated into the articles in different ways (such 

as contextualising or supporting the narrative) depending on the intended overall 

argumentation.  

 

Hyperlinks to primary sources were used 26 times on Index (0.2/article) , and 18 times 

on Origo (0.3/article) to provide supporting and/or contextual details to their 

argumentations. The most used primary source was kozbeszerzes.hu (hyperlinked 14 

times by Origo (0.25/article), and 13 times by Index (0.1/article). Through 

kozbeszerzes.hu, Index and Origo hyperlinked official public procurement documents 

from where details, such as the price of the project was copied into the article. Like the 

above-mentioned example, these were mainly used to confirm existing narratives and 

to provide contextual details to the case. However, as I present it later in this section, 
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primary sources in combination with other external hyperlinks were at points also used 

to construct novel arguments. The availability, and use of information from 

kozbeszerzes.hu also supports the previously outlined argument concerning the 

variety of potential meaning-constructions. Furthermore, the repeated use of 

information from kozbeszerzes.hu also indicates that it had an important role in 

meaning-co-production as it offered reliable information that could be used to 

contextualise and construct detailed narratives.  

 

The portrayal of the Elios case from other figures’, mainly politicians’ viewpoints were 

predominant for more than 1.5 years following the first mention of Elios on index on 

22.12.2014. In this phase, the different opinions on Elios were collected in the articles 

of Index (and Origo) without major modifications. Information from primary hyperlinked 

sources was mainly incorporated to support, strengthen, or contextualise these 

opinions (as the above-mentioned quotes and Argumentation Map 1 demonstrate). 

During this phase, opposing narratives were already downplayed, and this imbalance 

only increased as more and more information about the irregularities of Elios became 

available.  

 

The type of argumentation, in which the narratives were portrayed as someone else’s 

opinion without any major modification or addition, continued until 21.06.2016. At this 

date, an Index article (Rovó, 2016), added information to this narrative based on the 

authors’ own research of different hyperlinked sources. This article is a turning point 

for Index as this is its first article in which a novel narrative is added to the existing 

accounts of the irregularities around Elios based on Index’ engagement with primary 

data. It is different from the previously mentioned uses of primary data because in 

those cases, information was only used to bolster or contextualise existing narratives.  

In this article (Rovó, 2016), Index’ own research mainly focused on the terrain of public 

procurements in cities where Elios won. Index analysed documents about the 

companies that supported the public procurement processes in Tamási and Szekszárd 

where Elios won eventually: 

 

“The Bujdosó Law Office can easily be called one of Tamási's most important 

businesses. They have handled several important public procurements for the 
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settlement in recent years... It is clear from their references available on their website 

and from the city's 2015 public procurement plan, that they trust each other. 

 

However, they failed to get an important job last year. For a development worth 193 

million Huf [Hungarian Forints], the city found a public procurement consultant who 

had not been employed either before or since. 

 

This project was concerning the development of public lighting, and the consultant was 

Közberszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft. [Ltd], AND THE WINNER WAS ELIOS, WHICH 

WAS STILL THE COMPANY OF THE PRIME MINISTER'S SON-IN-LAW AT THE 

TIME [capitalised in the original article]” (Rovó, 2016).  

 

In this article-segment, Index used hyperlinked information about the involved 

companies to construct a new argument. This novel narrative portrayed the 

collaborations with the Közbeszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft as suspicious as this 

company only helped in the preparation of public procurements in cases when Elios 

won. The local councils worked with different advisors, such as Bujdosó Ügyvédi Iroda, 

or Provital on other public procurements.   
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Figure 6: Argumentation Map 2 for Rovó’s (2016) article  

(Each line represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the narrative. 

The hyperlinked websites, and the information that is transmitted are explained in the ‘boxes’ The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the hyperlinks were embedded in the article).  

 

 

The construction of this novel argumentation was made possible using hyperlinked 

information. For instance, as the Argumentation Map 2 and the above-mentioned 

quote portray, the author used the website of the Bujdosó Ügyvédi Iroda and a 

hyperlink to Tamási’s public procurement plan to provide evidence that the city usually 

collaborated with the Bujdosó Ügyvédi Iroda in the preparation of public procurements. 

This information enabled the news site to argue that the collaboration between Tamási 

and the Közbeszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft was a suspicious exception. Index’ use of 

hyperlinked information illustrates the importance of such external sources in the 

meaning-co-productions as information from these can be used to create novel 

argumentations. 
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However, at this point index still did not openly state that the collaboration with the 

Közbeszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft was illegal or irregular. Index rather first contacted 

the involved municipalities to comment on these findings. Representatives from 

Tamási was even quoted in the article:  

 

“Tamási sent the following reply: "There is no company in our city that would enjoy the 

sole right to conduct and prepare public procurements. We are in contact with several 

companies and experts” (Rovó, 2016).  

 

In their answer, Tamási inverted the argument of Index by alluding to the fact that the 

collaboration with the Közbeszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft rather increased the legitimacy 

of their public procurement process. In this view, the collaboration with Közbeszerzési 

és Tanácsadó Kft showed that they are not biased towards any one advisor. The 

incorporation of this quote, without any rejection of it, portrays that the collaboration 

with the Közbeszerzési és Tanácsadó Kft, was not necessarily irregular. Even though 

the author constructed a novel argument that could portray this collaboration as a 

potential case of corruption, this argument was balanced out by the incorporated 

opinion of the representative of Tamási. Instead of portraying a clear-cut argument, 

Index rather combined numerous sources to create an article where different opposing 

arguments co-exist.  

 

The incorporation of opposing arguments was generally common on Index and Origo, 

as it is further elaborated in Section 6. These instances illustrate that Index (at least 

textually) intended to outline a balanced narrative until convincing evidence was not 

available on the case. However, as outlined earlier, this balance was questionable in 

this phase as Index prioritised scandalising narratives in its hyperlinks. Such meaning-

construction further confirms the previously presented argument, namely that news 

outlets have a relative freedom to construct different narratives thanks to the variety 

of available information and modes of information-incorporation. For instance, this 

phase indicates that certain narratives around corruption can be prioritised without 

revealing such tendencies textually. It is because if hyperlinks, for example, are only 

provided for scandalising sources, the readers can only explore these materials easily 

by clicking on the links, leading to one-sided portrayals.  
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The first article (Szalai, 2018a) that openly presented that the Elios case was 

suspicious as Index’ own opinion (and not someone else’s) was published on 

18.01.2018. (and hyperlinked in 6 other Index articles). This Index article presented 

several irregularities as suspicious, but highlighted the relevance of the conflicts of 

interest:   

 

“Many suspicious solutions were found in their public procurements, however, the 

most striking was the method where one of Endre Hamar's companies (Sistrade Kft.) 

helped prepare the public procurements for various state actors, and then the given 

tenders was won by Elios, a company that was owned by him for a while together with 

Tiborcz… 

 

But, in Szekszárd, it also happened, for example, that Hamar's company, Sistrade, 

helped to put together the public procurement tender for public lighting, then Elios won 

it for more than half a billion HUF, and then Sistrade received the subsequent 

maintenance of these lamps. Incidentally, following Átlátszó [an investigative news 

outlet] article at the end of 2014, the LMP [an oppositional party] filed a complaint, and 

events started to take a new direction from around 2015” (Szalai, 2018a).  

 

 
Figure 7: Argumentation Map 3 for Szalai’s (2018a) article  
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(Each line represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the narrative. 

The hyperlinked websites, and the information that is transmitted are explained in the ‘boxes’ The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the hyperlinks were embedded in the article).  

 

In this article, as the Argumentation Map 3 outlines, both primary and secondary 

sources were hyperlinked to construct this narrative. This article even hyperlinked the 

Wall Street Journal, highlighting the scope, and international relevance of the scandal. 

Furthermore, Átlátszó’s (investigative journal) article was also incorporated to provide 

contextual details and supporting evidence for the existence of irregularities around 

Elios. This Átlátszó article was hyperlinked as, according to Index, LMP took legal 

action against Elios based on the information revealed in this article. This 

argumentation highlights the importance31 of the investigative journal, Átlátszó in 

informing and triggering legal actions. Such argumentation indicates that investigative 

journals might have an important role in anti-corruption measures as these can reveal 

and highlight suspicious details to other entities (such as political parties) that can start 

legal actions. 

 

Investigative journals (as Table 1 demonstrates) were hyperlinked 28 times. In all 

these cases (like in the above-mentioned article of Szalai, (2018a), the information 

from the hyperlinked investigative article was highly simplified. In some examples, the 

simplification of the hyperlinked text was even addressed as a goal. For instance, the 

Index article of Csurgó et al. (2018) titled, ‘Is the whole OLAF-Elios-Tiborcz case 

complicated? Now we explain!’ intends to explain simplistically the whole scandal 

using a hyperlinked article of Direkt 36, an investigative news outlet. First, these 

findings show that investigative news outlets have an important role in the meaning-

co-productions around corruption scandals. Furthermore, these findings also suggest 

that different news-sources can have different interconnected roles in the meaning-

construction around corruption by using hyperlinks. For instance, regular news sites 

mainly simplify and propagate through hyperlinks the complex argumentations of 

investigative news outlets. The role of regular news outlets in propagating simplified 

versions of the case is also supported by the above-mentioned Index article (Csurgó 

et al. 2018) that is hyperlinked ten times in other analysed Index articles. Furthermore 

 
31 or at least the perceived importance from the perspective of Index. This significance is also evident in the fact 
that Index hyperlinked this article 10 time, and Origo one time in the analysed articles. 
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(possibly as it includes a video), the article (unlike other analysed texts) also indicates 

how many times it was shared on Facebook, and this number was 4364 in early 2023. 

This finding (in combination with the fact that it was hyperlinked in 10 other analysed 

articles) suggests that the simplification32 of the complex portrayals found in 

investigative news outlets is an important element for the propagation of information 

about corruption.  

 

Index only began to portray the Elios case as not only irregular but highly corruption-

suspicious from 24.01.2018. when the Index article of Fábián (2018) described the 

case as “similar to a royal corruption-drama”. However, it was only on the 7 February 

2018 when the first findings of the OLAF [European Anti-Fraud Office] documents on 

Elios got leaked, that Index began to portray the Elios case as increasingly more 

corruption-like, questioning the legality of the organisational conducts of Elios. First 

Index relied on the acquired information of 24.hu (another news sites) to portray the 

Elios case in this view: 

 

“The government, in contrast to the case of metro[line] 4, completely refused to make 

the OLAF report public here, but 24.hu claims to have obtained it, and published details 

of it. Based on this, TIBORCZ'S FORMER COMPANY BUILT NOT VERY SMART, 

BUT SOLIDLY ORGANISED FRAUD PROCESSES [capitals in original article] with 

state actors who were also playing roles to gain benefits from the state” (Szalai, 

2018b). 

 

This was the first Index article that based on the acquired OLAF document from 24.hu 

proposed that the Elios case was an organised fraud. However, it is important to note 

that even this article rather portrayed the irregularities around Elios as fraud-

suspicious as the title of the article demonstrates (‘Tiborcz' company's fraud suspect 

caught OLAF's eye’). 

 

The first article where Index directly, and clearly stated what was problematic with 

these collaborations around Elios, as its own opinions, was from 08.02.2018. On this 

 
32 The fact that it used a video format also contributes to the large-scale propagation of this simplified version 
the case. 
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date, an Index (CSD, 2018a) article, using first-hand leaked information, argued that 

there were conflicts of interests around Elios. Contrary to the previously mentioned 

ones, these were not only concerning the preparation of the public procurement but 

also the auditing of it: 

 

“However, the tenders were not at all alright, there were quite a lot of suspicious 

elements in them... ON BEHALF OF AUDITING COMPANY OF THE PROJECT THAT 

SUPPOSED TO BE INDEPENDENT FROM THE PROJECT, ONE OF THE 

MANAGERS OF ELIOS PREPARED THE CONTRACT WITH THE MUNICIPALITY. 

This auditing firm is THE INS Kft. [capitalised in the original], which should be 

independent from the applicants in order to adequately evaluate the project” (CSD; 

2018a). 

 

Based on the leaks from the investigative documents, the author argued that INS Kft 

should not have audited the projects of Elios because it was not independent from 

Elios. Later, it also highlighted other ‘problematic’ elements, however, at this point, 

Index did not openly state the illegality of these conducts. What is unique about this 

argumentation is that this was the first article that clearly stated what was problematic 

with a specific irregularity around Elios as Index’ own opinion. Furthermore, that it was 

done when Index claimed to acquire first-hand documents proving these. The 

importance of this finding was also accentuated (and propagated) by other Index 

articles as it (CSD, 2018a) was hyperlinked by seven other analysed Index articles. In 

all of these, the article was hyperlinked to provide the example of Szolnok for the 

numerous suspicious collaborations around Elios.  

 

The findings that it was the first article which openly claimed what was problematic 

with the Elios case as Index’ own opinion and that it was hyperlinked seven times, 

indicate the importance of the leaked information that Index could acquire. Only after 

the acquisition of such leaked documents, Index was willing to start accusing Elios 

more openly. This escalation of the narrative highlights the importance of such leaks 

in the meaning-constructions around corruption. 
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The first Index article that clearly stated the illegality of the Elios case as Index’ own 

opinion was published the next day, on 09.02.2018. This article again relied on the 

information of 24.hu to construct its narrative: 

 

“The company then called ES Holding Zrt [now Elios] eventually received HUF 940 

million from the city led by Mayor János Lázár, although its tender won in front of its 

competitor-bidders, Tungsram-Schréder Zrt. and MetalCom Zrt., with an offer of HUF 

577 million HUF… 

 

Tungsram-Schréder was not satisfied with the decision of the Hódmezővásárhely 

municipality, so it turned to the Public Procurement Authority, but they did not deal 

with its complaint, saying that it ran out of time. Later, however, the company became 

a supplier to ES Holding, which later also provided the lamps for Elios' tenders. The 

problem with this is that THE PUBLIC PROCUREMENT LAW VALID AT THE TIME 

DID NOT ALLOW THIS [capitalised in the original article]. According to the law, a 

company that entered into competition for an order can work as a subcontractor with 

the winner for a maximum of 10 percent of the project, but with Tungsram-Schréder, 

assumed a larger role of 60 percent” (CSD, 2018b). 
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Figure 8: Argumentation Map 4 for the article of CSD (2018b)  

(Each line represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the narrative. 

The hyperlinked websites, and the information that is transmitted are explained in the ‘boxes’ The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the hyperlinks were embedded in the article).  

 

As the above-quoted segment and the ‘Argumentation map 4’ demonstrate, Index first 

relied on the hyperlinked information of 24.hu to present what irregularities OLAF 

found around the Elios project in Hódmezővásárhely. Second, Index hyperlinked its 

own article to provide evidence of the involvement of Tiborcz in Elios at the time of this 

tender. Finally, it added (not hyperlinked) information concerning the Hungarian 
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regulations, according to which the shift of Tunsgram-Schréder from bidder to supplier 

was illegal at the time. This article represents the escalation of the narrative-

development around the illegality of Elios, and demonstrates the importance of 

different sources in the construction of a corruption scandal within the online media. 

 

The publication of this article (CSD, 2018b) did not represent a full turning point in the 

meaning-construction of Index around Elios. In other words, after this publication, 

Index did not only talk about the Elios case as illegal as its own opinion. After this 

publication, Index portrayed that these irregularities were suspicious sometimes as its 

own narratives and sometimes as opinions of other sources, such as oppositional 

politicians (eg.: E.F, 2018; Stubnya, 2018). In fact, the illegality of the conducts around 

Elios was only highlighted three times, (Kugyela, 2019; CSD, 2019; Stubnya,  2018) 

and only one other time was it presented as Index’ own opinion (Stubnya, 2018). 

 

The fluctuation in the assertion with which Index portrayed the suspicion and/or 

illegality of the Elios case indicates that the escalation of an argumentation around 

corruption is a reversible process. In other words, narratives around corruption can 

change in different directions within a scale where, on the one extreme, we have a full 

adoption of a narrative and, on the other, the denial of this (as demonstrated in Section 

6.2 as well). In between, there are numerous nuanced argumentations, such as the 

reporting of a narrative not as the news outlets’ own opinion, but simply as reporting 

someone else’s statements. Even though there are numerous levels within this scale 

and modes of information aggregation to portray a corruption scandal in different ways, 

the findings suggest that such changes follow gradual trajectories. In other words, 

Index did not fluctuate between the extremes but followed an incremental path for the 

chronological development of its narrative. Such a path included minor fluctuations but 

followed a continuous trajectory of narrative-development. This narrative-development 

composed of numerous progressively unfolding co-productions of meanings within the 

articles that are strung together through hyperlinks. This trajectory formed a logical 

development of the argumentation around the scandal based on the available 

information. 

 

Thus, the graduality and trajectory of the meaning-constructions around the scandal 

was partly influenced by the available information. For instance, Index only began to 
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openly accuse Elios when information got leaked from OLAF. However, the findings 

that even after the leak, Index slightly deescalated its narrative and that even before 

the leak it escalated its narrative incrementally suggest that it is not only the available 

information that determines the narrative. It is because if it was only the available 

information that shapes the narratives, then Index would have waited until the leaks 

or other convincing information were available to favour scandalising narratives. 

However, as it is presented Index prioritised scandalising narratives from the 

beginning via its biased use of hyperlinks. Therefore, these findings suggest that the 

news outlet’s own viewpoint might also shape the emerging narrative. The importance 

of the viewpoint of the news outlet is further presented in relation to Origo’s shift from 

scandalisation to counter-scandalisation later (from Section 6). 

 

Other than the graduality in the assertion of the portrayal, this chronological process 

of meaning-construction also demonstrates how different narratives within the corpus 

were often incrementally complexified and/or specified. In the above-presented case, 

this complexification encompasses how the narrative developed from mainly reporting 

the opinions of oppositional politicians to a complex argumentation around the 

potential illegality of the Elios case that relied on both primary and secondary sources. 

This process in which minute information was added from article to article, constructing 

a nuanced argumentation, was found in numerous other narrative-constructions in the 

corpus. It was generally common in scandalising narratives as these articles used the 

most hyperlinks, adding nuances to their argumentations. In all these cases, the 

availability of information shaped the development of the narrative to a certain 

degree33. Furthermore, similar to the above-presented meaning-construction, in these 

cases as well, I observed biases towards the main narratives of the news outlets in 

their use of hyperlinks. For instance, Index, like in its argumentation around the 

illegality of Elios, did not use governmental hyperlinks in other cases of narrative-

developments either. 

 

Even though these complexifications of narratives follow similar patterns, such as 

incrementality, and similar types of used sources, and modes of information 

 
33 For instance, in the complexification of the narrative around the financial harms that Elios caused, 
Index escalated and developed its narrative also after key information in the form of a governmental 
statement was available. 
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aggregation, these also differ in certain aspects. For instance, I found that unlike in the 

narrative-development around illegality, opposing narratives did not only co-exist in 

certain articles but these contrasting narratives, at points, also cross-fertilised (Barry, 

2016: 216) one another, leading to more nuanced argumentations. Such a meaning 

construction lies between the above-presented combinatory forms and oppositions. In 

these cases, parts of the incorporated narrative are confirmed while others are 

rejected. Such a mode of information incorporation is further demonstrated in Section 

6.2. where I present how scandalising and moderating narratives interacted with one 

another via a cross-fertilising opposition (Barry, 2016: 216). The findings of such 

complexifications of the narrative via oppositions indicate that discursive struggles 

(Breit, 2011a) can result in the gradual specification of the narrative. This mode of 

meaning-constructions, in combination with the different previously presented 

aggregating and nuanced oppositional constructions of narratives highlight that news 

outlets have numerous ways in which they can combine information-flows to change 

and construct their narratives around corruption. In the next sections, I present a 

different incremental meaning-construction trajectory that uses a decreasing number 

of hyperlinks. 

 

Overall, the development of the narrative that escalated into the representation of 

Elios’ illegal conducts (as Index’ own opinion) demonstrates five key findings for 

meaning-constructions around the Elios case that I found in other narrative-

constructions as well. First, that meaning-construction around corruption occurred 

through minute interactions that can be traced via hyperlinks. Furthermore, that these 

minute interactions within the articles composed narratives in numerous ways, 

including expressions of nuanced prioritisations (of opposing narratives). Second, that 

these minute changes incrementally led to the complexification of the narrative as 

further information was incorporated and related to one another from article to article.  

Third, that these meaning-constructions can be distinguished into different phases 

depending on how (and especially with what confidence and assertion) the different 

narratives were presented. Fourth, different information-sources, such as investigative 

journals, or data repositories, had important and distinguishable roles in the 

construction of meanings. Finally, social control agents, such as OLAF, had a crucial 

role in the escalation of the narrative around illegality as these provided convincing 

evidence (for instance, through leaked documentation). Index (Csurgó, 2018), in one 
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of its articles, even explicitly highlighted the role of the investigative authorities to 

potentially escalate the Elios case from a “domestic political scandal” into the legal 

realm by defining its illegality.   

 

 

4.5.2. Gradual Generalisation of the Narrative: ‘Darkness’  
 

 

The findings presented in the previous section suggest that minute information-flows 

play a crucial role in the development of meanings around corruption. Furthermore, 

these minute meaning-constructions compose chronological, gradual trajectories of 

narrative-changes. These changes within the narrative are characterised by (1) their 

incremental fluctuation in terms of the assertiveness of the presented arguments and 

(2) the gradual complexification and/or specification of this argumentation via the 

aggregation of different information. 

 

In this section, I present that narratives did not only develop through gradual 

complexification and/or specification but also through incremental generalisation 

and/or simplifications. In these cases, complex and nuanced narratives were 

incrementally generalised into large-scale, broad argumentations that provide 

simplified pictures for different intricate processes. I demonstrate the findings 

concerning the gradual generalisations, by presenting the chronological development 

of the ‘darkness’-narrative portraying an incrementally generalising picture of the 

disadvantages around Elios-lightbulbs. Early articles explaining this narrative mainly 

concentrated on the low or uneven light that the Elios lightbulbs provided on the 

streets. Later articles generalised this ‘darkness’ to other aspects of the case, such as 

the opacity of the investigation, and it was even generalised to the state of the 

Hungarian society.  

 

First the ‘darkness’-narrative was portrayed on 24.12.2015. in an Index article (Spirk, 

2015b), which focused on the Elios-project in Zalaegerszeg and presented this 

narrative as its own: 
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“It has become completely [or very] dark in some parts of Zalaegerszeg since the new 

LED street lighting was installed. Pedestrians can't see on the sidewalks at night, and 

bicycle paths have also become dangerous because the new lights concentrate the 

light on the road” (Spirk, 2015b). 

 

This article on the darkness of Zalaegerszeg (Spirk, 2015b)  remained an important 

hyperlinked source for later articles portraying the ‘darkness’ caused by Elios, and it 

was hyperlinked three times in other Index articles. For instance, one Index  article 

that reported that two football games had to be stopped because the lightbulbs 

supplied and installed by Elios did not work directly compared the event to 

Zalaegerszeg with a hyperlink to the article: 

 

“One of the curiosities of the weekend round was the match between Vasas and 

Haladás, which had to be interrupted in the twentieth minute due to a lighting failure. 

According to reports, first, some of the reflectors died, then soon all of them. The 

lighting of the stadium was renewed for 110 million forints net in the spring of 2015 by 

Elios Zrt., then owned by István Tiborcz together with another company… 

 

During the Videoton-Ferencváros match, and this Sunday, the accident happened 

again in Újpest, and this time beyond repair. They tried to fix the failure for three times 

as long as the audience could see football in front of them, but they didn't succeed, it 

was darker in the stadium than in Zalaegerszeg. So the match had to be shut down in 

disgrace” (Jávor, 2017).  
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Figure 9: Argumentation Map 5 for the article of Jávor (2017)   

(Each line represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the narrative. 

The hyperlinked websites, and the information that is transmitted are elaborated in the ‘boxes’. The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the hyperlinks were embedded in the article) 

 

As Argumentation Map 5 depicts, this article uses a mix of different hyperlinked 

sources to construct this narrative. First, it hyperlinked other Index articles to provide 

information that Elios renovated the lighting in the stadium. Information from other 

hyperlinked Index articles was also used to elaborate on the places where Elios 

lightbulbs did not work properly including Zalaegerszeg and the other stadiums. 

Furthermore, primary information from a public procurement documents 

(kozbeszerzes.hu) was also incorporated to show how Elios won the public 

procurement. Hyperlinked information to other news sites was also used to provide 

further details on the inconveniences that the failure caused and to provide further 

contextual data on the tenders that Elios won to renovate the lighting in stadiums.  

 

Like the previously outlined developments on scandalising narratives, this article also 

demonstrates how different types of sources (different news sites and public 

procurement documents) were often hyperlinked in articles to scandalise the 
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organisational event. It was done, in this case, by assembling information concerning 

the irregular organisational collaborations around Elios with information on the 

negative consequences of the project. This way, hyperlinks played an important role 

in acting as flows of information that were merged via a coherent narrative that outlined 

both the irregularities around the tender and its negative consequences. Other than 

illustrating the co-productive nature of meanings around corruption, this aggregation 

of information-flows also demonstrates how these are used for scandalisation. It is 

because this article combined information on the organisational irregularities around 

Elios with details that directly influenced the public, in the form of the bad lighting of 

the football games. This article scandalised the corruption scandal of Elios by fusing 

different information-flows and portraying it not simply as a nuanced organisational 

event but as a topic of public interest (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: 

Thompson 2000).  

 

This article represents the starting-point for the forthcoming scandalising and 

generalising tendency around the darkness-narrative. In other words, in this article, 

the argumentation is still relatively complex that manifest in the nuanced and diverse 

nature of the combined information and in the high number of used hyperlinks. These 

two characteristics are in fact, the two sides of the same coin as both represent the 

variety of incoming, and aggreged information-flows. This variety of aggregated 

information gradually decreased in later articles, and at the same time, the 

disadvantages caused by Elios got generalised to a wider public. 

 

The development of the ‘darkness-narrative’ changed its course especially after 2018 

from complex narratives and gradual specification towards generalisation. These 

articles often portrayed the ‘darkness’ of the Elios case in a wider and more generic 

sense. By doing this, these articles often did not focus on particularities of the Elios 

scandal but rather presented a more grandiose overarching narrative while 

simultaneously expanding on the meaning of ‘darkness’. For instance, Bohus’ (2018) 

Index article simply referred to the Elios case as a “darkness-scandal”.  

 

The generalising tendencies of the articles on the ‘darkness’-narrative after 2018 can 

also be observed by the fact that these used fewer hyperlinks in general. Furthermore, 

that articles on the ‘darkness’-narrative after 2018 unlike previous ones, used no 
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hyperlinks to highlight the nuances of the case based on primary data (such as public 

procurement documents). For instance, the previously-mentioned article (Bohus, 

2018) only sourced three other Index articles to contextualise and simplify the case. 

Novel information was not hyperlinked. 

 

The ‘darkness’-narrative reached its most generalising point on 06.04.2018. in the 

Index article of Sajó and Karip (2018). It reinterpreted Elios’ ‘darkness’ to the state of 

Hungary. It did this by presenting the photos of a Hungarian artist who took portraits 

of everyday citizens under the pale light of lightbulbs that were installed by Elios. Other 

than presenting these photos, the article also quoted the photographer:  

 

“There are people in Hungary today who have not even heard of this [Elios] case. 

Because the public media is the mouthpiece of the government, with channelled and 

filtered information. Pre-packaged with ready-made thoughts so that you don't have to 

fumble with your own. That's why I took on the photo shoot, to get a chance and draw 

attention to such and similar corruption cases. Because everyone has the right to know 

about this. Shadowland? Indeed. It is a shadow of what could be… Arrogance and 

clumsiness on the side of the politicians, tiredness and deathly working on the side of 

the everyday people. Healthcare, education, social network, environmental protection, 

local market development - the money that was spent on the "accidentally" replaced 

public lighting should be spent here. Is the picture I painted of the country dark? Might 

be. Illuminated by Elios… 

 

Furthermore, it fully demonstrates how those who belong to the magic circle of the 

political elite can avoid fraud… 

 

The Elios case specifically bothers me because of the darkness, it is literally dark and 

unfortunately also figuratively. For the photo shoot, I agreed to make sure there was 

light in every sense. I see the future as bleak, especially the future of my sons, 

including my children...There is no vision for the future in Hungary” (Sajó and Karip, 

2018). 

 

This article-segment demonstrates how the ‘darkness’ of the Elios-lightbulbs got re-

framed as a general characteristic of Hungary. Here ‘darkness’ did not only refer to 
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the low visibility that the lighbulbs provided but also to the general ‘hopeless’ state of 

the country thanks to (among others) the biased government-controlled media, and 

the state of healthcare or education. Furthermore, this segment also portrayed an 

opposition between the struggle of the ‘everyday people’ and the arrogance of the 

powerful and accumulating elite. Therefore, the Elios case represented the acts of this 

powerful elite, and the darkness symbolised its consequences for the everyday 

citizens. It portrayed the state of the everyday citizens without prospect for the future. 

By doing this, the article not only showcases the disadvantages that Elios caused to 

the general population but also the unfair advantage that the ‘elite’ could do this 

without consequences. Highlighting this opposition between the unfair advantages of 

the elite and the disadvantages for the everyday citizens, this article also demonstrates 

how scandalisation of the Elios case involved news-seeking argumentations (Breit, 

2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000) concerning (1) the unfair 

benefits for the elite, and (2) disadvantages for an enlarging population (starting from 

the darkness caused to the football-fans and leading to general hopelessness for the 

Hungarian ‘everyday people’). 

 

By the end of the article, all these different narratives (concerning unfair advantages, 

and different disadvantages) are characterised by the generalised ‘darkness’, that 

even sheds its shadow on the future of Hungary to a certain degree. As this article still 

linked this generalised ‘darkness’ to the low light-quality of the Elios lightbulbs, it 

demonstrates effectively how a fragment of a complex jumble of narratives (low-light 

quality caused by Elios) got generalised (in different narratives) to symbolise different 

interlinked large-scale processes. This generalisation did not only occur in this one 

article, but as the chronological trajectory of the development of the ‘darkness’-

narrative demonstrated, emerged throughout the articles34 (similar to other 

generalising narrative-developments found in the corpus). This process began with a 

complex portrayal of the different disadvantages and organisational irregularities 

around Elios, and escalated into the generalisation of one type of disadvantage (low 

light-quality) to the overall state of Hungary (and its future). This process also 

 
34 In fact, even after this (Sajó and Karip, 2018) article, the image of darkness was used to explain 
different elements of the Elios scandal. For instance, Biró’s (2020) Index article used ‘darkness’ to 
describe the opacity of the Hungarian investigation, and the difficulty to acquire official information. This 
case also demonstrates how the metaphor of darkness expanded to describe heterogenous elements 
of the case. 
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corresponded with the gradual decline in the number of hyperlinks that ended in 

argumentations, such as the above-quoted article (Sajó and Karip, 2018) that did not 

use any hyperlinks. 

 

Overall, the ‘darkness-narrative’ demonstrates the two main characteristics found in 

generalising argumentations: (1) the incremental reduction of hyperlinks, (2) and the 

gradual generalisation of an element of a complex argumentation over different 

phenomena, events, or occurrences. These findings concerning the gradual 

generalising meaning-constructions are in contrast with the previously presented 

trajectory that demonstrates how a variety of information can be aggregated (often via 

hyperlinks) in different ways, leading to the complexification of an argumentation. By 

presenting these processual meaning-constructions, I address the research question 

from the perspectives of both the minute co-productions of meanings within the articles 

and the temporal trajectories that narratives have throughout different articles. In the 

next sections, I present the findings concerning the processual narrative-development, 

in which Origo diverted from scandalisation of the Elios case, first, by rejecting it, and 

then by replacing it with an alternative sensationalist narrative. 

 

 

4.6. Anti-Scandalisation and Oppositional Meaning-Constructions 
 
 

Section 5.1. has presented the findings demonstrating how minute flows of information 

got gradually aggregated in articles, leading to the specification and complexification 

of a narrative. Section 5.2. has depicted the findings illustrating how the narratives 

were constructed not only via gradual specification but also through incremental 

generalisation. These two meaning-construction practices do not only differ textually 

but also in terms of their use of hyperlinks. I found a general tendency that as a 

narrative becomes more generalised, the less hyperlinks are used. Overall, both 

processes indicate the previously highlighted characteristic of meaning-constructions 

around corruption, namely that even though these two trajectories are opposing in 

their directions, both followed incremental developments. In other words, even though 

thanks to the potential meaning-construction mechanisms and available information, 
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the narratives could change dramatically from one article to the next, argumentations 

rather tend to develop gradually (in both complexifying and generalising directions). 

 

In this section, I focus on the oppositional meaning-constructions that primarily 

developed as rejections to previous scandalisations. Whereas the previous sections 

have mainly focused on Index, as it played a major role in the scandalisation of the 

Elios case, the forthcoming parts focus on Origo as, unlike Index, it adopted fully the 

anti-scandalising, moderating, and later the counter-scandalising narratives. Index is 

discussed concerning how it responded to these oppositional argumentations, 

maintaining its scandalising stance. By elaborating on how these narratives developed 

in relations to one another, and through interactions (for instance between Origo and 

Index), I demonstrate different ways of meaning co-productions that rely on 

oppositions to a certain degree, while still using some of the previously outlined 

processes, such as hyperlinked information-flows. 

 

First, in Section 6.1., I chronologically present how Origo incrementally distanced itself 

from scandalisation and developed its anti-scandalising stance that paved the way for 

later counter-scandalisation. In Section 6.2., I present how Index and Origo opposed 

one another by scandalising and anti-scandalising the Elios case. I illustrate how these 

news outlets developed their narratives by opposing one another in a conversational 

fashion. First, Origo’s accusation of Index is presented, and then Index’s response to 

it. This section demonstrates, on the one hand, how Origo simultaneously rejected 

scandalisation while also foreshadowing the forthcoming counter-scandalising 

narratives. Furthermore, it also illustrates how Index simultaneously opposed Origo’s 

narrative, while also incorporating elements of it, complexifying its own argumentation. 

Finally, in Section 6.3., I demonstrate Index’ later opposition to anti-scandalisation that 

relied partly on ridiculing the oppositional argumentation (other than the previously 

outlined biased hyperlink-use). Overall, this chronological presentation of the 

development of the argumentations around Elios demonstrates the previously 

mentioned paradox that narratives emerge from a variety of complex interactions that 

could allow randomly oscillating argumentation, but these still change incrementally. 

Such incrementality is especially apparent for Origo which through anti-scandalising 

and moderating narratives, paved its way for a more radical narrative-change in the 

form of counter-scandalisations that is presented in Section 7. 
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4.6.1. Anti-scandalisation  

 

Anti-scandalising (and moderating) narratives evolved differently on Origo and Index. 

Origo, unlike Index adopted anti-scandalising, and moderating narratives as its own 

opinion on 2018.01.12, one month before it began adopting counter-scandalising 

argumentations. This difference between Index and Origo is particularly significant as 

it demonstrates how Origo gradually shifted from scandalisation into counter-

scandalisation via the transitory step of anti-scandalisation and moderation.  

Origo, began its gradual shift away from scandalising narratives into anti-

scandalisation and moderation from the basis of an antagonistic view on the Elios case 

that included reporting both scandalising and anti-scandalising narratives. This phase, 

in which Origo did not state any narratives as its own, and represented a more or less 

balanced picture, with (hyperlinking) bias towards scandalising ones, lasted until 2017. 

On 30.10.2017. Origo published the first article (Kovács, 2017) that only included the 

opinions of Tiborcz without any mention or hyperlink towards (opposing) scandalising 

narratives. This article presented an interview with Tiborcz, which only included his 

statements and the questions. Even though none of the questions from Origo 

confronted Tiborcz concerning the Elios scandal, Tiborcz still reacted with the main 

anti-scandalising and moderating narratives: 

“[Origo:] In 2015, you sold your share of ownership in Elios, what have you been doing 

since then, and what business area do you work in? 

[Tiborcz:]…If you allow, I would like to start the answer a little further. I am an 

entrepreneurial person, I have been interested in many things for a long time… I 

started looking for companies using forward-looking, environmentally friendly 

technologies... Elios was such a company, and I think it still is. 

During the public lighting projects that received many attacks, the public lighting of the 

municipalities that signed contracts with Elios was renewed with modern, high-quality 

lamps, thanks to which the cities achieve savings in their electricity consumption, in 
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addition to reducing their CO2 emissions. I am convinced that my colleagues did a 

very good job, and our customers were always satisfied... 

In connection with my participation in Elios and my exit from it, I understood that in 

Hungary I cannot deal with anything as a member of the Prime Minister's family. I 

chose an area that has nothing to do with state and local government tenders. I 

entered the real estate development market, which has also occupied me for a very 

long time” (Kovács, 2017).  

As the segment from the Tiborcz-interview demonstrates, anti-scandalising narratives 

mainly focused on the rejection of previous scandalising argumentations concerning 

the harm that Elios caused. In this case, for instance, Tiborcz concentrated on the 

denial of the previously outlined ‘darkness’-narrative among other accusations 

regarding the quality of the projects. Other than denying scandalisation, this quote also 

demonstrates how anti-scandalisation paved the way towards counter-scandalisation. 

It is because it did not only reject the scandalising narrative but also delegitimised it 

by portraying it as politically motivated. For instance, Tiborcz did this by alluding to the 

claim that Elios was only accused because he is a relative of Viktor Orbán. Such 

statement invalidates all the complex scandalising argumentations by rendering these 

as fabricated attacks against Orbán. This undermining argumentation makes anti-

scandalising narratives really close to counter-scandalisation that relies on the 

portrayal of the whole Elios scandal as a fabricated attempt to influence the Hungarian 

elections. In fact, these argumentations demonstrate how anti-scandalising narratives 

paved the way for counter-scandalisation not only by rejecting scandalisations but also 

by foreshadowing later counter-scandalisations. Such overlap between meaning-

constructions highlights that these developed continuously, overflowing into and 

building on one another, making their clear-cut categorisations difficult. 

The interview with Tiborcz was a changing point for Origo as it was the first article that 

portrayed anti-scandalising narratives without any elaboration on scandalising ones. 

After this article, Origo even escalated its stance by openly adopting anti-scandalising 

narratives as its own. The article published on 12.01.2018. (Origo, 2018a) presented 

the previously introduced narratives and also the moderating ones as Origo’s own: 
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“It was invented by the government of Gyurcsány and Bajnai [oppositional politicans 

and previous prime ministers] 

OLAF therefore investigates tenders that were launched by the managing authorities 

of the Bajnai and Gyurcsány governments (2008/510, 2009/520/A, 2009/530/A, and 

similarly announced 2012/550/A and 2012/550/K programs). So, the public lighting 

programs were invented and launched not by the Orbán governments, but by the 

Gyurcsány-Bajnai governments. 

The local governments completed the public procurement procedures, and in all 

cases, these were completed on time. The opposition started attacking these 

programs only after the prime minister's son-in-law became the owner of one of the 

construction companies. Interestingly, before that, these programs ran smoothly, and 

nobody was interested” (Origo, 2018a).  

As this segment demonstrates, Origo adopted the moderating argument as well by 

stating that the Elios scandal is related to the workings of previous governments. It is 

a moderating argumentation because it moderates the significance of the Elios 

scandal by shifting the focus from the recent irregularities and the unfair benefiters 

around the governing elite, to the actions of previous governments. Thus, such 

argumentation portrays the scandal as outdated to a certain degree. 

As I have presented earlier (in Section 3), the shift away from scandalising narratives 

also manifested in the decrease in the number of used hyperlinks. This tendency is 

apparent in these quoted articles that did not use any hyperlinks.  

This lack of hyperlinks is even more radical in the article above (Origo, 2018a) which 

presented information that was usually hyperlinked in previous articles but not here. 

For instance, as the above-quoted segment demonstrates, it referred to the OLAF 

investigations and even to the numbers of the governmental programs without 

hyperlinking these. This demonstrates that even though anti-scandalising and 

moderating argumentations built on previous (scandalising) information, these were 

not hyperlinked. It is primarily because hyperlinks to previous articles would have led 

the readers to contrasting scandalising arguments, (which argument I further develop 

in the Discussion). In the next section, I demonstrate that the tendency to avoid 
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hyperlinking contrasting argumentation occurred in even cases when articles accused 

one another using the other news site’s name in the article.  

 

4.6.2. Oppositional Interactions Between Origo and Index 

 

In the previous section, I have presented how Origo adopted anti-scandalising and 

moderating narratives that oppose scandalisation without hyperlinking these 

confronting argumentations. The denial of hyperlinking scandalising narratives 

became even more apparent when Origo directly accused Index without hyperlinking 

it. This example does not only demonstrate the previously mentioned tendency that 

contrasting narratives were usually not hyperlinked but also represents how news 

outlets developed their narratives partly via ‘discussions’ between one another.  In this 

case, this conversational narrative-development started with Index’ scandalising 

narratives that provided the statements that Origo’s moderating articles negated.  

For instance, in one of these articles, Origo denied the claims of Index by proposing 

that the Elios case was not linked to Tiborcz but to Simicska, a well-known Hungarian 

businessperson. By doing this, Origo moderated the political character of the scandal 

as it replaced Tiborcz from Orbán’s (Prime Minister) family with Simicska who at the 

time was not linked to Orbán. As Origo’s narrative also portrayed the links between 

Simicska and the (oppositional) media, this presentation also intended to invalidate 

the oppositional news media. It was done because by associating the Hungarian news 

media (including Index) with Simicska, Origo presented them as biased concerning 

the Elios case (as Simicska was also an owner of Elios). In the first article where Origo 

(MTI, 2018a) portrayed this narrative, the name of Index was not included but it 

referred to the Hungarian media-landscape in general. In an article, published on the 

same day (20.01.2018.), few hours later, Index’ scandalisation-attempts were 

portrayed as false and biased accusations against Tiborcz: 

“However, the owner dictates…as we can see on the events of the past months, the 

oligarch's media empire dances as he whistles and fully assists the mentally ill Lajos' 

[Simicska] revenge campaign. 
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BUT THIS WEAPON WANTED TO BE USED BY THE OVERZEALOUS 

JOURNALISTS AT INDEX, MNO [another news outlet], NOW LOOKS LIKE IT 

BACKFIRED AND THEY MANAGED TO SHOOT AT THEIR OWNER WITH IT. 

HMM, WHAT IS HAPPENING? IN HUNGARIAN [meaning, plainly], THE PERSON 

WHO IS THE CEO OF THE COMPANY BEHIND INDEX ALSO HAS SERIOUS 

INFLUENCE IN ELIOS [capitalised in the original]. 

We hope that the "independent", "objective", "professional" journalists, after having 

devoted dozens of articles to the subject in order to discredit the prime minister, will 

remember their employer, Simicska, as well as the persons connected to him and 

involved in the scandal in a few words” (Origo 2018b).  

In this article segment, not only Simicska was accused of playing a crucial role in the 

Elios scandal but also Index (among other media platforms) was accused for 

protecting him. Overall, these articles moderated the importance of the Elios scandal 

by distancing it from the governing political elite, and by discrediting the previously 

scandalising news sites including Index. Origo’s further methods of discrediting is 

elaborated in the section on counter-scandalisation.  
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Figure 10: Argumentation Map 6 (Origo 2018b)  

(The blue arrow represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the 

narrative. Each green double arrow represents ‘disagreement’ indicating that a news site is mentioned 

to reject its claim. The information that is transmitted is elaborated in the ‘boxes’. The numbers represent 

the consecutive order, in which these elements were mentioned in the article) 

As the Argumentation Map 6 depicts, Origo’s article (Origo 2018b) used other news 

sites in two ways to construct its narrative. First, Origo hyperlinked Magyar Idők from 

where the Simicska narrative was copied. Highlighting the importance of this source, 

Origo also quoted from the Magyar Idők article. The government-friendly Magyar Idők 

(Jene et al. 2022) was never hyperlinked before in the analysed articles, which 
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demonstrates a shift towards government-friendly narratives (that I elaborate further 

in the Discussion chapter). Second, Origo’s article (Origo 2018b) also incorporated the 

names of Index and other news-portals. It is important to note that these news sites 

were only mentioned and not hyperlinked. Origo by doing this, also integrated their 

narratives regarding the involvement of people close to the government (alluding to 

Tiborcz)  in the Elios scandal. Origo incorporated these narratives from Index and the 

other news sites to deny these and replace them with Magyar Idők’s argument that put 

Simicska in the centre. Thus, this Origo article demonstrates how its articles rejected 

scandalising narratives in this phase to pave the way for counter-scandalisation. This 

rejection also follows the tendency I previously outlined as it does not hyperlink Index’ 

scandalising articles that oppose Origo’s argumentation. Origo only hyperlinks 

sources, such as Magyar Idők, that confirm and support its narrative. 

Furthermore, this article also represents how Origo did not only facilitate the later 

construction of counter-scandalising narratives by clearing their way from 

scandalisation but also by foreshadowing counter-scandalising narratives. For 

instance, in this case, like in the Tiborcz-interview (Kovács, 2017), accusations of the 

scandalisers also played an important role. These accusations are similar to the later 

counter-scandalising narratives in that these also intend to re-frame the Elios scandal. 

The main difference is that counter-scandalisation does not only discredit scandalisers 

but also portray them as dangerous (as I demonstrate it in Section 7). This way 

counter-scandalisation complies to a greater degree to the news-seeking nature of 

scandalisations (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000) than 

anti-scandalising and moderating argumentations as it constructs a dramatically 

enlarged fight between “heroes” and “villains” (Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020).  

However, the close resemblance between this argumentation and counter-

scandalisation poses the problem that it is difficult to distinguish these narratives (that 

I have reflected on in the ‘Methodology and Research Design Chapter’). The challenge 

to clearly differentiate counter-scandalisation from moderating or anti-scandalising 

narratives demonstrates the gradual chronological shift in which Origo developed its 

argumentations as an interlacing continuity, which makes the creation of clear 

distinctions and categorisations difficult. Therefore, Origo’s incremental development 

of moderating/anti-scandalising and later counter-scandalising narratives represents 
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how meaning-construction occurs gradually by building on previous narratives. Even 

though these narratives overlap with one another, and counter-scandalisation builds 

on previous scandalisations and moderations, there are differences in their core 

tendencies. The primary difference, based upon how I differentiated these periods of 

meaning-constructions, is that counter-scandalisation (as I outline in the next section) 

replaces the corruption scandal with a novel political scandal. In other words, whereas 

anti-scandalising, and moderating argumentations still concentrate on organisational 

case of Elios (even if in the form of rejection), counter-scandalisation shifts the 

attention from the nuances of the organisational scandal towards the sensationalist 

political Soros-narrative. 

I found discursive argumentation-development (between news sites) that the 

previously-quoted Origo (2018b) demonstrates in other Origo articles as well (2018c; 

d; e). However, unlike this article (Origo, 2018b), in later ones where Origo engaged 

in such open opposition, Index, and the other scandaliser medium were mainly 

referred to as ‘oppositional propaganda media’ (Origo, 2018d)  or just simply as 

‘oppositional media’ (Origo, 2018e) (their names were not mentioned). On the other 

hand, Index clearly named and even provided a screenshot for Origo’s article when it 

reacted to it. Index’ article (Elöd, 2018), in combination with the previously presented 

Origo (2018b; c; d; e) ones demonstrate that the meaning-construction around the 

Elios case evolved over clear interactions between different news sites that did not 

only involve agreements, and contextualisations but also disagreements. For instance, 

Index (Elöd, 2018) published the following response to Origo’s previously presented 

Simicska-narrative: 

"Openly Fidesz media-organs - such as Tények or Origo - try to pretend that the 

scandal is only related to Lajos Simicska (apparently forgetting that at that time even 

Simicska was a close friend of Orbán and the most important economic supporter of 

Fidesz), while in other places they refer more often to István Tiborcz as the main 

person behind the scandal. 
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[Figure 11: Screenshot of Origo article in Elöd’s (2018) Index article] 

The truth is a mixture of the two positions: in the period investigated by OLAF, from 

2009 to the end of 2014, both played a decisive role in the life of the company. 

Between 2010 and 2013, Simicska was acting as a co-owner, and Tiborcz had 

changing roles, between the company's foundation until 2015. We show in a diagram 

how the owners and managers have changed in Elios, which became known for its 

frauds [Mutyi is used, which is rather a euphemism of corruption]” (Elöd, 2018). 

As the article-segment illustrates, after referring to Origo as “an openly Fidesz-friendly 

news-portal”, Index shortly presented Origo’s narrative that focuses on Simicska as 

the main benefiter of Elios. Other than outlining it textually, Index also incorporated a 

screenshot from a previously-mentioned Origo article (2018c) that presented the 

Simicska-narrative. After that, Index presented its own narrative that incorporated an 

element of Origo’s argument while also rejecting parts of it. It was done because Index, 

on the one hand, confirmed that Origo was right in highlighting the involvement of 

Simicska. However, on the other hand, Index rejected the other elements of Origo’s 

argumentation, including the understatement of Tiborcz’ involvement. Therefore, 

overall, some information from Origo were denied, while an element was incorporated 

into the Index article. 
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Similar nuanced meaning-constructions was already used on Index as it was 

previously illustrated (in Section 5.1.). However, in this case the opposition was mutual 

and traceable thanks to the reciprocal naming between Index and Origo. These cases 

demonstrate that oppositions of narratives can result in the complexifications of the 

argumentations through adaptations of elements from the contrasting narratives. The 

contrasting argumentations can cross-fertilise one another as it occurred in the Index’ 

article. The opposition of narratives in the case of Index led to the complexification of 

the narrative, similar to the mechanisms presented in Section 5.1. Therefore, such 

oppositions are cases of meaning-co-productions where information flows even 

between the contrasting narratives. This case also represents the potential importance 

of such meaning-constructions as Index’ narrative was further propagated through 

hyperlinks towards four other analysed Index articles. 

Another crucial finding is that even though Index included a screenshot of Origo and 

the two news sites clearly built on one another’s argumentations, they did not hyperlink 

each other. This similarity in combination with the textual information, demonstrates 

the mutual opposition between these two news sites. However, the finding that this 

opposition led to different meaning-constructions for Index and Origo further indicates 

the importance for Origo to reject scandalising narratives. In other words, while Index 

engaged with the argumentation of Origo to the degree that it even incorporated an 

element of it into its own argumentation, Origo fully denied Index’ narrative. Such 

practice further indicates that anti-scandalisation and moderation were important steps 

towards counter-scandalisation in two ways: (1) by rejecting previous scandalisations, 

and (2) by foreshadowing counter-scandalisation. Overall, the contrast between the 

available meaning-construction mechanisms that even allow news outlets to build on 

opposing argumentations (as the Index case demonstrates) and the incrementality 

found in all the chronological changes of narratives further accentuates the paradox 

that the ‘chaotic’ minute information-flows seem to emerge into a harmoniously and 

gradually ordered trajectory of narratives. In the next section, I present another minute 

meaning co-production technique that demonstrates the nuances in which 

oppositional meaning-constructions can be used to construct narratives around 

corruption. 
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4.6.3. Index’ Opposition to Anti-scandalisation 

 

Different narratives around the Elios scandal developed in complex interactions with 

one another. The previous section has demonstrated, for instance, how Index opposed 

Origo’s anti-scandalising and moderating argumentations, while still incorporating 

elements of Origo’s narratives into its own article. This represents the nuances in 

oppositional meaning-constructions that have numerous forms. For instance, other 

than the previously presented open opposition, and hyperlinking bias against anti-

scandalising and moderating narratives, Index also confronted these argumentations 

by ridiculing and undermining them. These meaning-constructions demonstrate that 

news outlets can use different mechanisms to develop their narratives and convey 

opposition against other argumentations. 

A demonstrative example of how Index engaged in these nuanced meaning-

construction mechanisms after Origo openly developed anti-scandalising and 

moderating narratives is found in the article of Szalai (2018c) published on 03.03.2018. 

In this article, Index used several hyperlinked information to ridicule the anti-

scandalising narrative of the government and Elios: 

"Nándor Csepreghy [governmental politician] gave Hír tv [a news television] a more 

unusual argument about the Elios case. 

‘The European Commission also recognises that public lighting has been renewed in 

countless Hungarian settlements. Thanks to this, these Hungarian settlements save 

tens of millions of forints in their annual utility costs, and thanks to this, the European 

Commission itself says that it was a good investment’… 

It is also strange that Csepreghy tried to brag because the works of Elios were not 

only of questionable price but also of questionable quality, to put it mildly, in several 

discovered cases. In addition, it is also interesting that István Tiborcz, who was most 

affected, chose the exact opposite communication strategy: he recently ran away from 

a similar question in genuine horror, he did not want to brag” (Szalai, 2018c). 
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Figure 12: Argumentation Map 7 for Szalai’s article (2018c) 

(Each blue arrow represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the 

narrative. The green double arrows represent ‘disagreements’ in the news site is mentioned to reject 

its claim without hyperlinking. The information that is transmitted is elaborated in the ‘boxes’. The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the these elements were mentioned in the article) 

As this article segment and the Argumentation Map 7 depict, Index in this article used 

the hyperlinked information of Hír TV to present the anti-scandalising narrative. It was 

done by quoting from Csepreghy stating that the Elios-projects were successful ones. 

Second, Index hyperlinked its own article that portrayed the negative consequences 
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of the project, particularly in relation to the poor lighting conditions these provided. By 

doing this, Index questioned Csepreghy’s statement. Finally, Index also ridiculed the 

anti-scandalising narrative by reporting how Tiborcz ‘escaped’ from questions about 

Elios. Index implied that if Csepreghy’s anti-scandalising statements were true, 

Tiborcz could have stated the same instead of escaping from the journalist. The article 

also used a hyperlink to another Index article, in which Hír TV’s video on the ‘escape’ 

was embedded. Overall, this article used several hyperlinked information to not only 

oppose and question Csepreghy’s anti-scandalising narrative but also ridicule it via 

the incorporation of the video on Tiborcz. 

Index’ undermining and ridiculing of the anti-scandalising narratives demonstrate that 

other than the previously presented biased used of hyperlinks, other forms of 

oppositional narrative-constructions were also used during the scandalisation of the 

Elios case. This example demonstrates the nuanced variations in which opposing 

argumentations can be placed within one article, while conveying a preference of one 

over the other. For instance, this example demonstrates that such preferences (in 

combination with biased hyperlinking) were also often indicated linguistically via slight 

ridiculing and undermining language.  

The variety in which different narratives can be evaluated and opposed to one another 

demonstrates that news outlets have numerous mechanisms that can be used to 

construct different narratives. Furthermore, these examples also represent that 

oppositional meaning-constructions played an important role in the development of the 

narratives around the Elios case. Through these mechanisms, news outlets engaged 

with one another’s (and other figures’) argumentations in a nuanced and news-seeking 

manner. This ‘news-seeking’ tendency that is the characteristic of scandalisation 

(Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000) is especially evident in 

how Index intended to ridicule the anti-scandalising narratives and Tiborcz and the 

governmental politicians behind these statements. This type of argumentation is 

different from the previously  presented adaptive opposition (in Section 6.2.) in that it 

does not confirm any statements from the anti-scandalising argumentations but rather 

undermines them by mockingly highlighting the internal contradictions around these 

statements. For instance, Szalai (2018c) did this by contrasting the reactions of 

Csepreghy with those of Tiborcz. 
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In this manner, such ridiculing and undermining argumentations are similar to the 

previously presented generalisations in that these also emphasise certain aspects 

around the case (such as the darkness) and portraying these as defining 

characteristics. For instance, in Szalai’s (2018c) article, Tiborcz’ behaviour was 

portrayed as proof that he is aware of the irregularities around Elios (that is why he did 

not want to ‘brag’ like Csepreghy). Such argumentation, like generalising narratives, 

takes one element (Tiborcz’ escape or darkness) and uses it to understand a wider 

phenomenon.  

Overall, the ridiculing oppositional meaning-construction of Index demonstrates that 

news outlets can express their preferences between opposing narratives via slight 

undermining and mocking argumentations. This technique, in combination with the 

previously presented different oppositional and combinatory meaning-constructions 

represent the numerous mechanisms in which information-flows can be used to 

compose a variety of narratives around corruption. The next section elaborates on the 

incremental process through which Origo shifted completely away from the meaning-

constructions around corruption into reframing the Elios scandal as a fully political one. 

This process represents the last stage of Origo’s gradual transition from scandalisation 

through anti-scandalisation into counter-scandalisation.  

 

4.7. Counter-Scandalisation: Elios as a Political Scandal 

 

In the previous sections, I have presented the chronological development of the 

narrative around the Elios case from 2013 to early 2018. In this period, I differentiated 

two main types of narratives: scandalisation and the argumentations opposing it in the 

form of anti-scandalisation/moderation. Until late 2017, on both Origo and Index, 

different scandalising narratives were dominant. Narrative-developments followed two 

main trajectories (that simultaneously co-existed): (1) either complexifying or (2) 

generalising tendencies. These trajectories were still important in later articles (as I 

demonstrate in this section), however, in early 2018, the different oppositional 

meaning-constructions became more significant in the construction of the main 

narrative-trajectories (especially on Origo). Origo incrementally adopted anti-
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scandalising and moderating argumentations as its own by early 2018 that Index 

opposed in different ways. As a result of Index’ and Origo’s differing meaning-

construction practices, their overall narratives departed from one another, and the two 

news sites even developed their argumentations by openly opposing and reacting to 

one another’s narratives. In this section, I present my findings on how their 

argumentations developed further, resulting in Origo’s creation of an alternative non-

organisational scandal. 

Specifically, in this section, I demonstrate through examples how Origo incrementally 

adopted counter-scandalisation, and how Index opposed these narratives by using 

hyperlinks. First, in Section 7.1., I present Origo’s incremental adoption of the counter-

scandalising Soros-narrative. This section demonstrates how Origo, similarly to 

previous gradual adoptions (such as the one presented in Section 5.1.), first only 

presented these argumentations as the opinions of politicians before adopting its 

elements as its own step-by-step. The generalising character of counter-

scandalisation is also presented. This generalisation encompasses that the counter-

scandalising, Soros-narrative considerably simplified the complexities and nuances 

around Elios and international politics in general to replace the organisational focus 

(around Elios’ conducts) with a grandiose political conspiracy theory. Second, in 

section 7.2., I highlight how Index’ opposed the counter-scandalising argumentation 

by using hyperlinks to contrast the specificities of the scandalising narratives with the 

generalising all-encompassing counter-scandalisation. 

 

4.7.1. Origo’s Incremental Adoption of the Soros-Narrative 

 

Counter-scandalisation differs from anti-scandalisation and moderation primarily 

because rather than focusing on the denial of scandalisation, it concentrates on the 

construction of a novel scandal that explains the Elios case without focusing on 

organisational events and corruption. Counter-scandalisation builds upon the 

previously introduced moderation and anti-scandalisation by taking for granted the 

rejection of previous scandalisations concerning the potential corruption case of Elios.  
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Counter-scandalisation in the analysed articles incorporated two main interconnected 

narratives. First, narratives often focused on the involvement of the European Union 

by reporting that the Elios scandal was a fabricated attempt of the European Union to 

influence the Hungarian elections. Second, these articles also often concentrated and 

linked the narrative on George Soros to the argumentation. The George Soros 

narrative argued that the Elios case was a fabricated scandal of the people around 

George Soros to influence the Hungarian elections (for more on the background of this 

narrative, see Chapter 5, Section 4). Furthermore, according to this narrative, the 

supporters of the European Union and George Soros intended to do this because they 

did not agree with the Hungarian government’s policies and stance, especially 

regarding its rejection of ‘illegal’ migration to Hungary. 

Contrary to Index, Origo fully adopted these counter-scandalising narratives through 

a gradual process like the previously outlined ones. This process began February 

2018, one month after Origo adopted anti-scandalisation and moderation as its own 

narrative. First, Origo (MTI, 2018b35) (similar to the narrative-development around the 

Elios case’s illegality) only quoted politicians. However, Origo only quoted 

governmental politicians stating that the accusations of the Elios case were attacks 

against the Hungarian government without providing details on the identities of these 

‘attackers’. These articles also mentioned that the Hungarian government was 

attacked via the Elios scandal to lower their chances of winning on the election: 

“…Péter Szíjjártó [Hungaian foreign minister] confirmed that there is nothing surprising 

that the Elios case is leaked during the election…this political scandalization is an 

obvious attempt to influence the Hungarian election-process…” (MTI, 2018b). 

This Origo article-segment demonstrates that Origo did not present these arguments 

as its own at this point but only reported the arguments of governmental politicians. It 

did this by reporting only their argumentations without mentioning or hyperlinking 

oppositional ones. In this sense, Origo developed counter-scandalising narratives like 

it did with anti-scandalisation. As I have presented earlier (on pages 170-171), the 

adoption of anti-scandalisation also began escalating, first by one-sidedly presenting 

the anti-scandalising narratives of Tiborcz, which later Origo adopted as its own. 

 
35 Published on 20.02.2018. 
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Furthermore, counter-scandalisation is also a continuation of anti-

scandalisation/moderation due to their similar tendencies. For instance, similarly to 

anti-scandalisation and moderation, counter-scandalisation also delegitimises the 

scandalisation of the Elios case. Therefore, counter-scandalisation did not only 

chronologically follow the anti-scandalising/moderating narratives but also continued 

their argumentation by further developing it. This further development, as the 

forthcoming quotes from Origo demonstrate, established the counter-scandalising 

narrative as a scandal of its own that uses the same mechanisms as previous 

scandalising argumentations. 

The overall, counter-scandalising narrative emerged fragmentarily, step-by-step as 

Origo revealed the different aspects of this narrative chronologically, article by article. 

For instance, an article, published two days after the previously quoted one (MTI, 

2018b), on 22.02.2018, also added the reason for the fabricated scandalisation of the 

‘attackers’, namely that these forces intend to interfere in the Hungarian election 

because they are dissatisfied with the Hungarian government including its stance on 

migration, and the increased taxes on banks. This article (Origo, 2018f) also presented 

this argument by quoting the governmental politician, Antal Rogán: 

"To the question of whether more attacks are expected at the international level, he 

answered that the interest groups who do not like the Hungarian government's policy 

are behind the attacks." International institutions and organizations are also connected 

to this. Those forces are behind it, which we have offended with our governance in the 

last eight years. 

Primarily those who don't like our immigration policy, and secondly, those who have 

lost serious money due to utility cuts. And thirdly, those financial circles who would like 

to get back the bank tax they have been paying for many years. HOWEVER, 

ACCORDING TO ANTAL ROGÁN, THE GOVERNMENT WILL NOT BEND TO THE 

WILL OF THOUSANDS OF INTEREST GROUPS [capitalised in original article]. The 

senior minister of the Prime Minister's Office also spoke about the Elios case and the 

campaign” (Origo, 2018f). 

Similar to other Origo articles from this time, such as the previously quoted one (MTI, 

2018b) in this article (Origo, 2018f), the Elios case was only mentioned briefly. On the 
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contrary, the narratives around the attempts to influence the Hungarian elections were 

elaborated in detail. This textual focus on the counter-scandalising narrative 

demonstrates the shift from the Elios scandal as an organisational event close to 

figures around the government towards its re-framing as a political scandal that was a 

fabricated attempt of the opposing (migration-supporting) forces to influence the 

Hungarian elections. However, the links between the Elios case and these forces that 

intend to influence the elections were not elaborated clearly at this point, only alluded 

to. 

One month later, on 20.03.2018. Origo clearly revealed the associations of the 

counter-scandalising narrative between George Soros, Brussels, and the Hungarian 

oppositional politicians, to which so far it only alluded to: 

“According to the photos, Gergely Karácsony [the oppositional mayor of Budapest] 

met Corina Cretu, socialist commissioner as well, who is also infamous Soros-ally. 

According to the Facebook-post, at the meeting, they did not forget to mention the 

Elios-project. Corrina Cretu gained popularity in Romania with her repeated anti-

Hungarian sallies, and she also welcomed George Soros in person in Brussels” (Origo, 

2018g). 

From this article, Origo did not only report the statements of politicians on the topic but 

incorporated information as Origo’s own opinion. For instance, in this article-segment, 

Corina Cretu, who, as the European Commissioner for Cohesion and Reforms was 

involved in the scandalisation of the Elios case (Vitéz, 2018)) was presented from the 

perspective of Origo itself. Origo scandalised Cretu’s persona other than linking her to 

Brussels and Soros by portraying her as anti-Hungarian. This type of scandalisation 

relies on the portrayal of people, collectives or events as dangerous and 

disadvantageous for the Hungarian public.   

By doing this, counter-scandalising argumentation, like the previously presented 

scandalising ones (Spirk, 2015b; Jávor, 2017; Sajó, and Karip, 2018), intended to 

portray the scandalised people or events in a negative light for the Hungarian society. 

In the case of scandalisation, it occurred via the emphasis, and generalisation of the 

disadvantages caused by Elios (demonstrated by the ‘darkness’-narrative). Similarly, 

counter-scandalisation relied on this news-seeking (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017; 
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see also: Thompson 2000) attitude by portraying the scandalising people as potential 

threats to Hungary. Both meaning-constructions are generalising as both emphasise 

elements and events displaced from their specific context to use these to provide an 

over-arching simplified understanding. For instance, Origo portrayed Cretu as a 

potential threat to Hungarians by referring to details from her past that are not 

contextualised or hyperlinked. This way, the reader is excluded from the easy access 

to further explore the context of this information. Overall, these similarities of counter-

scandalisation to scandalisation enabled these narratives to construct an alternative 

scandal that does not focus on the organisational elements around Elios but on a 

large-scale political event.  

Eight months later, on 12.11.2018, just after the Hungarian investigation dropped the 

Elios case due to the “absence of a crime” (Hungarian Spectrum, 2019), Origo (2018h) 

openly criticised and accused of their relations to Soros those who organised a protest 

against the verdict of the Hungarian investigations: 

“Previously, as one of the most reliable elements of the Soros-network, Péter Horgas 

organised a protest to support refugees. On Monday, he organised a protest in front 

of the Hungarian National Bureau of Investigation against the lawful verdict of an 

investigation [of Elios]…As we got used to, the domestic allies of George Soros, do 

not respect the law, if it is not supporting them…Péter Horgas serves the interests of 

Soros in the issue of migration as well…The organisation [of Horgas] protests because 

the investigation found that Elios did everything in the most law-abiding manner 

possible” (Origo, 2018h).  

In this article, the counter-scandalising narrative was used to accuse a group of people 

who attempted to maintain the focus on the Elios case as a corruption scandal via their 

protest. As this article demonstrates, the protesters and other groups (oppositional 

politicians and celebrities) that presented their opinion against Elios and the verdict of 

the Hungarian authorities were portrayed as migration-supporter Sorors-allies in the 

counter-scandalising articles. This way, counter-scandalisation re-framed the Elios 

case as a novel alternative scandal that replaced the original one concerning 

corruption. This novel scandal is not associated with organisational corruption and its 

consequences but rather with a portrayed attempt to influence the Hungarian elections 

and its potential negative effects on the Hungarian society in the form of migration. 
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The focus on migration as a threat to Christian values were also presented in counter-

scandalising articles. For instance, the previously quoted Origo article (MTI, 2018b). 

also quoted Szijjártó stating that: 

"…protecting European values also means protecting European civilization, we must 

protect Europe's Christian traditions and Christian heritage.” 

The focus on the threat of migration represents a key difference between the original 

scandalisation and counter-scandalisation. It is because whereas scandalisation 

concentrated on the harms Elios already caused, counter-scandalisation focused on 

a potential future threat (of migration). This threat was portrayed as only being realised 

if the oppositional Soros-allies got into power. 

Overall, this novel reframing of the Elios scandal was constructed and adopted 

incrementally by Origo. The incremental adoption of the counter-scandalising narrative 

occurred in three steps. First, politicians were quoted, alluding to this narrative but not 

concretely elaborating it. These narratives did not name Soros but alluded to the 

‘forces’ that attempted to interfere in the Hungarian election by scandalising Elios. 

Second, these ‘forces’ were clearly associated with George Soros. According to these 

articles, Soros politically attacked Hungary mainly because of the government’s anti-

immigration stance and its tax-increase on banks. However, at this step, Elios was 

only mentioned briefly. Third, Origo linked together the previously mentioned elements 

and clearly outlined the position that the Elios scandal was only a fabricated 

scandalising attempt by Soros-allies. For instance, Origo portrayed the protesters and 

others who saw the Elios case as corruption as the ‘people of Soros’. Other than the 

incremental adoption of these narratives, Origo and Index also differed in their use of 

hyperlinks. While Index still used hyperlinks in the articles where counter-scandalising 

elements were mentioned, Origo only used one hyperlink. In its previously quoted 

counter-scandalising article, Origo (2018h) hyperlinked a video where an activist (who 

protested against the verdict of the Hungarian authorities on Elios) was interviewed 

about his stance on migration. This hyperlink represents the shift in the Elios case 

from the focus on organisational conducts (and potential corruption) to migration. 

Overall, the differing trajectories of Origo and Index demonstrate that a news site can 

aggregate available information on a potential corruption case such as Elios’, different 
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ways, and from different sources, resulting in the development of completely distinct 

narratives. However, these trajectories also represent that even though meaning-

construction seems to be a chaotic process, due to the different available information 

and the variety of information aggregating practices, the change of narratives still 

occur in a logically ordered incremental fashion. This dualism is particularly visible on 

Origo’s development. One month after gradually adopting anti-

scandalising/moderating narratives as its own, Origo began incrementally developing 

its own counter-scandalising argumentation. Other than the temporal continuity 

between these narratives, their argumentation is also built on one another. It is 

because anti-scandalisation/moderation foreshadowed counter-scandalising 

elements and simultaneously rejected the alternative, competing, scandalising 

understandings. By doing these, anti-scandalisation/moderation paved the way for 

counter-scandalisation. This continuous meaning-construction demonstrates that 

incrementality was an important characteristic of narrative-developments around the 

Elios case. In the next section, I present my findings concerning how Index responded 

to the counter-scandalising narratives after the verdict of the Hungarian investigation. 

 

4.7.2. Index’ Opposition to Counter-Scandalisation 

 

Origo, unlike Index adopted the governmental counter-scandalising narrative as its 

own. Index, on the other hand, only reported counter-scandalising narratives as the 

opinions of mainly governmental politicians. Furthermore, other than reporting these 

statements, Index also opposed these via the previously presented techniques, such 

as ridiculing and undermining their argumentations. Index, other than undermining the 

argumentation textually, also expressed its opposition against counter-scandalising 

narratives via biased use of hyperlinks. Unlike previous examples, Index even 

combined these two techniques in an article (CSD, 2018c) published on 7.11.2018.:  

"As it surprised almost no one in Hungary on Tuesday: the National Police 

Headquarters announced that the police terminates the investigation against Elios 

Innovatív Zrt. due the absence of a criminal offense… 
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We now publish this [governmental announcement about the verdict of the police] in 

its entirety, without changes: 

‘It has been proven that Brussels-authorities prepared a campaign report. 

After several months of official investigation, it was proven that the Elios report was 

nothing more than Brussels’ campaign report. Before the spring parliamentary 

elections, pro-immigration Brussels politicians attempted to influence the Hungarian 

elections. The Hungarian authorities investigate all cases. This happened in this case 

as well. The thorough official investigation refuted the slanders in the Brussels 

campaign report’. 

We wrote about what exactly the government's thorough police investigation refuted 

here, and we showed it in this video with a couple of visual aids” (CSD, 2018c). 

 

Figure 13: Argumentation map 8 for the article of CSD (2018c) 
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(Each blue arrow represents ‘summation’ hyperlink through which information is adopted into the 

narrative. The green double arrows represent ‘disagreements’ in the news site is mentioned to reject 

its claim without hyperlinking. The information that is transmitted is elaborated in the ‘boxes’. The 

numbers represent the consecutive order, in which the these elements were mentioned in the article) 

Index, in this article, reported and opposed the statement of the Hungarian 

government made after the Hungarian police terminated the investigation against 

Elios. First, Index did this by portraying its narrative with a hint of sarcasm by stating 

that ‘almost no one was surprised about it’. This sarcasm demonstrates how Index, 

even in light of the verdict of the Hungarian investigation, maintained a level of 

opposition by questioning the authority and the independence of the Hungarian police 

regarding the investigations on Elios. This slight textual questioning then escalated 

into opposition by the end of the article, where Index hyperlinked its own scandalising 

articles to contrast the statement of the Hungarian government. This opposition 

entailed the contrast between the generalising governmental counter-scandalising 

narrative and the different versions of the hyperlinked scandalising articles. As the 

Argumentation Map 8’ demonstrates, Index hyperlinked both its video (Csurgó et al. 

2018) that simplified the complex argumentation of the investigative news outlet, 

Direkt36, and its older article that elaborated in detail the complexities of the Elios 

scandal. By doing this, Index did not only oppose the governmental statement, but 

also emphasised how it rejected and replaced the complexities of the scandalising 

argumentations with such a generalising narrative. Overall, this article represents how 

textual ridiculing and biased hyperlink-use can be used in combination to oppose even 

the governmental counter-and-anti-scandalising statements (even after the official 

verdict stating that the organisational conducts were not illegal).  

The comparison between Index’ ridiculing opposition and the previously outlined 

trajectory of Origo demonstrates the differences between these two news outlets’ 

adopted narratives on Elios that began from similar positions in 2014 (slight 

preferences towards scandalising narratives). On the one hand, Origo incrementally 

adopted the governmental counter-scandalising argumentation. On the other hand, 

Index, even when the Hungarian police terminated the investigation, maintained its 

opposition by re-stating its scandalising narratives through hyperlinks, for instance. 

Overall, these trajectories and the numerous minute mechanisms through which 

information was aggregated in the articles represent how the two news outlets could 
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incrementally develop alternative understandings of the Elios case. These findings 

show that meaning-construction around corruption can occur in numerous different 

ways (information-oppositions and aggregations), leading different co-existing (and 

interacting) understandings of a scandal (scandalising, and counter-scandalising 

narratives). I found that a common characteristic (other than the involved information, 

and aggregating-techniques) of the different meaning-construction trajectories was the 

incrementality of change. In other words, narratives did not change abruptly as Origo’s 

trajectory of gradual shift from scandalisation to counter-scandalisation demonstrates. 

Index’ adherence to scandalising narrative also demonstrates the tendency towards 

incrementality and continuity in meaning-construction. It is because it illustrates for 

instance, that Index, even when facing governmental counter-scandalisation, still 

continued its scandalising narrative-development partly by hyperlinking its own past 

articles. Therefore, Index, rather than adopting the governmental counter-scandalising 

narrative that would have contradicted its own past argumentation, maintained the 

continuity of its meaning-constructions by opposing the governmental statements, and 

building on its past articles.  

 

4.8. Conclusion  

 

In this chapter, I have presented my findings concerning how the meanings around 

the Elios corruption case emerged and changed in the Hungarian online news media. 

Overall, I distinguished two main findings. The first one is that meanings around 

corruption were co-produced via aggregating external information in the articles in 

numerous ways. These mechanisms included cases when information from external 

sources was incorporated into coherent argumentation in which the different elements 

supported and/or contextualised one another. These types of meaning-constructions 

often relied on hyperlinking different sources, such as other news sites, investigative 

journals, and public procurement documents from kozbeszerzes.hu. Hyperlinks 

generally played an important role in these co-productions of meanings, demonstrating 

the unique context of the online realm in terms of meaning-constructions. Information-

flows, in the form of available information at the time of the writing of the articles 
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shaped the emergent narratives. For instance, Index only presented Elios’ conducts 

as illegal once it acquired leaked information from the investigation. Even though the 

available information shaped meaning-constructions, it did not determine these as the 

numerous different types of narrative-constructions (that often opposed the most 

relevant information-sources) and the completely different narrative-developments of 

Index and Origo demonstrate.  

Narratives were also often incorporated into the articles in a way that these opposed 

other argumentation(s) in the article. Such antagonistic meaning-construction 

occurred in numerous different degrees and mechanisms. For instance, news articles 

often portrayed opposing narratives, while slightly emphasising or prioritising one over 

the other. This occurred via biased hyperlink-use and textually, via ridiculing and/or 

sarcastic description of one narrative, undermining its author and/or the argument 

itself. The biased hyperlink-using practices were particularly dominant throughout the 

corpus. The aggregation of these practices forms a tendency that if an article’s core 

(or prioritised) narrative opposed an incorporated argumentation, this incorporated 

element was usually not hyperlinked even when its source was indicated (for instance 

through a screenshot). My findings have also demonstrated that these oppositional 

meaning-constructions often unfolded over time in a ‘conversational’ manner in which 

different news-producers reflected on one another’s and other entities’ 

argumentations. These complex oppositional meaning-co-productions demonstrate 

how narratives around corruption develop not only through interactions, and 

aggregation of mutually supporting information-flows, but also through a wide variety 

of different oppositions. 

The second key conclusion is that when I analysed the changes of narratives through 

these minute mechanisms chronologically, I found that these trajectories occurred 

incrementally adhering to a tendency of ‘continuous’ meaning-construction. Narratives 

within a news site in the analysed corpus usually did not change abruptly. Narratives 

alternated throughout the articles, but these fluctuations always depended and built 

on the news site’s previous argumentations. For instance, Origo’s shift from 

scandalisation to counter-scandalisation occurred gradually. First, it adopted the anti-

scandalising and moderating narratives that rejected previous scandalisation and 

foreshadowed counter-scandalisation. Only once Origo adopted these anti-
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scandalising and moderating narratives, it turned towards the incremental adoption of 

counter-scandalisation. These findings suggest that Origo might not have oscillated 

quickly between scandalisation and counter-scandalisation as it needed the 

intermediary step to reject its previous scandalisations.  

In the Discussion chapter, I further investigate how the minute chaotic processes led 

to incremental narrative development. I particularly use Tarde’s theories to discuss 

how such gradual and ordered processes, seemingly paradoxically, emerged from the 

chaotic information-aggregation processes.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

5.1. Introduction 
 
 

In the Analysis Chapter, I have presented the findings from the thematic and 

argumentation analyses. These have demonstrated a seemingly paradoxical pattern 

for meaning-constructions in which the chaotic minute hyperlinked interactions 

between a variety of actors led to gradual chronological changes within the emergent 

narratives. In the Discussion Chapter, I discuss this insight based on Tarde’s theories, 

and other relevant literature. Particularly, I focus on the implications for meaning-

constructions, and the potential anti-corruption effects of these two key findings: (1) 

the chaotic meaning co-productions occurring mainly through hyperlinks, and (2) the 

gradual narrative-developments unfolding through the news outlets’ interlocked 

strategic meaning-construction practices. 

 

First, in terms of the contextual analysis of the online meaning-constructions, I focus 

on my findings concerning the minute meaning co-productions through hyperlinks. I 

particularly investigate the implications of what sources were hyperlinked, the 

abundance of hyperlinks found in the articles, and that these were often used in a 

biased manner, only leading towards texts that support the main argument of the text. 

By discussing these findings, I elaborate on the use of hyperlinks for meaning-

constructions around corruption in the following ways: (1) how hyperlink-uses facilitate 

reliable meaning-constructions around corruption, (2) how hyperlink-uses can be 

detrimental for reliable meaning-constructions around corruption, (3) how patterns 

found in the hyperlink-uses, particularly their biased incorporation into the articles, 

indicate that hyperlinks can be used by news outlets to shape meaning-constructions 

based on their own agendas. By discussing these implications of hyperlink-uses for 

the meaning-constructions around corruption, I contribute to the OMS literature on 

corruption within the media by providing detailed elaboration on the sense-making 

processes in the online context. I specifically concentrate on the use of hyperlinks, and 

how these change the meaning-constructions within the digital realm. By doing this, I 
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provide a nuanced view that includes both positive and negative utilisations of 

hyperlinks in terms of their potential anti-corruption effects.  

 

Second, concerning the processual narrative-developments, I discuss my findings on 

the gradual meaning-constructions focusing mainly on Origo’s shift, and the graduality 

of narrative-developments. By doing this, I elaborate on the complex relationality in 

which meanings around corruption are composed through gradual reciprocal 

influences between the readers and the news outlets. By doing this, I build on the 

social constructionist OMS works, such as the one of Pertiwi and Ainsworth (2020: 

508) that proposes that “…meaning of corruption is relationally derived and 

contextually and temporally dependent”. To contribute to this relational understanding 

of meanings, I build on Tarde’s introduced theories (Social Laws and Monadology) to 

investigate how the mutual possession between the readers and the news outlets 

(Tarde, 2012: 52) shape the logical order and graduality through which narratives 

around corruption develop. Overall, by doing this, I contribute to the OMS literature on 

corruption within the media by offering a relational and processual perspective on 

meaning-constructions, including some implications for anti-corruption.  

The discussion is structured into 6 sections, including this one. First, in Section 2, I 

discuss how the hyperlinks between different information and news-providers shape 

meaning-construction around corruption. I particularly focus on the symbiotic 

potentialities between regular news outlets, investigative news outlets, and data-

repositories to inform citizens about corruption, and trigger anti-corruption changes. 

By doing this, I also engage with the Organisation and Management literature on the 

dramatisation (Rindova et al. 2006) and simplification (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014:88) 

of corruption by discussing the views that emphasise the negative effects of such 

meaning-construction on anti-corruption (Breit and Vaara, 2014). I provide a relational 

perspective that views the dramatisation, simplification and the nuanced portrayals of 

corruption cases as mutually complementary if these are linked via hyperlink. In this 

section, I analyse the found hyperlinking patterns from a democratising viewpoint 

(Landow, 2006: 122) by arguing that these networks of heightened connectivity 

empower readers to validate and access relevant information, leading to potential anti-

corruption movements. I particularly approach this optimistic perspective from a 

Tardean perspective that “…highlights the rise of media technologies that permit 
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‘action at a distance’, expanding our capacities to act and co-operate with one another” 

(Muldoon, 2014: 67). Thus, in this view, hyperlinks are investigated as potential 

meaning-co-producing relations that have potentials to empower entities through their 

‘co-operation’. Overall, I contribute to the OMS literature around corruption in the 

media by providing insights on the digital meaning-constructions that do not primarily 

focus on discourses (cf.: Breit, 2010; 2011a; Periwi, and Aisworth, 2020; see also: 

Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) or corruption-frames (cf.: Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 

2017; Cohen et al. 2015; Roulet, 2015) but on the technological specificities of the 

online realm in the form of hyperlinks.  

In the third section, I investigate the negative implications of hyperlinks in informing 

citizens about corruption. Furthermore, I discuss another crucial finding, which is that 

hyperlinks tended to be avoided for arguments that opposed the main narrative of the 

article. First, based on Tarde’s theory on somnambulism (Tarde, 1912; 1903a:192), I 

propose that the increased number of information that hyperlinks provide do not 

necessarily make individuals more informed and rational to construct meanings that 

could oppose organisational wrongdoings but rather these make people more prone 

to imitation. To put it simply, the increased potentialities and information that hyperlinks 

provide may only construct a false sense of freedom that conceals the fact that 

hyperlinks are often constructed to lead the readers. Thus, second, I outline the 

implications of my findings concerning the selective use of hyperlinks that primarily 

indicate that these webs of information are constructed based on the desires and 

agendas of the journalist and the news outlet. This view contrasts the previously 

outlined positive outlook on hyperlinks by arguing that these are not only free-flowing 

traceable relations (Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 

2017) but nuanced means that can be used by the news outlets to lead readers, and 

the meaning-constructions around corruption. Overall, similarly to the previous section 

(‘The Promise of Connectivity: Hyperlinks as Empowering Tools’), in this part, I also 

contribute to the OMS literature on corruption within the media by investigating the 

online context and particularly the role of hyperlinks in meaning-constructions around 

corruption. Particularly, by building on the Organisation and Management literature, I 

argue that hyperlinks do not lead to the annihilation of one-sided portrayals of 

corruption (Breit, 2011a; Breit, and Vaara, 2014:69), but can even lead to the 

multiplication of potential biases. This perspective highlights the role of news outlets 
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in constructing not only the clear-cut, and concrete meanings but the hyperlink-

trajectories through which the readers gain their information on corruption by moving 

through them (Dörk et al. 2014). 

Third (in ‘The Head of the Monster’ sub-section), I discuss my findings concerning how 

Origo gradually rejected and replaced the Elios corruption scandal with the Soros-

narrative, as a result of its political shift towards the government. First, I investigate 

Origo’s anti-scandalising narratives as cases of Tardean counter-imitation (Tarde, 

1903a: xvii). By doing this, I highlight the transitional role of anti-scandalisation to 

negate previous scandalisation and thus pave the way for counter-scandalisation. I 

also reflect on the implications of this argument from a Tardean perspective, namely 

that such opposing argumentations have only mediating roles for the creative 

production of novel meaning-construction potentialities. From the perspective of 

power, it implies that it is not enough to constrain or limit the communicational currents 

of society, but it is also crucial to creatively find channels for these. Second, I elaborate 

on how Origo found a channel and harnessed existing social tendencies, such as 

antisemitism, in the form of the Soros-narrative (Barna, and Knap, 2021). By doing 

this, I emphasise the productive role of news outlets that do not only tailor their 

contents to the demands of society but can also create these. Via this discussion, I 

contribute to the OMS literature on corruption within the media by providing insights to 

the temporally unfolding, and interlocking strategic meaning-construction techniques 

through which a news outlet can gradually change the narratives around corruption. 

 

Fifth, (in the ‘Gradual Changes: The Importance of a Community of Readers’ section), 

I discuss the findings concerning the gradual narrative-developments. Using Tarde’s 

theories, I particularly investigate the incrementality of the narrative-developments as 

a result of the mutual possessions between the readers and the news outlets (Tarde, 

2012). To put it simply, I argue that one key reason why narrative-development 

concerning corruption occurs gradually is because, through sudden changes, news 

outlets would risk losing their readerships (see: Mérték Media Monitor, 2016). In this 

section, I also investigate the mutual relation between the readers and the news 

outlets by examining the role of news outlets to not only shape the readers separately 

but also compose a community of readerships that is conscious of itself “thanks to 

their awareness of the simultaneous identity of their ideas” (Tarde, 1969b: 186). I 
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particularly engage with my findings that, similarly to other social constructionist works 

(Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021), show that corruption-portrayals 

within the media often include nationalistic concerns. By linking this finding to Tarde’s 

notions on the mutual possession between readers and news outlets, I propose that 

such framings of corruption might be necessary to engage readers. By discussing 

such meaning-constructions, I contribute to the OMS literature on corruption within the 

media by highlighting the importance of the relation between the news outlets and the 

readers, not only as individuals but as members of a public who are aware of their 

membership within this community to a certain degree. Such a view emphasises that 

through meaning-constructions around corruption, news outlets do not only address 

isolated individuals but members of a community, partly united by their news outlet 

(Tarde, 1969b: 186). This perspective problematises the question of how news outlets 

can simultaneously engage the readers while providing reliable and well-informed 

narratives on corruption.  

 

In the final section (‘Conclusion: Relation Between the Readers and the News outlet’), 

I summarise the key points of this chapter focusing on how the different relational 

influences shape meaning-constructions around corruption. I also briefly take account 

of the positive and negative influences in terms of reliability and effectiveness of 

meaning-construction to hinder and oppose corruption. In the last chapter, I follow up 

on these considerations by suggesting some future research avenues that can be 

useful in gaining a valuable understanding of how to ensure the reliability of meaning-

constructions around corruption.  

 
 

5.2. The Promise of Connectivity: Hyperlinks as Empowering 
Tools 

 

 

My findings show (see Table 1) that hyperlinks are commonly used elements of 

meanings-constructions around corruption in the online news media. These hyperlinks 

are used to indicate the origin of certain information or whole narrative(s) that the 

articles imitate. Therefore, hyperlinks represent traces of imitations, that by 

aggregation (or in Tarde words, inventions) results in narratives. Through this process, 
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the argumentations around corruption can develop, diversify, and complexify following 

Tarde’s (1969b: 153) thesis that “…every invention is…a combination of imitations.” 

 

As I outline in the Literature Review, social constructionist studies also highlight that 

the available information has an important role in the construction of meanings around 

corruption (Breit, 2011a). These works particularly outline the role that supra-national 

institutions and social control agents play in informing and shaping the definitions 

around corruption and the development of scandals (Breit, 2015; Booker; 2016; 

Clemente and Gabbioneta, 2017; Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010). I also found 

evidence for such use of external information. For instance, Index utilised and 

hyperlinked information originating from the investigative OLAF report to conclude that 

some elements of the organisational conducts of Elios were illegal.  In other words, 

Index only factualised the Elios case as illegal (Breit, 2011a) after convincing 

information from the investigation was available. Therefore, OLAF (the supra-national 

social control agent) did not influence local meaning-constructions via policies and 

reports that reframe and redefine corruption (cf.: Breit and Vaara, 2014; Pertiwi and 

Aisworth, 2020) but via its findings, leaks and communication about its own 

investigation on Elios. Overall, my findings, similarly to other works (see: Breit, 2011a; 

Moreira et al. 2019) demonstrate the important role that leaked and acquired 

information play in the meaning-constructions around corruption. Such flows of 

information can be crucial in the hindering of corruption by forcing social control agent 

to respond to a greater extent (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010; Clemente and 

Gabbioneta, 2017), and by triggering reputation loss of the involved company (Cohen 

et al. 2015).  

 

My findings also indicate that it is not only information from investigative and social 

control agents, such as OLAF, that contributes to the meaning-constructions around 

corruption by providing imitatable information. In fact, there were many other 

information-sources that played an important role in informing the narratives. These 

included investigative journals, other news-portals, and repositories of public 

procurement documents among others. Some of these exist only digitally, such as the 

kozbeszserzes.hu emphasising the importance of online data in the construction of 

meanings around corruption. Furthermore, the variety of information-providers, and 
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the fact that these are hyperlinked also highlight the co-produced (Breit; 2011a) nature 

of meanings around corruption.  

 

One implication of the networked nature of meaning-construction around corruption 

that my findings demonstrate is that it leads to a (often flexible) division of tasks 

between different news and information providers (Deuze, 2003; Singer; 2003). 

Furthermore, I suggest that as a result of this cooperative meaning-construction, the 

anti-corruption, and watchdogs-role of the media (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, 

and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999) is also dispersed across different information-

sources and providers. The findings show that one of these divisions is that 

investigative journals and regular news portals often have different roles: the 

investigative journals gathered complex information from primary sources about the 

Elios case while Index or Origo often simplified and propagated these. This process 

was particularly explicit in the Index article with a video (Csurgó et al. 2018) that 

simplified the findings of an investigative journal. This video was hyperlinked  in 10 

other articles in the corpus, and shared by 4364 people on Facebook that 

demonstrates how scandalisation involves a simplification of the information from 

investigative news outlets, which then enables the further propagation of the narrative 

(Jonsson, and Edman, 2014). 

 

Simplification of the complex corruption cases might have an important role in the 

adequate informing of citizens and anti-corruption in general. It is because the overly 

complex nature of many scandals can result in the citizens' apathy towards corruption. 

For instance, analysing the reasons for the Hungarian people’s passivity towards 

corruption, Martin (2019: 17) notes that: 

 

“The third reason [for corruption-apathy in Hungary] is to be found in the nature of 

corruption. Misuses of public funds in Hungary are difficult to see, especially as these 

are often legalised. The corruption pattern of the period before 2010 [when Orbán got 

elected] was easier to understand for ordinary citizens, as it involved traditional 

bribery, such as the "Nokia box" trickle down36. The centralised and often legalised 

 
36 Here, Martin (2019) refers to well-known corruption case when a person was bribed with money placed in a 
box of a Nokia phone. 
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corruption pattern of the Fidesz government is much more difficult for the "man on the 

street" to decipher.” 

 

Therefore, the simplification of these complex cases that are easily understandable 

might be crucial to activate citizens and address their ‘corruption-apathy’. My findings 

concerning how simplified portrayals spread in the communicational networks support 

this proposition. Furthermore, this anti-corruption potential is further accentuated by 

the utility of hyperlinks through which even complex elaborations of the cases can be 

easily accessed by the readers. This element highlights the importance of cooperative 

meaning-co-production, which involves both the complex elaboration of the scandals 

based on reliable sources and the simplification of those that are interlinked via 

hyperlinks. My findings show that this co-operative potential manifests in the relational 

meaning co-productions between regular news outlets and investigative ones. 

 

It is important to note that the analysed regular news outlets (mainly Index), did not 

only simplify information but also engaged in the collection and analysis of primary 

information (such as public procurement documents). However, even when news 

outlets engaged in such ‘investigative’ processes, they rarely used this information to 

construct a novel narrative around them37. Index mainly (and Origo even more) relied 

on secondary sources (such as articles from investigative journals).  

 

Thus, the findings suggest a reciprocal dependence between regular news portals and 

investigative journals. Regular media outlets rely on complex information from 

investigative journals while investigative journals depend on regular news portals to 

simplify and propagate these. By doing this, a scandal is further publicised, 

pressurising social control agents to respond and harming the reputation of the 

scandalised company (Greve, Palmer, and Pozner, 2010; Clemente and Gabbioneta, 

2017). In fact, other works also support the argument concerning the networked co-

dependence between investigative (Kruger et al. 2020) and regular news outlets, and 

the potential anti-corruption effects. For instance, news-stories on scandals are often 

disseminated across different mainstream platforms and mediums until these reach 

 
37 This information was mainly used to contextualise the case, such as by providing information on the value of 
the tender-projects. 
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the critical mass, and result in sanctions or reputational losses (Chan, 2014). 

Hyperlinks are important in such propagation of information concerning corrupt 

practices, such as bribing (Arnold, and Lal, 2012).  

Based on the Relationist Ontology hyperlinks are not simply connections but the 

compositional elements of meanings (see Section 3.1.). Hyperlinks represent a 

change within meaning-constructions compared to Tarde’s printed press because 

through hyperlinks, digital news outlets not only allow the aggregation of different 

imitation rays within the articles but by providing a traceable network (Latour et al. 

2012; Munk, 2019; Venturini et al. 2017), these enable the readers to find different 

variations of information-cross-fertilisations (Barry, 2016: 216) within this web through 

their monadic explorations (Dörk et al. 2014). Therefore, hyperlinks multiply the 

potential inventions as the reader does not only rely on the aggregations of imitations 

made by the journalist within the text but can also construct his or her own by 

wandering and imitating information from hyperlinked texts. Therefore, a hyperlink is 

part of a monadic structure (of overlapping elements) as it is an “opening from inside” 

(Zarifian, 2003:95 as quoted by Lazzarato, 2004: 194) of the article that both informs 

its argumentation and allows the expansion of it through clicking on the link.  

The importance of the reader to “co-author” (Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) meanings 

around organisational scandals and corruption is highlighted in the Social 

Constructionist Literature as well. These works highlight that news outlets tailor their 

content for their audience (to gain revenue) when scandalising organisational events 

(Palmer, 2012:256-257; Breit, 2011a). My findings on dramatisation (see page 176) 

also support this view, however, hyperlinks highlight a more radical co-authorship of 

the readers. It is because the ability to ‘surf’ through the hyperlinks emphasises that 

readers are not only involved through the journalists' acts of tailoring the content, but 

readers can also actively choose how to engage with the news article.  

Due to this empowering potential of hyperlinks some scholars refer to these as tools 

of democratisation. For instance, Landow (2006: 122) argues that “hypertextual 

dissolution of centrality, which makes the medium such a potentially democratic one”. 

A similar positive outlook of the digital sphere is mentioned by Lazzarato (2006, as in 

Ferraz, and Clair, 2019) as well who, following Tarde,  argues that the relations on the 

internet compared to mass media, (such as the newspaper or television) are less likely 
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to be captured by a central power because this network does not rely on a centralised 

radiation of information38. This optimistic perspective resonates with the 

argumentation above that emphasises that readers are empowered by hyperlinks to 

inform themselves as they do not rely solely on the centrally distributed news articles 

but they can easily inform themselves through moving in the network (Bolter, 

2001:122; Doherty, 2014).  

This view problematises the perspective within OMS that proposes that the news-

seeking (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) approach for the sake of attracting readers and 

thus revenue might contradict the role of the news outlets to act as watchdogs, and 

hinder corruption (Breit, and Vaara, 2014). For instance, Breit, and Vaara (2014:69) 

(see also: Breit, 2011a) argue that “too much adherence to the watchdog role may 

easily lead to a loss of profit, as (too) much time spent on time-consuming investigative 

processes. Conversely, adherence to this kind of [dramatising] representation of 

corruption may easily lead to one-sidedness in reporting, for instance by accentuating 

the dramatic or titillating aspects of the events.”  However, my findings and Tarde’s 

theories show that dramatisation and simplification can even complement rigorous 

investigative journalism, if these are hyperlinked, by propagating their main narratives, 

and anti-corruption sentiments to wider populations leading to potential anti-corruption 

(re)action (eg.: Chan, 2014). 

 

Even though this example highlights the symbiotic potential of hyperlinks to incite anti-

corruption, thanks to the complexity, and chaotic nature of the interactions (that my 

findings demonstrate), such effect is not certain at all. For instance, investigative news 

outlet’s dependence on different mediums to propagate scandals poses challenges as 

well. Carson (2020), after elaborating on the success of several investigative journalist 

to propagate their stories through mainstream media, concludes that these news-

providers often lose control over how their stories are disseminated, particularly on 

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Such loss of control over 

information is also relevant for the hyperlinked information on the Elios case, as 

imitation was always fragmentary and led to inventions through the recombination of 

information. Therefore, hyperlinks mainly represent the diversification of the 

 
38 Lazzarato’s engagement with new technologies is more nuanced overall, and mainly critical eg. 
This argument does not represent his ouvre (see: Lazzarato, 2014; 2019; see also: Toscano, 2007b). 
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argumentation and not the strict replication of these. Such diversification implies that 

rigorous corruption portrayals can develop into completely different trajectories, as the 

shift of Origo towards counter-scandalisation demonstrates. The uncontrollable nature 

of these trajectories implies that scandalising cooperations between investigative and 

regular news sites (and others) can lead to different outcomes.  

 

The potential unreliability of many information sources increases the value of valid 

official sources (Mor and Reich, 2018).  My findings show that news outlets rely on 

such sources primarily in the form of data repositories, such as kozbeszerzes.hu from 

where the news outlets accessed official public procurement documents. A study by 

Tóth, (2019: 1; see also: Fölsz, and Tóth, 2018) that analysed the accessibility of the 

public procurement data repositories, including kozbeszerzes.hu conclude that these 

sources can “improve the ability of a government to control corruption in a more 

effective way”. However, Tóth (2019), and Fölsz, and Tóth (2018) also argue that such 

anti-corruption processes are hindered by the low accessibility of the information on 

these repositories (via difficulties, such as low usability of the search engines, among 

other). My findings show that such reliable data repositories, particularly, 

kozbeszerzes.hu, are important not only for the government to control corruption but 

also for the media-publicisation of corruption cases. Furthermore, according to the 

literature, such hyperlinks also colour the meanings of the article by making these to 

be perceived as more trustworthy and reliable (Mor and Reich, 2018). For instance, 

Borah (2014: 576) notes that their “Findings show that hyperlinks in news stories can 

increase perceptions of credibility.”  

 

In this regard, the accessibility of reliable data repositories is important for three 

reasons. First, for the news outlets to be able to access trustworthy information, and 

validate or contextualise the portrayal. Second, due to the traceability of the hyperlinks 

to such data repositories, these can also improve the trustworthiness of the narrative 

(Mor and Reich, 2018). Finally, such hyperlinks can also empower the audience to 

gain further information about the case from these primary resources (Mor and Reich, 

2018). Such potentiality of hyperlinks is particularly useful as through these the public 

can gain information about important issues (eg.: Chen, 2010), such as corruption as 

these “…provide[s] a more interactive, credible, transparent, and diverse news reading 

experience to users” (Lehmann et al. 2017: 871). For example, hyperlinks by offering 
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a variety of potential pathways to discover a scandal could inform the public even if 

the article itself is “one-sided” (Breit, 2011a: 60; Breit, and Vaara, 2014:69), or overly 

simplified (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) due to its excessive dramatisation of the case 

(Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Rindova et al, 2006) or its focus on entertainment (Breit, 

and Vaara, 2014).  

 

Similarly, Enikolopov et al. (2018: 150) propose “that social media [including blog 

posts] can discipline corruption even in a country with limited political competition and 

heavily censored traditional media.” Such a view emphasises the empowering (De 

Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017) potential of digital meaning-

constructions in general and regarding corruption more specifically (Kossow, and 

Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). Concerning anti-corruption for 

instance, easily accessible information, especially if it can be fact-checked by different 

actors, could have the potential to inform the public (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017), 

leading to the reputational loss and sanctioning of the wrongdoing organisations 

(Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). 

 

The importance of these data repositories is significant as even minute and factual 

information from these can propagate and become a significant force around meaning-

construction of corruption. For instance, Index and Origo often used data from 

kozbeszserzes.hu to present the cost of the tenders that Elios won. Such 

argumentations later developed into generalisations around the immense wealth that 

the elite gained from Elios. This trajectory demonstrates the potential to co-produce 

meanings around corruption that include both nuanced and validated portrayals of the 

event and a simplified version of it that is easily understandable and can propagate in 

society (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014). This process illustrates Tarde’s imitative model 

that highlights “the importance of small changes that cumulatively produce large 

changes” (Thrift, 2008: 90).  The works of Tóth (2019), and  Fölsz, and Tóth (2018) 

that highlight the potential of these sources to improve anti-corruption further 

accentuates the importance of such data repositories. However, these potential anti-

corruption capabilities are decreased if it is difficult to access such data.  

Overall, hyperlinks demonstrate the relational composition of the meanings around 

corruption because these are building blocks of the network in which these 
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potentialities of meaning-construction reside. When reader engage with hyperlinks or 

just read articles with hyperlinks, these connections change the constructed meanings 

around corruption. This is why it is important what connections are available as the 

significance of reliable information-sources, such as kozbeszerzes.hu demonstrates 

(Tóth; 2019; Fölsz and Tóth, 2018). If these links are missing, meaning-construction 

towards well-informed narratives are limited.  

However, the view that the presented examples support to a certain degree, namely 

that hyperlinks empower readers to have more choices, and gain better understanding 

(De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017), emphasises the agency of the 

readers. Such perspective views meaning-construction from the standpoint of the 

reader. From this perspective, the network of hyperlinks seems to be a passive 

architecture waiting to be explored. The ‘problem’ with this view, from a Tardean 

perspective, is that it presupposes a ‘skin-encapsulated’ (Laing. 1990) static, and 

stable individual (the reader) who exists outside of his or her relations (such the 

experienced hyperlinked links), and not continuously composed by these. Latour 

(2016: 306) explains this position succinctly: “[I]n Tarde’s ontology there is neither 

individual nor group, but individualization and grouping together”. In the next sections 

I problematise the view that hyperlinks are passive based on Tarde’s relational-

processual (Tonkonoff, 2017: xi) perspective, by engaging to a greater extent with the 

‘active’ role of hyperlinks that invites, seduces, and provokes the readers. First, I 

illustrate this with the meaning-construction process concerning narratives around the 

illegality of Elios. Second, I discuss the implications of the selective use of hyperlinks. 

 
5.3. The Power of Hyperlinks 

 

Among the presented findings, the most hyperlinks, thus the most choices to explore 

these were offered to the readers during the gradually complexified argumentations 

concerning the illegality of Elios (see Section 5.1.). From the perspective of the 

readers, these are empowering in two ways (see Chapter 2, Section 3.1.). First, 

throughout this process, numerous hyperlinks were used to provide details on the 

case. Therefore, the readers were enabled to use these and construct their own 

meanings of the scandal. Second, this process was also enabled by the fact that most 
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articles did not adopt a clear-cut narrative but rather presented an antagonistic 

argumentation in which opposing opinions were represented without clear judgement. 

Such a presentation of the scandal allows a certain space for the reader to invent his 

or her own opinion as he or she is not confronted with a clear-cut explanation. From a 

Tardean perspective, such a constellation of text and hyperlinks (and thus imitation 

rays) creates a hesitating (see Chapter 2, Section 4.2.1) narrative that invites the 

reader to engage in this hesitation by exploring the different argumentations.  

Tarde notes the link between hesitation and agency several times by emphasising that 

during hesitation, a person is open to novel possibilities and that this is the only time 

an individual is not clearly governed by the imitation rays (Tarde, 2000: 51-52; 1903a: 

165). Thus, “Tarde (2009) …thematizes hesitation, a fecund disengagement which is 

a limit of sociation. In terms of his monadology, this suspension of sociability is 

intimately located in what we have termed the individual’s involvement with the pursuit 

of monadic order. It is thus a necessary condition of action, and of agency” 

(Toews,2013: 399). In other words, hesitation by providing a rhythmic pause from the 

influence of imitation rays provides the basis of agency. Sampson (2012: 29) explains 

Tardean hesitation as the “…a decision point to adopt or reject the fashion… 

[However,] It is not the deciding agent who freely enters into the network relation but 

the imitative ray that instead makes the agent part of an assemblage of relationality 

[italics in the original.” This view emphasises the importance of the news article (and 

its hyperlinks) to lead the opposing imitation rays to the reader and make him or her 

an agent.   

Therefore, I argue that hesitating articles encourage hesitation on the reader's side, 

which is critical as he or she has more variations of imitation rays to choose from (than 

if only one was offered), which can be translated to empowerment from the readers’ 

perspective (De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017). Furthermore, as these 

articles provide opposing views without a clear judgement in combination with 

hyperlinks, the readers are further empowered in their hesitation. It is because the 

antagonistic narrative incites the desire of the reader to end hesitation by siding with 

one opinion. This desire then encourages him or her to explore the different offered 

hyperlinks. Thus, the reader is encouraged to gain more information on the topic using 

the hyperlinks. Therefore, the combination of hyperlinks and text demonstrates a more 
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‘active role’ of these that incites readers to use these links and not only offer 

themselves passively.  

Supporting this point, other studies also show that readers are likely to explore 

information on the internet when a news-story is ambiguous or incomplete in their 

eyes. Readers use numerous online sources and techniques to “fill in the gaps” 

(Marshall, 2007: 4) and reach a more complete and unambiguous opinion. For 

instance, they use social media (Hu, Farnham, and Talamadupula, 2015), search 

engines (McCreadie et al. 2013), and Wikipedia (Keegan, et al. 2013). If hyperlinks 

are offered, these are also used by the readers (Lehmann et al. 2017; Borah, 2014). 

Thus, I argue that hesitating news articles simultaneously provoke the desire of the 

readers to further explore the scandal due to their ambiguity and also provide avenues 

for the fulfilment of this desire in the form of hyperlinks. Such effects of hyperlinks on 

the readers are found by other works within the media literature, such, Borah, (2014: 

576), whose “[F]indings show that hyperlinks in news stories can 

increase…information-seeking.” Similarly, Lehmann et al. (2017) show that hyperlinks 

to different elements of an unfolding news story encourage readers to engage further 

with the trajectory of this news-story. Therefore, the offered potentialities are not only 

there but also seducing the readers. These hyperlinks have an inciting effect on the 

audience, even before these are clicked on, and thus are not simply passive avenues 

waiting to be used. 

Such inciting effects can be used in both positive and negative ways, which often might 

not be distinguishable. For instance. the increased willingness of the readers to 

explore the scandal can result in more informed citizens (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 

2017). However, such incitation can also have negative and even controlling effects. 

For instance, Sampson (2012: 166), following Tarde’s theories, effectively highlights 

that, like hyperlinks in my discussion, the ‘evil media39’ has an active role in general: 

“[T]he consumer of evil media lives in a flimsy prison cell: a “world of captures” in which 

power operates not primarily by “repressing, suppressing or oppressing” but by 

 

39 Evil media is associated with the “contemporary media practices of trickery, deception, and 
manipulation” (Fuller and Goffey, 2009: 142).  
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“inciting, seducing, producing, and even creating (Fuller and Goffey, 2009: 147).” This 

view also supports my previous point concerning the influence in the form of a ‘call to 

explore’ that hyperlinks have on the readers. Such invitation is productive to a certain 

degree because it creates, or at least provokes, the desire of the readers. This 

productive role is not primarily characterised by limiting potentialities but rather by 

offering these in a seductive manner. The media influences the audience not like 

sedatives but rather as caffeine does by increasing the potential actions possible in a 

given timeframe. For instance, hyperlinks offer shortcuts to explore topics, and this is 

also part of their seductive nature that increases information-seeking tendencies 

(Borah, 2014). 

It is important to note that such ‘agitation’ (Tarde, 1969b: 146) has a limit in the form 

of cognitive overload (Carr, 2010; 2011; see also: De Maeyer, and Holton 2016). 

Works on hyperlinks (and other communicational technologies) also suggest that 

these tools do not necessarily lead to emancipation but can also result in getting lost 

in the abundance of information (Carr, 2010; 2011). Carr (2010 as in De Maeyer, and 

Holton 2016) even argues that such a disorienting effect can be even caused if one 

does not click on the hyperlinks. Links are “…tiny distractions, little textual gnats 

buzzing around your head. Even if you don’t click on a link, your eyes notice it, and 

your frontal cortex has to fire up a bunch of neurons to decide whether to click or not. 

You may not notice the little extra cognitive load placed on your brain, but it’s there 

and it matters” (Carr, 2010 quoted by De Maeyer, and Holton 2016: 785).  Carr (2010; 

2011) also links the effect of such cognitive overload coming from hyperlinks to the 

loss of ability to concentrate.  

A high number of hyperlinks were common in the analysed articles on Elios (see Table 

1). The previously mentioned works demonstrate that such use of hyperlinks do not 

necessarily empower individuals but can have the opposite effect. Therefore, in 

relation to corruption scandalisation, hyperlinks do not necessarily lead to a more 

informed and active public that can hinder and oppose organisational wrongdoings. 

On the contrary, hyperlinks can even contribute to saturating individuals with 

information, leading to disorientation and the inability to gain information about a given 

topic (Carr 2010; 2011; see also:  De Maeyer, and Holton 2016).  
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However, based on Tarde’s theories, even if the reader does not lose herself or himself 

in the maze of hyperlinks, the expanded potentialities can result in a false sense of 

freedom (Tarde, 1903a). It is because for Tarde, humans are somnambulists (Tarde, 

1912; 1903a:192), which fact does not change with the increased number of choices. 

Tarde only acknowledges that the increased number of choices and imitation rays 

meeting in the individual can result in the intensification of one’s sense of freedom and 

autonomy. However, such a view is ultimately false in these cases as individuals 

“…have ideas suggested to them and believe that they were their own spontaneous 

productions” (Williams 1982: 347). Tarde (1903a) regards the problem of the false 

sense of freedom as not simply a psychological phenomenon but a social one as it 

originates from the increased number of imitation rays. He (Tarde, 1903: Kindle 

location 1812) exemplifies this process with the image of the “…civilised people [who] 

flatter themselves with thinking that they have escaped from this dogmatic slumber”. 

For Tarde, these people could not be further from the truth. They are, in fact, imitated 

even more as the influences they receive are becoming more numerous and changing 

with time. Such an increased number of influences on the individual accelerates the 

fluctuation of imitations, making each new act of imitation a habit that is becoming 

more and more unconscious. In Tarde’s (1903a: Kindle location 1814) words, “[A]s 

they become civilised and, consequently, more and more imitative, they also become 

less and less aware that they are imitating”. He also adds: “[I]n this particular, mankind 

is like the individual man. A child is, unquestionably, a true somnambulist; the older it 

grows, the more complex its dream becomes, until it thinks that, because of this very 

complexity, it has been awakened” (Tarde, 1903a: Kindle location 1816).  

Therefore, as hyperlinks also indicate an increased number imitation rays flowing to 

the readers (especially compared to traditional printed newspapers), I propose that 

these can increase a false sense of freedom (Tarde, 1903a) in the readers. The reader 

in his or her heightened capacity to engage with the increased connectivity of the web, 

through hyperlinks, can feel more autonomous and freer. However, for Tarde (1903a), 

it does not change the fact that all of this information was suggested to him or her 

through the hyperlinks. Furthermore, for Tarde, this heightened sense of agency is 

coupled with a loss of ‘agency’ as the reader’s imitations become more numerous and 

accelerating in their rhythm until these become second nature to him or her. Such fast-

paced alterations of imitations can be translated to a loss of individual agency because 
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the readers’ phases of hesitations shorten when they are enmeshed in the web of 

information flows. The reader, rather than hesitating and thinking about a certain 

opposition, is hypnotised (Borch, 2007: 564; Tarde, 2000; 2012) by the continuous 

influences. Such an example demonstrates how the rhythmic arrangements of 

imitation rays through hyperlinks influence individuals (Martin, 1999: 29; Borch, 2005; 

Tonkonoff, 2014; see page 92-93).  

The sense of autonomy that hyperlinks can incite is particularly misleading if hyperlinks 

are constructed selectively, as my findings show. In other words, the ‘falseness’ of the 

gained freedom is even more accentuated when the cases of potential hyperlinks are 

compared with the realised ones (Tarde, 1912: 126). The biased use of hyperlinks 

demonstrates that these are predominantly constructed to lead the readers towards 

confirmatory or contextualising narratives but not opposing ones. This way, news 

outlets filter out (Tarde 2003: 255 as in Toscano, 2007a: 609) certain pathways limiting 

and guiding the potentialities of the readers.  

In the academic literature, such subtle modes of guiding individuals, through 

hyperlinks (Wu et al, 2021) (among other means) are often referred to as nudges that 

are “liberty-preserving approaches that steer people in particular directions, but that 

also allow them to go their own way” (Sunstein, 2014: 358)40. Such nudges are 

constructed through the creation of ‘choice architectures’ where options are presented 

with the goal of inducing the individual to select one or certain specific options (Wu et 

al, 2021). Such constructs are proven to be successful in nudging people towards the 

desired end-results (eg.: Thaler and Sunstein, 2009). 

Even though Tarde’s theories contrast such conceptualisation of the nudge as for him, 

liberty in the sense of freedom of choice is illusory, nudging and architecture of choice 

are still useful terms to explain how hyperlinks lead meaning-constructions around 

corruption. Nudging people towards certain websites and opinions concerning 

corruption as the analysed articles did, is a subtle mode of control as it leads the 

readers’ attention and modulates the readers’ beliefs without obviously limiting their 

sense of freedom and autonomy. Even more, according to Tarde, the increased 

 
40 A similar argument was made in cybernetics concerning the conditioned but free agents: “New 
cybernetic categorizations…allow the production of a free but constantly conditioned user” (Cheney-
Lippold, 2011:178). 
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number of imitation rays coming through hyperlinks might even increase the readers’ 

(false) sense of freedom that can make the readers even more convinced about their 

convictions and more passionate to imitate further narratives (Tarde, 1903a).  

This view of hyperlink-control that offers choices rather than clearly constraining 

resonates with Deleuze’s point that “[c]ontrol is not discipline. You do not confine 

people with a highway. But by making highways, you multiply the means of control. I 

am not saying this is the only aim of highways, but people can travel infinitely and 

‘freely’ without being confined while being perfectly controlled. That is our future” 

(Deleuze, 2006: 322). My findings indicate that we live in this ‘future’ to a certain 

degree. Hyperlinks shape meaning-constructions as highways because instead of 

clearly constraining the readers, these provide options but only towards certain 

directions. Thus, following the logic of the above-mentioned Deleuze (2006) quote, 

hyperlinks can control the meaning-constructions of the readers around corruption not 

primarily by limiting and clearly constraining their pathways to gain knowledge but by 

providing an abundance of choices steered towards certain directions. In these biased 

uses of hyperlinks that my findings demonstrate, hyperlinks, contrary to the previously 

mentioned democratising potentials (Landow, 2006: 122) do not necessarily empower 

citizens to become well-informed about corruption. Thus, hyperlink-use can construct 

a novel form of biased corruption-portrayal (compared to traditional newspapers) 

where the one-sidedness of the article does not necessarily manifest in the text (see: 

Breit; 2011a; Breit, and Vaara, 2014:69) but in the potential meaning-constructions 

that hyperlinks offer. Therefore, biased hyperlink-uses in articles on corruption can 

lead to the multiplication41 of the different “shades” (Tarde, 2000: 97), and varieties of 

the same bias as readers traverse through different hyperlink pathways within biased 

networks. 

The argument that the multiplication of links can multiply the “the means of control” 

(Deleuze, 2006: 322) or the potentially biased views can even be expanded from the 

boundaries of the online realm and used for the interlinked networks of 

communication. In other words, if increased connectivity increases potentialities for 

control, then the fact that different communicational networks are also interlinked only 

further broadens such horizon (Ferraz, and Clair, 2019). For instance, Ferraz, and 

 
41 as in the case of power for the above-mentioned Delueze (2006: 322) quote. 
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Clair (2019) argue, following Tarde, that companies and political actors use 

defamatory speech and hate (Tarde, 1969b: 251) for their own benefit as these easily 

spread throughout the different technological networks influencing masses of people. 

Therefore, they argue that the “…opposition between internet and mass media is not 

sufficient to deal with contemporary issues” (Ferraz, and Clair, 2019: 141). In other 

words, for them, the fact that there are more potential communicational pathways for 

users on the internet than for radio-listeners does not strengthen individual agency but 

rather increases the potential connections through which viral (see: Sampson, 2012) 

centrally orchestrated beliefs and desires can influence individuals. In other words, 

Ferraz, and Clair (2019) also argue that increased connectivity implies increased 

chances of influence by external, mainly powerful actors that can exploit these 

networks. 

Tarde also notes the potential of communicational technologies to be used by the 

powerful when he claims that “[I]t seems…that it increases with the means of action, 

the press, the telegraph, telephone that the progress of the civilization lends to 

influential individuals” (Tarde, 1902: 32-33; Lazzarato, 2004:196). In line with Tarde’s 

argumentation, Lazzarato (2019:128) argues that novel digital network technologies 

allow such control because these function in a “depersonalized manner.” For instance, 

in the case of hyperlinks, the fact that these were created by the journalists is distant 

and the reasons why these were included are hidden from the readers. This 

depersonalisation is especially apparent if we compare this experience with face-to-

face communication, where I can ask the other person easily why he or she said 

something (see also: Tarde, 1969b: 251 to contrast depersonalised influence of the 

media with face-to-face communication). In the case of hyperlinks, depersonalisation 

also entails that I cannot enquire so easily about the hidden reasons behind their 

creation. The power of hyperlinks to influence the readers highlights the importance of 

non-humans in controlling meaning-constructing processes. Similarly, following 

Tarde’s thought, Borch (2007: 564) claims that “[S]uggestion need not refer to human 

interaction but can instead describe a sociality which is built on the relationship 

between humans and objects. Rather than a hypnotizing subject, that is, we may 

identify a hypnotizing object, tendency etc.”  
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Overall, selective hyperlink-use is one of the “…numerous examples of ways in which 

imitative processes can be consciously and carefully steered” (Thrift, 2008: 89) using 

technological means. Such steering using hyperlinks can have numerous overlapping 

motivations. For instance, the abundance of self-hyperlinks that I found already 

indicates a bias towards news outlet’s own previous narratives. News sites often self-

hyperlink to lead the readers within their own website, increasing their traffic, and 

revenue (Steensen, 2011; Turow and Tsui, 2008; Lehmann et al. 2017).  Self-

hyperlinks can also be used to disclose the bias of the author (Ingram, 2010 as in De 

Maeyer, and Holton 2016). My findings also illustrate this view. For instance, one Index 

article clearly ridiculed and contrasted the governmental counter-scandalising opinion 

by hyperlinking its own articles that opposed it (see Section 7.2). This example 

demonstrates how hyperlinks can influence the meaning-construction not only via a 

concealed, depersonalised nudging but also by infusing additional meanings to the 

text for instance. In this article, such ‘infusion’ of meanings occurred because the bias, 

and opposition of the author against the governmental narrative was expressed 

through hyperlinks (Luzer, 2008 as in De Maeyer, and Holton 2016. This can have an 

empowering effect on the reader as he or she can gain this background information 

that can instruct his or her reading of the article (De Maeyer, and Holton 2016).  

Furthermore, such disclosure of bias can also be a way to tailor the article to the need 

of the readers. For instance, Index might have included the hyperlinks that contrasted 

the governmental narrative because its regular readers ‘expected’ such reaction. 

According to Tarde, such tailoring of the articles is crucial to gain readership. He also 

adds that “…the journalist himself seeks to please him [or her] and to retain him [or 

her] as a reader. The statistics about new subscriptions and cancellations are an 

excellent thermometer, frequently consulted, which warns the editors about the line of 

conduct and thinking to be followed”42 (Tarde, 1969b: 188). In other words, this 

tailoring occurs continuously through a feedback loop of information from the readers. 

With the arrival of digital technologies, such potentiality even increased as news sites 

can gain detailed audience metrics and even tailor their content to the individual 

readers43 (Bodó, 2019). For instance, Bodó (2019: 1054) “found that rather than 

 
42 Similarly, for Tarde, statistics is the “sense organs of society” (Barry and Thrift, 2007: 516–17). In this 
regard some forms of the graduality of meaning-constructions could be even explained with the news 
outlets’ incremental testing of the what the readers appreciate. 
43 Tailoring to individuals occurs in terms of news-selection mainly (Bodó, 2019). 
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focusing on increasing short-term user engagement, European quality news media try 

to use news personalization to increase long-term audience loyalty.”  

 

This emphasis on the need for loyalty supports Tarde’s notion of the mutual 

possession between the readers and the news outlet to a certain degree (Tarde, 2012: 

52). It particularly bolsters his idea that meaning-construction is tailored to the needs 

of the readers to ensure that they return to the news outlet. However, Tarde also adds 

that this tailoring is not complete as the news outlets also influence the readers. In this 

section, I have illustrated with several examples how this mutual possession manifests 

in meaning-constructions around corruption, highlighting that hyperlinks are not only 

used to offer what the readers need but are also instruments that incite and provoke 

them. In the next sections, I discuss the complexities in which the readers and the 

news outlets influence one another over time with the example of Origo’s shift towards 

counter-scandalisation. I particularly focus on the meaning-constructing techniques 

through which Origo managed this shift, and I also examine the incrementality and 

chronological order of this process. 

 

5.4. The Head of the Monster 

 

As Section 5.2 has outlined, in 2016, Origo was bought up by government-friendly 

investors (Bátorfy and Urbán, 2020). This change in combination with the leaving and 

replacement of its journalists (Jenne et al 2022: 59) and its increasing dependence on 

governmental advertisements (Dragomir, 2017;  Bátorfy and Urbán, 2020) led to 

Origo’s shift towards the government. During this process, it shifted from a neutral into 

a government-friendly news site by the period of 2015-2017 (Dragomir, 2017; Bátorfy 

and Urbán, 2020; Szeidl and Szucs, 2021; Jenne et al 2022; HJ, 2017). In accord with 

other studies on Origo (Szeidl and Szucs, 2021; Jenne et al 2022), my findings also 

show that this political shift manifested in its articles. For instance, in the case of the 

Elios scandal, it manifested in the shift from slight scandalisation to counter-

scandalisation, and its changing hyperlink-use. One example that illustrates both its 

change concerning hyperlink-use and article-content is Origo’s opposition with Index 

(see Section 6.2.). Furthermore, because of this shift Origo also started hyperlinking 

other government-friendly news sites, such as Magyar Idök. As the culmination of this 
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shift, Index even referred to Origo as “an openly Fidesz-friendly news-portal” (Elöd, 

2018) (see pages 177-178). These findings align with the Organisational woks, that 

emphasise that news production often follows certain agendas (Greve et al, 2010;  

Molotch and Lester, 1974), such as political affiliations (Clemente et al. 2016; 

Panayırcı et al. 2016). 

Origo’s shift demonstrates Tarde’s emphasis on the link between political power and 

news outlets. As I have outlined in the Literature Review, Tarde proposes that [a 

political] party without a journal is like a “headless monster” (Tarde, 1969b: 195). 

‘Headless’ because it cannot communicate and capture the public. In the next 

sections, I elaborate on how Origo could capture and lead the public through two 

chronologically consecutive but overlapping narrative-constructions: anti-

scandalisation44, and counter-scandalisation. Based on Tarde’s (1969b) theories, I 

argue that these narratives function similarly as hyperlinks because these both act by 

constructing relations between narratives. Anti-scandalisation does this via Tardean 

counter-imitation, and counter-scandalisation and hyperlinks relate existing social 

tendencies to one another. 

Anti-scandalisation/moderation was an important phase of this transition as it negated 

and filtered out (Tarde 2003: 255 as in Toscano, 2007a: 609) previous scandalisations. 

It was implemented both in terms of the lack of hyperlinks towards scandalising 

narratives and textually by neutralising previous arguments that pointed towards the 

corruption case of Elios.  Anti-scandalisation/moderation represents what Panayırcı et 

al. (2016: 554)45 call the ‘smear campaign frame’, which is the “…anti-thesis of the 

corruption frame. Its defensive intention leads related news articles to discredit the 

corruption scandal as an attempt to damage the reputation of the government…” My 

findings correspond with this frame as Origo discredited the previous scandalisations 

by negating its claims (such as regarding illegality and harms, among others), and at 

the same time, portrayed these argumentations as the fabrication of Simicska to 

damage the reputation of the Hungarian government.  

 
44 For the clarity of the argumentation when I mention anti-scandalisation, I also include moderation as 
well, as these were categorised into the same aggregate dimension (see Appendix 1). 
45 The work of Panayırcı et al. (2016) resembles to my research as its analysed corruption scandal also 
involved governmental politicians and their families, and the pro-governmental media engaged in the 
‘smear campaign frame’ similarly to Origo. 
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However, it is important to note that from a Tardean perspective, such narrative, by 

being the ‘anti-thesis’ of the previous corruption narrative, is also the continuation of 

it. Anti-scandalisation/moderation, in this regard, is the modulation of the imitation ray 

that Tarde (1903a: xvii) calls counter-imitation (see Chapter 2, Section 4.2.1.). 

Counter-imitation is particularly evident in the narratives when Origo just simply 

negated by stating the opposite of what previous scandalisations claim. For instance, 

when scandalising articles focused on the harms that Elios cases, anti-scandalising 

ones claimed that there was no such harm and the Elios-projects were even beneficial. 

In all these cases, Origo assimilated previous scandalising arguments just to negate 

them. 

 

The imitating nature of counter-imitation (Tarde, 1903a: xvii), and other forms of 

oppositions emphasises that the opposing opinions, composing “discursive struggles” 

(Breit, 2011a), are mutually dependent on one another and often engage in cross-

fertilisation (Barry, 2016: 216) (as I have demonstrated in Chapter 4, Section 6.2.). 

Therefore, such oppositions do not necessarily result in the victory of one opinion over 

the other but can even lead towards further variations of meanings. This 

complexification occurred, for instance, when Index took an element of Origo’s 

argument concerning the involvement of Matolcsy while opposing Origo’s main 

narrative. Thus, the findings show that oppositions of opinions concerning corruption 

do not always lead to the annihilation of one narrative but can also lead to cross-

fertilisation (Barry, 2016: 216) and further development of co-existing variations. 

Sampson (2012: 22) describes this process, using the wording of Deleuze and 

Guattari by claiming that “…Tarde’s oppositional forces have nothing to do with the 

competing dialectical negation of two halves leading to finality or totality, but as 

Deleuze and Guattari contend, it involves “the making binary of [imitative] flows 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 219).” 

 

This view implies the danger of the continuous multiplication of meanings, leading to 

the previously outlined saturation and confusion of the readers (see page 211-212). In 

other words, without the necessary means, such as the validatory databases (Tóth; 

2019; Fölsz and Tóth, 2018) (see page 207-208 for the discussion on 

kozbeszerzes.hu) to confirm or disconfirm opinions, meaning-constructions can 
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multiply to a degree that the reader does not know what to believe (Carr, 2010; 2011; 

see also: De Maeyer, and Holton 2016). The trajectory of the Elios scandal illustrates 

such situation as the two leading Hungarian news sites. Index and Origo portrayed the 

case first using opposing narratives (scandalisation and anti-scandalisation), which 

lead not to the confirmation of one narrative over the other but to the increased 

variation of narratives in the form of counter-scandalisations. Such multiplication of 

potential believable narratives can negatively influence anti-corruption movements by 

confusing readers (Carr, 2010; 2011; see also: De Maeyer, and Holton 2016). 

 

However, this increased variation is not applicable to the trajectory of Origo, only to 

the general media landscape (including both Index and Origo). In other words, Origo 

did not engage in anti-scandalisation to provide a variety of different co-existing 

narratives but to negate scandalisation.  My findings demonstrate this point as Origo 

did not engage in antagonistic portrayals (or hesitation in Tardean terms) of the Elios 

case when it shifted towards counter-scandalisation. In other words, it did not include 

opposing narratives without clear judgement in these articles as it did earlier when 

discussing the potential illegality of Elios. Origo only included oppositional scandalising 

narratives to reject these. In other words, my findings suggest that Origo did not 

engage in hesitation because its goal was to negate the scandalisation of Elios which 

was a sensitive issue for the government whose opinion Origo represented. 

 

Therefore, the anti-scandalisation phase of Origo’s transition is characterised by the 

negation of previous scandalisations in the memory of the readers. It demonstrates 

that the imitation rays are not only governed by constructing potentialities, such as the 

hyperlinks but also via negations of existing imitation rays. To follow the previously 

presented Deleuzian image of highway-control (page 214), such negations present 

roadblocks. Notwithstanding, such negation is only temporary and a preparatory 

phase for the construction of future variations, as I demonstrate with the Soros-

narrative. To put it simply, for adequate control, it is not enough to negate, block and 

filter (Tarde 2003: 255 as in Toscano, 2007a: 609) certain potentialities but it is crucial 

to produce new ones as well. This view comes from Tarde’s position that opposition’s 

‘raison etre’ is to trigger further inventions (Tarde: 2000: 64-65). To use one of Tarde’s 

favourite illustrations (see page 212), the society develops like a child whose phase of 

negation precedes her or his creative blossoming. From the perspective of power, it 
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implies that a society can be controlled if its communicational flows are not only 

dammed (by negation) because that would lead to spontaneous outflows after a while. 

Therefore, it is also crucial to provide “drains” (Tarde, 2010:63) through which these 

can flow towards the desired outcomes (see: Toscano, 2007a). 

 

Counter-scandalisation, and its full-blown form, the Soros-narrative achieved this by 

providing an outlet for the different social currents in the Hungarian society, such as 

the antisemitic tendencies (Barna, and Knap, 2021), while at the same time, providing 

an alternative explanation for the Elios scandal. Counter-scandalisation of the Elios 

case was also potent in capturing the attention of the public due to its sensationalism 

(Breit 2011a; Rindova et al. 2006; Breit and Vaara; 2014; Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) 

that is often characterised by a radical one-sided argumentation that Breit (2011a), 

and Breit and Vaara (2014) warn about. According to them (Breit 2011a; Breit and 

Vaara; 2014), one-sided sensationalist portrayals of corruption can divert the public 

attention from the important contextual processes and the underlying agendas. 

Jonsson and Edman (2014: 88) claim that sensationalist portrayals can even “border 

with misinformation”. The Soros narrative is an extreme case for such diversion of 

attention because it fully overlooks the potential corruption case of Elios (both textually 

and in terms of hyperlinks). The intricate argumentations around the illegality and other 

aspects of the Elios case are replaced with a news-seeking (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et 

al, 2017; see also: Thompson 2000) narrative around an external influence (or, in 

some cases, even attack) against Hungary by a group of ‘Soros-allies’, such as 

oppositional politicians, journalist, and protesters. Due to the simplification of the 

event, it is easily digestible, as it explains numerous complex processes with a 

relatively easily understandable (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) drama of “villains and 

victims” (Pertiwi, and Ainsworth (2020:515): Soros-allies vs Christian Hungarians. 

Panayırcı et al. (2016: 554) describe such narrative around corruption scandals as the 

‘sinister powers’ frame that “…focuses on the presence of secretly operating national 

or international powers that seek to bring the country into turmoil”. This frame is a good 

description of the Soros-narrative as especially in the beginning of its development, 

the secretive nature of the forces was accentuated. In some cases, it was done by not 

even mentioning Soros, just alluding to. With time it developed into a more concrete 

and more comprehensive narrative. 
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It is important to note that the findings of Panayırcı et al  (2016) do not only correspond 

to a certain degree with my results because of the categorisations of its frames, but 

also because of the chronological changes of these. As Panayırcı et al  (2016:561) 

note:  

 

“[O]ur longitudinal analysis reveals that in December and in early January, Sabah [pro-

government Turkish news outlet] mainly adopted the smear campaign frame. The 

defensive nature of the smear campaign frame helped Sabah gain time to articulate 

its own interpretation of the event. At the onset of the corruption crisis, Sabah arguably 

displays a reactionary and defensive strategy by adopting what we call the smear 

campaign frame as much as the sinister powers frame. As the initial shock of the 

corruption claims is overcome, the newspaper’s emphasis switches towards 

distributing blame, particularly by focusing on outside sources of influence. Thus, after 

mid-January, the newspaper began regularly using the sinister powers frame to ensure 

the group’s ontological security.” 

 

These similarities suggest that pro-governmental media responds to corruption 

scandals against governmental politicians, and their families similarly even in different 

countries. Thus these findings suggest, in the wake of a corruption scandal against a 

governmental politician, governmental news outlets might engage in a chronological 

meaning-construction that involves the negation of the scandal, the discrediting of the 

scandalisers, and the subsequent counter-scandalisation in the form of a “sinister 

powers frame” (Panayırcı et al  2016). 

 

Such meaning-construction, as the Soros-narrative demonstrates, might not only be 

beneficial for the government because it rejects the sensitive corruption scandal, but 

it can also replace it with a scandal that focuses on oppositional figures and politicians. 

For instance, Origo, by developing the Soros-narrative, simultaneously overshadowed 

the sensitive case of Elios, and attacked the political opposition. Furthermore, my 

findings show that the Soros-narrative did not only favour the Hungarian government 

but was imitated from them, as it first developed from the reported statements of 

governmental politicians on Origo, before it adopted the narrative as its own.  
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The literature on the Soros-narrative (Barna, and Knap, 2021; Plenta, 2020, Kalmar, 

2020; Gyollai, D. 2021; Magyar, 2016) also confirms its link to the government, as the 

main intent behind the (re)construction of the Soros narrative was to attract and please 

voters with anti-semitic, anti-European, and xenophobic sentiments and taste for 

conspiracy theories. The Hungarian government could achieve this by propagating the 

Soros-narrative on a massive scale (Barna, and Knap, 2021; Plenta, 2020, Kalmar, 

2020; Gyollai, D. 2021; Magyar, 2016) with the help of Origo (Barna, and Knap, 2021). 

Kalmar (2020) originates the escalation and rapid rise of the Soros-narrative in the 

mass media and mainstream political discourse, to 2018, when the Hungarian 

government started the Soros-campaign. The campaign (using billboards, such as the 

one below) intended to stop Soros and his allies based on “…the conspiracy theory 

that blames the Hungarian-American-Jewish billionaire, George Soros, for trying to 

destroy Hungary and Europe’s traditions and independence by sponsoring the 

‘invasion’ by Muslim migrants” (Kalmar, 2020: 186). 

 

 
Figure 14: “Do not give in for the blackmail! Protect Hungary!” governmental billboard  

(with George Soros in the middle and with Verhofstadt (left) and Sargentini (right), members of the 

European Parliament (Erdélyi, 2018)) 

 

The Soros-narrative could lead and capture the Hungarian public not only because of 

its massive propagation through different channels but also because the narrative itself 

is particularly suited to animate the prejudices of the Hungarian society. For instance, 

Magyar (2016: 235) states that the Soros-narrative “…does not mean, however, that 

the leaders of Fidesz are antisemites. Their targets are not “Jews”—rather, they regard 

antisemites as a political target audience.” Likewise, Kalmar (2020) Kalmar et al. 

(2019) argue that the mainstream media and political discourse usually avoid open 
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antisemitism. However, the Soros-narrative can profit from antisemitism without being 

openly antisemitic because it still makes the antisemitic undercurrent clear for the 

readers, which then can openly propagate in the subterranean (non-mainstream) 

media. Such an approach is particularly useful for the government as it avoids open 

confrontation while pleasing the parts of the Hungarian population that believe or has 

a tendency towards antisemitic, Islamophobic, anti-Western, and anti-Soros thoughts 

and conspiracy theories, among whom many are Fidesz-voters (Barna, and Knap, 

2021). Furthermore, the Soros narrative is also particularly suitable because it links 

together the different types of popular conspiracy theories (anti-Western, anti-

migration, anti-Roma etc.) in a coherent, concise, and easily understandable manner 

(Thorleifsson 2017; Gyollai, D. 2021).  

 

My findings also confirm the links between the different conspiracy theories, 

antisemitism, and anti-Western sentiments. Concerning antisemitism, my findings 

show that Origo did not only allude to antisemitic sentiments by using the image of 

George Soros but it also played on different stereotypes. For instance, on page 186, I 

have outlined how Origo reported the statements that propose that these ‘forces’ 

attacked Hungary because its government increased the taxes on banks. This 

reasoning alludes to the antisemitic stereotype of the ‘Jewish banker’ (Antisemitism 

Policy Trust: 2020: 9). Furthermore, the Soros-narrative (on Origo) functions as an 

umbrella-narrative that unites different antisemitic, anti-Western, anti-immigration, and 

even anti-Romanian tendencies (see on page 187) that are present in the Hungarian 

population 46(Barna, and Knap, 2021).  As I have outlined in the Analysis Chapter (on 

page 188), at points, these connections were even established using hyperlinks (for 

instance to prove the migration-friendly sentiment of the scandalisers of the Elios 

case).  

 

Tarde (2000) refers to such act as harmonisation47, which is part of the functions of 

the centralised power that transforms “illogical diversity into a logical diversity” (Tarde, 

 
46 The emphasis on the uniting of groups with different ‘beliefs’ highlights the importance of community-
building for news outlets that I present in Section 5. 
47Harmonisation slighlty differs from invention as harmonisation emphasises the creation of a higher 
adaptation rather than an intermingling of the different communicational flows (Tarde, 2000). 
Harmonisation does not unite the underlying elements into one assemblage but keeps their ‘diversity’ 
through their isolation (Tarde, 2003: 229 as quoted by Toscano, 2007a: 601). Harmonisation is similar 
to a bowl of salad, where the ingredients are separated, while invention resembles to a soup. 
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2003: 229 as quoted by Toscano, 2007a: 601). The Soros-narrative did this by 

assembling the different distinct prejudices and conspiracy theories into one narrative, 

in which these are able to co-exist without internal oppositions. It created a logically 

consistent narrative out of elements that were not linked in the mainstream Hungarian 

discourse before. This way, people holding different prejudices, such as anti-Western, 

and antisemitic opinions could aggregate around the Soros-narrative, forming a 

Tardean (1969b) public, which is heterogenous but united by their overlapping belief 

in the Soros-narrative. The ‘devil’, in the case of the Soros-narrative, is in its disregard 

for details. It overlooks the details of the different underlying conspiracy theories as 

that might result in antagonisms and the confrontation of these.  

 

By harmonising these different theories, the Soros-narrative manifests a monadic 

(Tarde, 2012; see also: Dörk et al. 2014; Latour et al. 2012) structure, similar to the 

articles with hyperlinks. It is because the Soros-narrative has multiple viewpoints 

depending on what conspiracy theory the reader believes in or whether the audience 

is antisemitic or has an antipathy towards refugees arriving to Hungary (for instance). 

It allows a multiplicity of perspectives due to its vagueness48.  

 

All these narratives are harmonised around George Soros as their common “object of 

hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see also: Salmon, 2005). Soros is the common point where 

the outreaching monadic argumentation is centralised. By doing this, the Soros-

narrative “over-excited” (Tarde, 2003: 48, as in Toscano, 2007a: 606) the different 

underlying antisemitic and other opinions. Based on Tarde’s theories, the Soros-

narrative is particularly efficient to over-excite the population for two reasons. First, it 

is because it builds on hatred that manifests and spreads faster in the 

communicational networks (Tarde, 1969b: 251; Ferraz, and Clair, 2019). Second, the 

constructed “object of hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see also: Salmon, 2005) implies a 

ubiquitous danger that is not limited to certain locations, unlike Elios’ public 

procurements. Tarde experienced this uniting force of antisemitic scandals during the 

Dreyfus Affair49 where he noted that the news articles’ “fascinating agitation” (Tarde, 

 
48 The similarity between the Soros-narrative and the articles with hyperlinks, in their monadic structure, 
indicates, Latour’s (1998) point, that novel technologies made the social relations materialised, and 
traceable.  
49“At the end of 1894, Captain (on the General Staff) Alfred Dreyfus, a Jew of Alsatian origin, was 
arrested and accused of espionage. In 1895 he was found guilty and condemned to deportation for life 
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1969b: 146) worked in “…regions of France where nobody has ever seen a single 

Jew”. He even added that “[T]his does not mean, however, that anti-semitism cannot 

flourish there, since people read anyway anti-semitic newspapers” (Tarde, 1969b: 

187). Therefore, the Soros narrative, by presenting a grandeur threat that is ubiquitous 

and is looming over the whole Christian world, is particularly potent to capture and 

lead large populations. In this regard, the Soros-narrative employed nationalistic 

narratives that are common tropes within the corruption-portrayals of the media (Breit, 

2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021).  

 

The benefit of having a distant threat is important not only in relation to space (as 

George Soros lives in another continent) but also in terms of temporality as well as the 

threat of migration is a potential future scenario (that would only happen if the 

government does not win the next elections, according to the Soros narrative). The 

Soros-narrative harmonised these distinct flows by focusing not on actual occurrences 

but on potentialities. In this sense, counter-scandalisation is what Lazzarato (2004), 

after Tarde (1902; 2003), calls the ‘production of possibles’ (or possibilities). It is a 

‘radical’ invention that does not only merge existing beliefs, but also constructs a new 

demand by guiding the potentialities of the beliefs and desires in the society (Tarde, 

2000: 182). Lazzarato (2004) stresses the ‘productive’ character of such meaning-

constructions because, in these cases, the demand in the society does not pre-exist. 

For instance, the Soros-narrative, as the findings show, did not simply satisfy the 

antisemitic beliefs and desires in the society but also constructed and led these 

towards a particular end. It was done by constructing the previously outlined opposition 

between the Soros-allies and the Hungarian public. This construction of opposition 

was a production of a ‘demand’ because as a result of this, the public desired to be 

protected and represented in this opposition. This constructed demand then could be 

fulfilled by the Hungarian government, as the Soros-narrative portrayed. It is because 

within the Soros-narrative, the Hungarian government was portrayed as the ones that 

can protect the Hungarian and Christian values. Therefore, the value of the Hungarian 

 
to Devil’s Island. The degradation of Captain Dreyfus, on the 5th of January, 1895, resulted in the 
headline « The Traitor » in the Petit Journal of the 13th of January. However, in 1896, his family 
succeeded in convincing some politicians and journalists of his innocence and the Affair exploded in 
1897 when Col. Picquart, chief of intelligence, also became convinced of his innocence. The Affair then 
tore public opinion into two camps: on the one hand, the dreyfusards, intending to struggle for « justice 
and truth »…and on the other hand, the anti-dreyfusards, led by the anti-semitic Edouard Drumont and 
his newspaper La Libre Parole…” (Salmon, 2005) 
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government was not constructed only based on its past actions or ideologies but also 

by leading, filtering (Tarde 2003: 255 as in Toscano, 2007a: 609) and harmonising the 

different communicational flows within the society. This example portrays Tarde’s 

conception of value, which is “…is the end-product of the communicative and cognitive 

processes…” (Katz et al. 2014: 100). 

 

The study of Jenne et al (2022) analysing the Origo and Magyar Idok (the news site 

the Origo hyperlinked after its shift) and the governmental communication around the 

Soros-narrative in Hungary also portrays the temporal development of the narrative 

and its culmination. As Jenne et al (2022: 61) note, [T]he data tell the story of 

constantly shifting narrative construction by the pro-government media around the 

figure of George Soros. The initial focus on CEU [Central European University] – 

framed as the Soros-university- was followed by a discussion on the machinations of 

powerful foreign actors in the Soros Plan, then their domestic proxies or “Soros agents; 

and finally the government’s solution to these threats: the Stop Soros law. We can 

also see how government communication served to keep the fifth-column narrative 

active by endlessly interpellating new enemies into the Soros network... This shows 

the versatility of this fifth-column narrative as a tool for deflecting any kind of domestic 

or foreign criticism against the government.” Jenne et al (2022: 61) other than 

confirming the temporal development of the Soros-narrative that I found, they also 

highlight the productive goal of the narrative construction. Particularly, they emphasise 

that the Soros-narrative culminated in the “Stop Soros” law that represented the 

governments capability to address the ‘Soros threat’. The “Stop Soros” element 

highlights that after the Elios scandalisers, among other figures were framed as 

“enemies” and threats, the narrative and the governmental actions still developed 

further. This development in the form of the “Stop Soros” law could satisfy the 

constructed demand. Therefore, the Soros-narrative overall did not only produce the 

demand to be protected from the” threats” but also addressed it. By, portraying the 

ability of the government to handle the situation, a value of trust was created in the 

eyes of the readers/voters towards the government. Overall, the Soros-narrative 

demonstrates the productive process of meaning-construction that does not only 

repress narratives (such as the Elios corruption scandal) but also creates novel 

scandals and narratives, that construct desires and demands and even fulfil them. 
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This view contributes to the Social Constructionist perspective on the ‘co-authorship’ 

(Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) of meaning between the news outlets and the readers 

by adding a nuanced aspect to it. It is that news outlets do not only imitate beliefs of 

their audiences by writing “…what they think would appeal” (Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 

2009: 94) to them. News outlets can also construct these ‘appeals’, these desires. This 

perspective complexifies a main tenet of Social Constructionist Literature on corruption 

within the media, namely that large-scale social processes can be analysed by 

investigating news content because news outlets reflect these social processes by 

tailoring their content to the needs of society. Or as Breit (2011a: 61) explains it:  

 

“Ultimately, media coverage of corruption is interesting as it illuminates crucial 

processes involved in the transformation of particular organizational (mis)behaviors 

into newsworthy issues of public interest (Thompson 2000; Tumber and Waisbord 

2004a, 2004b). In this sense, the ongoing discussions involved in corruption scandals 

such as Vinmonopolet reveal underlying ideological mechanisms that define not only 

the practices of the media in particular, but also social and cultural norms more 

generally (Lull and Hinerman 1997).”  

 

Overall, my findings and discussion confirm this perspective in the sense that these 

show that the media-coverages on corruption reveals a lot about the different 

processes within a society. For instance, the Soros-narrative accentuated the 

importance of antisemitic, and similar tendencies; however, as I outlined earlier, it did 

not only imitate these currents but also harmonised and over-excited them.  Therefore, 

the ability of news outlets to combine different communicational and information-flows 

and invent new potentialities emphasises their productive role (Lazzarato, 2004).  

 

However, if news outlets have such a productive power to combine different 

communicational flows to capture the public, the question why Origo developed its 

narratives gradually still remains open. For instance, Origo could propagate the full-

blown Soros-narrative earlier without its gradual development, and previous negation 

of the corruption scandal. According to Panayırcı et al. (2016: 561), such ordered 

process was needed for the news outlet “…gain time to articulate its own interpretation 

of the event...”. Even though this argument might be valid for their analysed scandal, 

in the case of Origo, it does not provide a sufficient answer. It is because Origo did not 
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develop the Soros-narrative as its own but rather imitated it from the government. 

Thus, in the next section, I investigate the gradual development of the Soros narrative 

in more detail focusing on its focus to address readers as Hungarian Christians in 

opposition the Soros-allies.  

 

5.5. Gradual Changes: The Importance of a Community of Readers 
 

 

Previously, by discussing the uses of hyperlinks, I have demonstrated that these are 

not simply passive tools to be used but also ‘actively’ incite their readers. Similarly, the 

Soros-narrative did not simply fulfil the desires of the readers, but also provoked these 

beforehand. Such examples highlight a complex mutual relationship between the 

readers and the news outlets (Tarde, 2012: 52) through which meanings around 

corruption are constructed. Based on Tarde’s theories, I argue that this reciprocal 

relationship between the news outlets and their loyal readers is what necessitates 

gradual changes, including the incremental change of Origo. 

 

Encouraging readers to return and visit the news sites is important for the news outlets 

to gain revenue (Rindova et al. 2006)50. Scandalisation is an important tool to make 

readers return to the news outlet as a scandal captures their attention (Palmer, 

2012:256-257; Breit, 2011a; Rindova et al. 2006), and incites them to come back and 

see how the events unfold over time (Tarde, 1969b 258; see also: Lehmann et al. 

2017). Hyperlinks are important tools for this, as these can lead the traffic, and thus 

increase the revenue coming from advertisements (Webster, 2008). This is often 

achieved through self-hyperlinking (Steensen, 2011; Turow and Tsui, 2008; Lehmann 

et al. 2017). My findings also support these views in two ways, indicating that meaning-

constructions around corruption scandals in the online media are at least partly shaped 

by the news sites' profit motives. First, self-hyperlinking was the most common type of 

hyperlinking form, as I outlined in Table 1. Second, sensationalist, dramatisation of 

corruption that the Social Constructionist literature considers an important technique 

 
50 For instance, Olmstead et al (2011), notes the importance of returning readers as a revenue-source 
for news sites as they find that 18% of the readers of CNN.com return to the websites at least 10 times 
a month. 
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to grab the attention of the readers for profit (Palmer, 2012; Breit, 2011a) was also 

common in the corpus.  

 

These points show the importance of preserving the readership through a continuous 

argumentation around a scandal or via a repeated “bait” that attracts the readership 

(Tarde, 1969b: 190). Furthermore, this view emphasises that meaning-construction 

does not only occur in a heterogenous network of different websites but also within the 

same news outlet but across its articles. This process follows Tarde’s imitation-

principle as each article preserves elements of the previous articles, while inventing 

upon these through combinations. This metamorphosis of the imitation ray across the 

articles of the same news outlet manifests in self-hyperlinks, as my findings show. In 

this regard, self-hyperlinks materialise (Latour, 1988) and make the “narrative 

unfolding” (Emirbayer, 1997: 305) within a news outlets, traceable (Latour, 1988). 

 

By focusing on the simultaneous preservation and invention of elements across 

articles, the Tardean temporal view complements the Social Constructionist 

perspective that emphasises that meanings around corruption change over time 

through interactions between different entities (such as social control agents), and 

discourses (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; Palmer, 2012).The Tardean 

(Tarde, 2000) perspective highlights the continuity of these co-productive sense-

making processes in which any change is the result of a combination of previous 

meanings51. This continuity of argumentations (other than through self-hyperlinks) also 

manifested in the logical chronological unfolding of the narratives across the articles 

of the same news outlet.  

 

According to Tarde (2012: 12), “if…changes are gradual and apparently continuous, 

this shows that the initiative undertaken by the element, even if it receives some 

support, has also encountered some resistance.” Therefore, the graduality of the 

meaning-constructions present in the narrative-developments around Elios indicates 

resistance52. For Tarde (1969b), news outlets are always held by the readers to a 

 
51 In Tardean terms, it means that meaning-construction as a meeting point of different imitation rays, 
always builds upon the previous imitations present in this crossing.  
52 However, it does not mean that this is the only reason for the incrementality of narrative 
developments. For instance, corruption scandals, generally has a rhythm based on how the 
investigation unfolds providing information for the media to make sense about (Clemente, et al. 2016). 
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certain degree by the previously mentioned need to gain revenue from their 

readership. This relation results in resistance, for the news outlets, against changing 

too abruptly. Therefore, narrative-changes occur gradually because these are always 

hindered by the friction that the loyal audience’s need for continuity provides.  

 

This ‘friction’ of previous meaning-constructions around corruption resides in the fact 

that human memory, according to Tarde (2000: 84), continuously imitate previously 

learned ideas, preserving them to a certain degree. Therefore, news outlets construct 

their portrayals around corruption to tailor these coverages to the expectations of the 

readers that originate from their accumulated memories. Hyperlinks, for instance, help 

readers to fill in the gaps (Lehmann et al. 2017; Borah, 2014) or refresh their memory 

about the history of a scandal. Similarly, the content of the articles must provide a 

constancy and continuity over time, for which readers come back to the news outlets 

(Tarde, 1969b: 190). If a news article contradicts the previous trajectory of the 

publishing news outlet, it increases the risk of losing loyal readers. This can occur in 

two interconnected ways: (1) either by diverting from the elements, such as the political 

stance for which the readers return to the news outlet (Mérték Media Monitor, 2016: 

30), or (2) by interrupting the logical trajectory of the news outlet’s previous 

argumentations. For instance, if Origo, from one day to the next, shifted from slight 

scandalisation to counter-scandalisation, it would have left behind its previous neutral 

portrayal for a radically government-friendly one. Furthermore, it would have also 

interrupted the logical storyline of the Elios scandal it was presenting before. Both 

cases would have resulted, at least, in the confusion of their returning readers and 

possibly in their declined loyalty. Such possibility is also supported by Mérték Media 

Monitor, 2016 survey that shows that Magyar Nemzet (Hungarian conservative news 

outlet) lost 26% of its readers due to the change of “political position of the media 

outlet” (Mérték Media Monitor, 2016: 30) in the previous years. In fact, even on Origo 

“…the share of those who consult the site for political information at least once a week 

has dropped from 26% in 2016 to 19% today [2018]” (Mérték Media Monitor, 2018: 

22). This might be caused by the political transition of Origo, however, the reasons for 

this were not asked from the respondents. 

 
This gradual unfolding of the investigation, as more and more details of the scandal are leaked, and 
disclosed are also important factors in the incremental development of the narratives (see: Breit 2011a). 
This process is particularly demonstrated in my finding concerning the incremental complexification. 
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Therefore, news outlets, when scandalising organisational events, construct 

continuous trajectories of meanings in which the event unfolds over time. This 

perspective emphasises that news outlets create meanings around corruption not only 

to momentarily grab the attention of the readers via sensationalism (Breit 2011a; 

Rindova et al. 2006; Breit and Vaara; 2014; Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) but also to 

make them loyal by capturing their memories53. The fact that news outlets both inform 

the memories of the readers and, in turn, tailor their content for these demonstrates 

the mutual relationship between the readers and the news outlet (Tarde, 2012: 52). 

Thanks to the fact that memory preserves earlier meanings, the co-adaptation 

between the readers and the news outlet is characterised by a gradually progressing 

recombination of imitations through which the imitation ray meanders following 

incremental trajectories (and avoiding radical ruptures).  

 

The fact that news outlets need to tailor their content to the readers’ accumulated 

knowledge and to their preferences, emphasise the agency of the audience to ‘co-

produce’ meaning (Breit, 2011a; Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009). However, Tarde 

quickly notes that the relation between the news outlet and its readership is unequal 

because whereas the reader only influences the news outlet via his or her taste and 

need for continuity, the news outlet constantly influences the returning readers. 

Therefore, once the news outlet identifies its readership’s ‘soft spot’ being “…a gaudy 

color that sets it apart, a speciality, be it pornographic, defamatory, political, or other… 

on which its public avidly concentrates…the journalist leads it anywhere his [or her] 

heart desires” (Tarde, 1969b: 190).Thus, the agency of the reader is dwarfed not only 

by their previously outlined false freedom and the nuanced modes of control on the 

side of the new-outlet, but also by the simple fact that the readers are influenced more 

often by the news outlet than the news outlet by its readers. The readers only infuse 

their main likings into the articles by deciding which news outlet to read, but once they 

make this decision, they are in the hands of the journalist to use these preferences to 

lead their readership. 

 

 
53 See Tarde’s focus on memory-capture in Muldoon (2014). 
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The view that news outlets have “baits” through which they capture and lead their and 

loyal readers raises the question of what these “baits” are within the portrayals around 

corruption scandals (Tarde, 1969b: 190). One particularly important element that news 

outlets often engage with, is the dramatisation of the corruption cases on the line of 

nationalistic concerns (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021). As I have 

outlined in the Literature Review, dramatisation generally refers to a ‘news-seeking’ 

form of meaning-construction (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; see also: 

Thompson 2000) in which certain information around the event are stressed while 

others are underplayed (Rindova et al. 2006). By doing this, a complex and ambiguous 

jumble of narratives is reduced into a simple and coherent picture (Ashforth and 

Humphrey, 1997: 53) that intends to increase the dramatic effect of the story (Pertiwi 

and Ainsworth, 2020). I found such type of meaning-constructions throughout the Elios 

scandal. For instance, the generalisation of the darkness-narrative follows all the 

important elements of dramatisation. It gradually emphasises the ‘darkness’ caused 

by the Elios-lamps and incrementally generalises this effect to the whole country, 

without mentioning numerous details, such as that some municipalities were satisfied.  

Following the Social Constructionist and Tarde’s (1969b) theories, these findings also 

demonstrate that online news outlets as well engage in these types of meaning-

constructions to attract and entertain readers (Breit, 2011a; Cohen. et al, 2017), 

resulting in increased revenues (Palmer, 2012:256-257; Breit, 2011a). 

 

Other than grabbing the attention of the reader, my findings also show that 

dramatisation around corruption (including counter-scandalistion) involves the 

construction of a community of readers, which is also perpetuated by their hypelink-

use. Therefore, my findings in the light of Tarde’s theories show that dramatisation 

around corruption cases does not only intend to attract the attention of the readers by 

being news-worthy (Breit, 2011a) but also aims to form the memory of the readers to 

make them feel as part of a community. This way, news outlets can increase the 

possibility that readers return to their sites.  

 

For Tarde, the power of the community (of readers) resides partly in its size. Tarde 

proposes that a person is more likely to believe in a public opinion if the public that he 

or she believes to be part of, is more numerous (Tarde, 1969a: 318; 1969b: 191; see 

also: Szakolczai, and Thomassen, 2019). He also adds that even the member’s beliefs 
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and desires are strengthened by the impression that others desire and believe the 

same things, especially if this person considers him or herself sharing a community 

with these people. Overall, the size of the community (following the monadic 

principles) acts as a gravitational force on the individual reader, making him or her 

return to the news outlet for this sense of community. 

 

Tarde proposes that this sense of community, such as a political affiliation, can be 

used as a “bait” by the journalist to lead the readership (Tarde, 1969b: 190). According 

to Tarde, this process of constructing their own readership is a key activity for news 

outlets as readers act like any other customer who buys a product to feel a sense of 

community through that item. Once this community is formed, the news outlets can 

lead them by ensuring that their prejudices and beliefs are fed (Tarde, 1969b: 189). 

Therefore, as I have outlined in the Literature Review, the relation between the news 

outlet and their readers is mutual as the news outlet continually need to tailor their 

content to the needs of their loyal group (Tarde, 1969b; 2012: 52; see also: 

Czarniawska, 2011). Therefore, this view, similarly to the social constructionist works, 

emphasises the ‘co-authorship’ (Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) of the readers, 

however it is more focused on the readership as a community that is united around 

beliefs and desires expressed by the news outlets forming a Tardean public (Tarde, 

1969b).   

 

My findings show two interlinked techniques of meaning-constructions through which 

the news outlets can produce this type of loyal readership: by (1) alluring to the 

communality of the readers, and by (2) constructing this sense of community through 

hyperlinks.  

 

My findings show that the articles induced a communality of readership by elaborating 

an opposition between the majority of the readers and an external entity. The Soros-

narrative demonstrates this technique, where the opposition between Christian 

Hungarian and migration supporter Soros allies was established. Furthermore, the 

escalated darkness-narrative also illustrates the same process, in which the ‘everyday 

citizens’ were contrasted with the ‘greedy elite’.  According to Tarde, differentiation 

(Tarde, 1969b: 191) and the construction of “object of-hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see 

also: Salmon, 2005), in this regard, are important tools of journalists to compose and 
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continually attract their readership. These elements are useful because people are 

simultaneously “seeking to strengthen their similarity, and to distinguish themselves 

from others” (Tarde, 1969b: 191). The constructions of oppositions fulfil both of these 

desires at the same time. Such construction of opposition is a form of dramatisation of 

reality (Rindova et al.; 2006 Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) in which events are (almost) 

simplified to the battle of good and evil (see: Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) without 

focusing on the underlying minute contextual element (Breit, 2011a).  

 

The contribution of Tarde’s perspective is to highlight that this type of meaning-

construction does not only attract readers’ attention via sensationalism (Breit 2011a; 

Rindova et al. 2006; Breit and Vaara; 2014; Jonsson, and Edman, 2014) but also 

intends to increase their engagement (Rindova et al, 2006) by giving the impression 

that the reader is a member of a community united against an “object of hate” (Tarde, 

1969b: 239; see also: Salmon, 2005; see also: Ferraz, and Clair, 2019). Therefore, 

this technique engages them as a group. Each reader, in this case, is addressed as 

one within this community. Such technique changes meaning-construction because it 

animates the gravitational force of the argumentation. In other words, following Tarde 

(Tarde, 1969b: 191; see also: Szakolczai, and Thomassen, 2019), if the reader truly 

feels as a member of the portrayed community (such as Christian Hungarians), he or 

she is more likely to assimilate the opinion of the article, and become a loyal reader. 

Social Constructionist works also highlight the significance of the national narratives 

within meaning-constructions around corruption (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 

2020; 2021). For instance, similarly to the darkness-narrative, Breit (2011a: 58) found 

“…representations of the alleged corruption as illustrations of what was considered to 

be national moral decay…”. My findings correspond with Breit’s (2011a) conclusion as 

the ’darkness-narrative’, for instance, generalises the harm that Elios caused to the 

whole nation. Other studies also find national concerns to be important to construct 

meanings around corruption (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021). Thus, 

based on my findings and reflecting on these works (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and 

Ainsworth, 2020; 2021), I support Breit’s (2011a: 60) proposition that “…nationalistic 

concerns are vital elements in media representations of corruption.”  
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Most social constructionist works (as I have outlined in the Literature Review) view 

dramatisation, including these nationalistic representations, negatively. As Breit 

(2011a: 60) notes, sensationalist discursive struggles around nationalistic and other 

concerns might “…direct attention away from the actual issues at hand, or from less 

publicly captivating issues and problems.” Based on my findings, I agree with this 

statement as the Soros-narrative, for instance, completely replaced discussion on 

corruption with a sensationalist and even antisemitic narrative.  

However, based on my findings indicate that news outlets are also possessed by their 

readers (i.e.: gradual narrative changes) and existing works on nationalistic concerns 

within the media (Tarde, 1969b as quoted by Katz et al. 2014: 118; Triandafolu; 2008: 

361; see also: Katz et al. 2014: 122), I argue that the escalation of corruption into 

nationalistic simplifications might be essential for most news outlets to attract their 

readership. News outlets might need to engage in such simplifying, community-

constructing argumentations to attract the readers as a community. This attraction 

refers to the gravitational force of the public (upon the individual), created by the 

unification and condensation of the readership around the news outlet’s perspective 

(Tarde, 1969b: 191; see also: Szakolczai, and Thomassen, 2019). This means that 

the readers might be more likely to become loyal if they feel a sense of community 

with fellow readers. 

National concerns are particularly important for the construction of such communities. 

According to Tarde (1969b: 264), the newspaper constructed and in turn, relies on 

“…the continuity of a national public opinion aware of itself.” He also adds that news 

outlets acquire their power from “…constituting the unity and the conscience of the 

nation…” (Tarde, 1969b as quoted by Katz et al. 2014: 118). Triandafolu (2008: 361; 

see also: Katz et al. 2014: 122) also argues that “the national press is incapable of 

working outside the confines of national interest...” Therefore, based on my findings, 

and other studies that find that corruption-discourses are framed as national narratives 

(Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi, and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021), I argue that it might be important 

for news outlets to engage in such portrayals to construct, and attract their readership 

as a community. 

My findings also suggest that community-construction is facilitated by biased 

hyperlink-uses.  News outlets, by hyperlinking predominantly supporting sources, 
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construct the image that their narratives are supported by different authors whose 

opinions the reader can access. Hyperlink network, in this way, is the materialisation 

(Latour, 1988)54 of Tarde’s (1969b) ‘public’ that is a dispersed community whose 

members are united around the same or similar opinions. Szalai’s (2018a) Index article 

(see pages 153-154) illustrates this aspect as it hyperlinked the Wall Street Journal, 

indicating that even though the Hungarian government is silent about the Elios 

scandal, at the other side of globe, people write and talk about it. The construction of 

a community was even strengthened by the fact that Index opposed the Hungarian 

government’s reaction with that of the international news site, creating an opposition.  

The literature on hyperlinks also emphasises the importance of these tools to establish 

associations between different organisations (Park, 2003; Weber, and Mongue, 2011; 

Kim and Nam, 2012; Bakker and Hellsten, 2013), such as news and information-

providers (Halavais, 2008). Weber (2012: 190) argues that hyperlinks “…represent the 

affiliations and partnerships between media organizations.” These ‘affiliations’ can 

organise themselves around different issues (Marres and Rogers, 2000; Efimova, and 

de Moor, 2004) and beliefs. For instance, based on the work of Marres and Rogers 

(2005: 922), Venturini et al. (2017:514) argue that “…public opinion is organized as a 

network [of hyperlinks].” My findings support this view as the opposing narratives 

around the Elios case were usually not linked, which led to the separation of two 

networks of opposing opinions55.  

The importance of the construction of a public by articles on corruption can have 

implications for anti-corruption movements. It is particularly the case because Tarde 

considers a public that unites around a news outlet a “virtual crowd” (Tarde, 1969b: 

183). In other words, the public has the potential to activate itself due to the reciprocal 

strengthening of beliefs, and desires between its members. As Tarde (1969b: 191; see 

also: Szakolczai, and Thomassen, 2019) notes, “[T]heir desire is fed by the desire of 

the other, and in this very emulation there is a secret communion of feeling which 

seeks to be increased.” In this way, a public formed around a news outlet is a monad, 

whose internal relational composition (i.e.: the perceptions of its members of one 

 
54 Hyperlinks materialise these relations by making them traceable (Latour, 1988). 
55 Even though, Origo’s articles that adopted anti, and counter-scandalisation used much less hyperlinks 
(than other narratives), the construction of these separated networks is also evident in the lack of 
hyperlinks towards scandalising narratives, and by the construction of hyperlinks with Magyar Idok, 
which is another government friendly site (Jenne et al, 2022). 
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another) establishes its potentiality to activate itself and engage actively, in anti-

corruption movements. Like Tarde, concerning traditional news outlets, Kossow, and 

Kukutschka (2017:462) argue that “ICT tools encourage citizens to connect and co-

operate and organise. This capacity is something that can be harnessed by civil 

society organisations that are active against corruption.” However, my findings also 

show that the same community-producing mechanism are present for antisemitic 

counter-scandalising argumentation as well, highlighting that such mechanism can be 

used in different ways (Tarde, 1969a: 265).  

Overall, my findings concerning the importance of the construction of a community 

follow the Social Constructionist works suggesting that sensationalist sene-makings 

often lead to one-sided views on organisational events (Breit; 2011a; Breit, and Vaara. 

2014). However, my findings, in light of Tarde’s theories, also suggest that such 

simplification in terms of nationalistic generalisations might be necessary for the news 

outlets to create and maintain a loyal readership. I also elaborate on two techniques 

in which news outlets engage in such community-constructions: one textual and one 

hyperlinking. Thus, I present a complex (mutually possessing) relationship between 

the readers and the news outlets, through which meanings around corruption are co-

produced. In the next section, I highlight significant aspects of the relational meaning-

co-production by building upon my findings and all the elaborations in the previous 

sections.   

 

5.6. Conclusion: Relation Between the Readers and the News 
Outlet   

 

Overall, in this Chapter, I have discussed the implications and the underlying 

processes of the meaning-construction practices I have found concerning the Elios 

case. I have investigated the implications and the underlying relations concerning the 

corruption-sense-making processes within the online news media that involve chaotic 

minute interactions (through numerous hyperlinks) and gradual narrative 

developments. I have approached this issue using Tarde’s relational perspective by 

analysing the roles of each relation, composing the meanings around corruption. By 
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doing this, I have found that the meanings around corruption are composed of 

numerous complex and intertwining relations. One particularly significant relation that 

sheds new light on the chaos of minute interactions and explains the incremental 

narrative-developments, is the one between the readers and the news outlets. There 

are three key findings concerning this relation and how it composes meaning-

constructions around corruption. 

First, the increased connectivity that I found in the form of the multitudes of hyperlink-

uses, empower readers to a certain degree to construct their ‘own’ meanings around 

corruption. Such relationality provides novel opportunities for meaning-construction, 

and even for potential anti-corruption. News outlets can provide hyperlinks through 

which readers can gain further, often reliable, information on corruption. Such 

information gathering can lead to better-informed public, improving the chances for 

positive social change to control and hinder the harms of corruption (Kossow, and 

Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). From the perspective of the news 

outlets, hyperlinks offer the opportunities to symbiotic meaning-constructions. For 

instance, regular news outlets, investigative news outlets, and data repositories can 

rely on one another to popularise scandals and provide detailed explanations of these 

based on reliable evidence. Furthermore, hyperlinks, in combination with an 

ambiguous and antagonistic narrative on a corruption scandal, can incite the readers 

to explore the case further, thus gaining a more complete understanding by using the 

hyperlinks. 

Second, my findings show that the relation between news outlets and the readers is 

not only characterised by the empowerment of the readers through hyperlinks but also 

by novel forms of control over them and other potentially negative consequences for 

the audience. News outlets can use hyperlinks in multiple ways to nudge (Wu et al, 

2021) and/or incite the readers towards certain meanings around corruption. For 

instance, my findings suggest that the biased use of hyperlinks facilitates the readers' 

one-sided meaning constructions.  

Based on the literature and Tarde’s theories, I have also outlined that hyperlinks can 

also have unintended consequences. For instance, these might lead to readers’ false 

sense of freedom according to Tarde’s theories (1903a). Furthermore, the increased 

number of hyperlinks can also result in the cognitive overload of the readers (Carr, 



 243 

2010; 2011; see also: De Maeyer, and Holton 2016), hindering them to gain 

information concerning relevant corruption scandals. These cases demonstrate that 

hyperlinks have different, both positive and negative, intentional and unintentional 

potentials in terms of meaning-constructions around corruption. It is difficult to 

distinguish these, especially as the meaning-constructing effects of hyperlinks also 

depend on the readers' use and reaction to these. Overall, my discussions on 

hyperlinks have shown a complex picture of their meaning-constructing potential that 

is founded on a mutual relationship between the readers and the news outlets. This 

mutuality resides in the fact that hyperlink-use is both tailored to the needs of the 

readers, empowering them, and at the same time, represents a mode of control over 

them. 

Third, I have shown that this mutual (possessive) relation also influences the narrative-

development around corruption, explaining the graduality of their changes. On the one 

hand, news outlets can lead the readers towards novel, even one-sided narratives, on 

corruption via temporal changes in their portrayals as Origo’s shift demonstrates. On 

the other hand, this shift needs to occur gradually and based on existing tendencies 

within the readership. This is how the readers hold news outlets back from abrupt 

changes. Similarly, the news outlet might need to create a sense of community within 

its readership, via nationalistic representations of corruption for instance, to gain their 

attention. However, once it is achieved, this can be used to lead the readers using the 

“bait” of this communal spirit for which the audience returns to the news outlet (Tarde, 

1969b: 190). 

Thus, overall, I have demonstrated that meaning-constructions around corruption are 

composed via numerous relational influences, such as the ones occurring between 

the news sites and their readers that include hyperlink-uses and narrative-

developments as well. These shape meaning-constructions by limiting and enabling 

certain sense-making potentials around corruption. The introduced cases demonstrate 

that meaning-constructions around corruption are shaped over time through different 

interlinked sense-making techniques that include both hyperlinks and narrative 

constructions. On the one hand, some of these techniques, such as hyperlinks can 

contribute to a better and more reliable meaning-construction process around 

corruption. However, on the other hand, these can also have detrimental effects, for 
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instance, on the readers' ability to inform themselves about corruption. Similarly, news 

outlets' interlocked strategic meaning-construction practices can lead to the 

replacement of important corruption scandals by alternative narratives that provoke 

harmful tendencies within the society, such as antisemitism. My research highlights 

certain directions, such as the significance of studying hyperlinks, that can be useful 

for gaining a relevant understanding of how to co-produce a more reliable 

communication system. In the next (‘Conclusion’) chapter, after summarising my 

thesis’ key contributions, I suggest some research-avenues that can be important for 

gaining an understanding of how we can improve our online meaning-construction 

processes around corruption. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion Chapter 
 

6.1. Key Contribution 1: Significance of Hyperlinks 
 

In the Introduction, I have elaborated that my research might contribute to the literature 

in two main ways: (1) by analysing the role and significance of hyperlinks in online 

meaning co-production, and (2) by providing a processual perspective on how the co-

production of meaning occurs over time of a corruption scandal, using a Tardean lens. 

 

Concerning the first point, the empirical findings regarding hyperlinks demonstrate that 

these technological elements play an important role in the aggregation of information 

and sense-making processes around corruption. Hyperlinks can also be used in a 

manifold of ways to provide different nuances to the argumentations of the articles, 

including subtle forms of contrasting argumentations and the contextualisations of the 

narratives. Even though hyperlinks are used in numerous ways to add meaning to the 

articles, I have found that there are certain patterns within their applications: (1) the 

avoidance of hyperlinking information that contrasts the main argument of the article 

and (2) the tendency to use fewer hyperlinks when argumentation is generalised. 

These findings demonstrate that hyperlinks are not only static connections between 

websites but nuanced modes of sense-making that can be used purposely to compose 

meanings and lead the readers.  

 

Therefore, a key contribution of my research is to highlight the importance of 

hyperlinks in online meaning-constructions that are often overlooked. As Nick Land 

(2018: §1.04) notes, “[T]he familiarity of Internet links, after what has been, even now, 

only a couple of decades of wide social dissemination, tends to deprive them – as a 

general semiotic phenomenon – of the attention they would otherwise command. They 

are rushed beyond the horizon of awareness by their own smooth utility.” 

 

Counterbalancing the general neglect of hyperlinks, in this section, I expand on how I 

my research has contributed to the literature on the corruption-sense-making 

processes within the media by focusing on the role of hyperlinks. 
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As I have presented previously in the Literature Review, the OMS literature on the 

meaning-constructions around corruption has highlighted the importance of studying 

online media (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020) due to its unique participative context 

(Clemente, and Gabbioneta, 2017). By studying how hyperlinks are used in the co-

production of meanings during a corruption scandal, I have intended to address these 

calls that are also reflected in the wider OMS field (Schultz et al. 2014: 31-32). My 

ambition was also to contribute to the understanding of online sense-making 

processes by providing useful insights on the potentialities to curb the negative 

implications of corruption (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017; Ndhlovu and Santos, 

2022). 

 

First, analysing hyperlinks through the Tardean lens of monadic explorations (Dörk et 

al. 2014) has allowed me to highlight the importance of hyperlinks to enable readers 

to co-produce meanings by traversing through these information-channels. Informed 

by the Tardean relational conceptualisation of hyperlinks, the research design, 

particularly the use of argumentation analysis (Brügger, 2012: 308; Jenkins, 2003; 

Efimova, and de Moor, 2004; 2005), has enabled me to investigate not only the 

topology of hyperlink-network but also their meaning-composing potentials (see: Dörk 

et al 2014). Thus, the originality of my research concerning hyperlinks, is founded on 

two interlinked elements: (1) on the conceptualisation of hyperlinks as meaning-

composing relations that are enacted by the readers, and (2) on methodological 

‘innovation’ for the OMS literature on corruption within the media, as no argumentation 

analyses (nor hyperlink analyses) has been employed in this field of work, and topic.  

 

By investigating with these conceptual and methodological tools, the 582 hyperlinks 

that I have found within the articles, I have contributed to the OMS literature on 

corruption by elaborating on the role of hyperlinks in the co-production of meanings, 

and its implications. As I have outlined earlier, the social constructionist OMS literature 

already has highlighted the importance of the reader to “co-author” (Joutsenvirta, and 

Vaara, 2009) meanings around organisational scandals and corruption. This view 

particularly focuses on how news outlets tailor their content for their audience (to gain 

revenue) when scandalising organisational events (Palmer, 2012:256-257; Breit, 

2011a). My work, other than supporting this perspective, has also outlined the 

meaning-co-producing potentials that the abundance of hyperlinks provides.  
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Specifically, I have presented that hyperlinks place the readers into an important role 

in meaning-constructions by allowing them to decide how and if they engage with the 

hyperlinks. Thus, hyperlinks offer novel potentialities to engage with an article on 

corruption and construct meanings in different ways.  

This ‘empowerment’ of the readers (De Maeyer, and Holton 2016; Lehman et al. 2017) 

has important implications for the meaning co-production and even for anti-corruption 

potentials. First, this view changes the perspective of meaning-constructions from 

fixed meanings, represented within each article, to a complex web of potential 

meanings composed by the article’s text and its connections to other sources. This 

view that emphasises the dynamic and heterogenous nature of meaning-co-

production owes its foundation to Tarde’s Monadology (Dörk et al. 2014). As Marrero-

Guillamón, (2015: 260; see also: Latour et al. 2012) notes, “Tarde’s monadology 

implies a multiplicity of possible points of view.” This shift from fixed and actual 

meanings towards dynamic and potential meanings within articles, highlights the role 

of the readers to construct meaning by moving within this web (Dörk et al. 2014). This 

perspective emphasises that meaning is not only determined by the text but composed 

by the movement of the readers through the hyperlinks. As Dörk et al. (2014: 1537) 

claim, “Movement [through hyperlinks] suggests a way of making sense of an 

information space by navigating along elements as overlapping monads.” 

The significance of this perspective for potential anti-corruption is that we can analyse 

the watchdog (Breit, and Vaara, 2014; Jonsson, and Endman, 2014; Tiffen, 1999) and 

other anti-corruption, and citizen-informing roles (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017; 

Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022) of the news outlets, as diffused in a network of hyperlinked 

sites. Therefore, hyperlinks, by blurring the boundaries of news production (Deuze, 

2003; Singer; 2003), also enable co-productive potentialities to curb corruption.56 For 

instance, I have outlined that sensationalist, simplified, and dramatised portrayals of 

corruption might not be detrimental to the adequate informing of the public on the 

contextual nuances of corruption if these portrayals are ‘entry-points’ for the readers 

to explore the complexities of the topic through hyperlinks. Thus, hyperlinks represent 

potentials for symbiotic co-productions of meanings in which the hyperlinked site 

 
56 For a similar argument on the corruption-hindering potentials of the comments sections, see: Ndhlovu 
and Santos (2022). 
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provide the architecture for the readers to adequately inform themselves on corruption. 

My findings show that hyperlinking investigative news outlets and reliable data 

repositories can be crucial elements for a well-informed co-production of meanings 

around corruption. Such potentiality can be particularly important as accessing 

relevant information on the internet can help citizens to “…mobilise support for 

anticorruption movements and gather information in order to shine a light on 

particularistic practices” (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017: 459). However, for 

hyperlinks, to truly enable readers to gain reliable information, it is important to 

overcome its negative potentials as well, such as their ability to make readers feeling 

disoriented and cognitively overloaded (Carr, 2010; 2011; see also: De Maeyer, and 

Holton 2016) by the abundance of information available in these webs. 

 

My findings concerning hyperlinks and the subsequent analysis of these has also 

highlighted that hyperlinks do not only facilitate the democratisation and flow of reliable 

information on corruption but also provide novel tools for guiding the dynamic 

meaning-construction processes57. Particularly, my findings show that hyperlinks are 

often used in a biased manner by leading readers towards arguments that support the 

narrative of the article, even when opposing argumentations are mentioned in the text. 

To put it another way, I have found that those narratives that contrast the main 

argumentation of the text are usually not hyperlinked. This finding implies that even 

though hyperlinks increase the potential meaning-constructing avenues for readers, 

these pathways can still be constructed in a one-sided manner, leading to biased 

views on corruption. The potentialities of hyperlinks to shape meaning-constructions 

also include the processes through which these can provoke and induce readers to 

use them (Borah, 2014). This view of hyperlinks contrasts the users’ perspective from 

where these are seen as passive tools waiting to be used. The power of hyperlinks to 

shape meanings in such an overt manner highlights the “depersonalised” (Lazzarato, 

2019:128) influence of hyperlinks. In other words, I have shown that hyperlinks are 

tools through which the news outlets, based on their own agendas, can strategically 

guide the readers’ meaning-construction movements around corruption. 

 

 
57 The view that hyperlinks are important tools that can be used based on the agendas of their creators invokes 
the famous study of Winner (1980) concerning the politics of artefacts. 
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The fact that news outlets and journalists construct meanings on corruption, based on 

their own motivations, is also outlined in the OMS literature on corruption. For instance, 

Greve et al, (2010: 84) note that “[T]he media is not a passive tool…: reporting and 

editing news [on corruption] is a purposive activity that involves organizational and 

individual agendas (Molotch and Lester, 1974).” Furthermore, the social 

constructionist literature builds on the assumption that news outlets create news-

worthy, sensationalist and dramatised portrayals of corruption to attract the readers’ 

attention (Breit 2011a; Breit and Vaara; 2014), which is crucial for them to gain revenue 

(Palmer, 2012:256-257; Breit, 2011a). I have demonstrated that hyperlinks provide a 

novel tool for such profit-making as these allow the news outlets to not only attract the 

attention of the readers but lead it. For instance, the 378 self-hyperlinks that I have 

found in the articles indicate that hyperlinks are often used in articles on corruption to 

lead readers to other articles within the same news site, increasing page-views, and 

thus the advertisement revenues (Steensen, 2011; Turow and Tsui, 2008; Lehmann 

et al. 2017). Profit-motive, as one of the potential reasons for the creation of hyperlinks, 

highlights that hyperlinks are not only constructed to democratise information and 

empower readers but also to lead their attention and their meaning-construction 

movements within the web. These uses of hyperlinks demonstrate that meaning-

construction around corruption is influenced by numerous different agendas (Breit, et 

al. 2015; Greve et al, 2010; Molotch and Lester, 1974; Clemente et al. 2016; Panayırcı 

et al. 2016).  News-portrayals do not only intend to provide adequate information on 

the corruption-events but are also motivated by different incentives, including political 

affiliations, as the case of Origo has illustrated. 

 

By simultaneously providing choices to the reader to construct meanings and 

potentials for the news outlets to guide this process, hyperlinks highlight that meanings 

around corruption are never stable. Rather, these are continuously co-produced 

through interlocked stages in which the news outlets provide the hyperlink architecture 

where the readers move, constructing meanings. Within this process, both the news 

outlets and the readers compose the meanings around corruption and relate to one 

another. Such a view emphasises the relational composition of the meanings around 

corruption, which is the second main contribution of my thesis. In other words, my 

findings concerning hyperlinks, in combination with the results of the thematic analysis, 

show that the meanings around corruption are co-produced through complex relations, 
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including the mutually holding connection between the readers and the news outlets. 

In the next section (‘Key Contribution 2: Temporality of Meaning-co-production’), I 

summarise my contribution to the understanding of the temporal process of meaning-

co-productions during corruption scandals.  

 

6.2. Key Contribution 2: Temporality of Meaning-co-production 
 

The social constructionist OMS literature on corruption within the media also highlights 

the relational and processual composition of meanings around corruption. Such 

relational perspectives mainly focus on how the meanings of corruption change in 

relation to different large-scale institutions and discourses, such as democracy (Pertiwi 

and Ainsworth, 2020), nationalistic concerns, or industry-wise power-relations (Breit; 

2011a). As the Literature Review has presented, these works are particularly suited to 

reveal how different framings of corruption are used for different purposes (Clemente, 

and Gabbioneta, 2017; Cohen et al. 2015; Roulet, 2015), and what large-scale power-

relations shape the discourses around corruption (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 

2011a). My work has contributed to this literature by analysing in minute detail how 

these relational compositions of meanings unfold, intertwine, and change over time. 

This way, I have not contributed to the literature primarily by “…unveiling hidden 

interests” (Breit, 2015: 326) behind corruption meaning-constructions as the literature 

is already quite established in this regard (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; Breit, 2110; 

2011a). Rather, I have focused on the complexity of the relations composing 

meanings, including their antagonisms, overlaps, and processual changes through 

strategic modulations of narratives. Therefore, referring back to the desired outcome 

of the research that I have stated in the Introduction, my research has contributed to 

the literature on corruption within the media (other than by its focus on hyperlinks) by 

providing a nuanced and processual perspective on how co-production of meaning 

occurs over time. 

 

To analyse both the processes and the involved relational changes within meaning-

co-productions, Tarde’s theories have been valuable. By using his notions as a lens 

for my work, I was able to approach and theorise the meaning-constructions 

throughout the Elios scandal with a “relational-processual” perspective (Tonkonoff, 

2017: xi). By doing this, my research has contributed to the literature in two key 



 251 

aspects that have been highlighted in the Introduction as the potentials of the Tardean 

endeavour: (1) to better understand the gradually unfolding sense-making processes 

and how these relate to the “cumulative” notions of power (Born, 2016: 270), and (2) 

how it functions through a chain of interlocked strategic narrative-developing 

techniques. 

 

First, through thematic and argumentation analyses, I have found that, on news sites, 

meanings around corruption unfold gradually, even though there is always potential to 

construct radically novel narratives due to the abundance of the available information 

and the multitude of ways in which these can be aggregated. My findings demonstrate 

that even Origo, after its abrupt replacement of its employees (Jenne et al. 2022: 59; 

HJ, 2017), only shifted incrementally, following a logical trajectory of narrative-

development, towards the governmental perspectives. This transition included the 

following overlapping and interconnected periods: (1) anti-scandalisation/moderation 

when the previous argumentations concerning the corrupt, illegal, and harmful nature 

of Elios’ conducts were rejected and undermined, and (2) counter-scandalisation when 

building on the previous rejections, a novel political scandal in the form of the Soros-

narrative was developed incrementally that replaced the previous Elios scandal. 

 

In the Discussion, reflecting on the graduality of these changes from a Tardean 

perspective, I have argued that meanings around corruption are composed through 

mutual and temporally unfolding relations between the news outlets and the readers. 

In this regard, meaning-construction around corruption is not only co-authored 

(Joutsenvirta, and Vaara, 2009) with the readers via the news outlets tailoring their 

content to the need of their audience. I have argued that readers (other than through 

their movements across hyperlinks) engage in meaning-construction by shaping its 

temporality and chronology. This influence of the readers manifests in gradual 

narrative-development because news outlets need to keep the continuity of their 

argumentation to ensure that the readers return to their site. 

 

I have demonstrated this incrementality with the transition of Origo, which, after a 

sudden change in its composition (Jenne et al. 2022: 59; HJ, 2017), only altered its 

portrayal of the Elios scandal step-by-step (adopting the governmental narrative). Its 

gradual change followed a chronological periodical order, through which first the 
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corruption scandal was negated, and then replaced by a novel scandal in the form of 

the Soros-narrative. The Soros-narrative manifested a counterattack on the people 

and media that scandalised the Elios case as a corruption case in the first place. This 

chronological narrative-development corresponds with the findings of Panayırcı et al. 

(2016) concerning a government-friendly Turkish news outlet’s reaction to a 

governmental corruption scandal. My findings have also shown that graduality was not 

only present on Origo (and Index) in the form of chronological orders of narrative-

developments, but also narratives were adopted step by step, first portraying these as 

the statements of politicians before presenting these as the opinions of the authors. 

 

Overall, I have explained this graduality as a result of the mutual relation between the 

readers and the news outlet. On the one hand, the readers provide friction against 

sudden narrative-changes due to their expectation for continuity across the news 

outlet’s articles. On the other hand, news outlets, based on their specific agendas, use 

strategic meaning-construction practices to lead the readers gradually through 

different meaning-constructions. Therefore, the mutual possession between the 

readers and the news outlets (Tarde, 2012: 52) implies that those meaning-

constructions can successfully attract and influence readers that build upon and incite 

the desires and tendencies within its audience. Thus, similarly, as hyperlinks rely and 

incite the readers’ desire to explore different sources around corruption, news outlets 

also create meanings by continuing, and provoking existing trajectories. For instance, 

I have found that Origo did not only tailor its narrative to the audience’s desires but 

also constructed a demand in them through the ‘production of possible’ (Lazzarato 

(2004).  

 

One key consequence of the mutual possession between readers and news outlets is 

that it necessitates certain forms of meaning-constructions from the news outlets to be 

able to capture the public. I have particularly focused on the nationalistic concerns 

within corruption discourses as it was an important element of my findings, but also of 

other works on corruption (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021). Based 

on Tarde’s (1969b) historical development of newspapers, I have argued that such 

nationalistic framings of corruption might be necessary to construct and maintain a 

community of readership that is united by the news outlets' perspective on the national 

concerns. This perspective highlights that the relationship between the news outlets 
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and the readers is not only focused on the isolated reader by capturing his or her 

attention via sensationalism (Breit 2011a; Breit and Vaara; 2014; Jonsson, and 

Edman, 2014) and drama (Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). News outlets also address 

readers as members of communities, which often indicates that meaning-construction 

around corruption is framed around national concerns. As Tarde (2012: 55) notes, 

such relation is different as it does not only compose a single connection between the 

news outlet and the readers but also relates the readers to one another, constructing 

a public (Tarde, 1969b). I argue that meaning-constructions around corruption are 

particularly potent to create such communities as corruption is an idiom through which 

people collectively make sense of what is considered moral/immoral (Granovetter; 

2007), ethical/unethical, legal/illegal (Breit, 2011a), leading to the differentiation of 

distinct publics depending on their views on these issues. 

 

In terms of the anti-corruption potential of the news media, this view, similarly to the 

one concerning the symbiotic uses of hyperlinks, suggests that simplifying 

representations of corruption might not be detrimental to anti-corruption if, through 

these processes, an active collective is constructed. For instance, nationalistic 

portrayals might unite people around the same goal to participate in anti-corruption. In 

fact, scandalisation, by its nature, takes local issues and propagates them to wider 

audiences (Tarde 1969b). According to Tarde (1969b), this simultaneous spread of 

information, and the resulting collective, that he calls the public, has the potential to 

curb socially-harmful processes and the centralisation of power (such as it did by 

contributing to the replacement of the monarchs by parliamentary democracy) (see 

also: Katz et al. 2014). Other scholars also highlight the anti-corruption potential of the 

online realm by constituting collective tendencies (Kossow, and Kukutschka, 2017). 

However, to understand the complexities of the processes in which the news media 

can activate citizens in anti-corruption, further research is needed (Palau, and Palomo, 

2017).  I outline one potential avenue in the ‘Future Research’ section. 

 

Another important consequence of the mutuality between the readers and the news 

outlets is that this view highlights that the power of news outlets resides in its 

continuous process through which these build on social tendencies, provoke and lead 

them incrementally. Thus, a narrative on corruption can be detailed and well-

articulated, but if it does not fit into the social tendencies, it will not have a large 
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influence. Thanks to the same dependence on and friction from the readers, a news 

site cannot change abruptly without losing its audience. As Origo’s shift suggests, 

news outlets change gradually through interlocked strategic modulations of the 

narratives that slowly build on and excite existing social tendencies. For instance, I 

have used Tardean terms of counter-imitation(Tarde, 1903a: xvii), harmonisation 

(Tarde, 2000), over-excitation (Tarde, 2003: 48, as in Toscano, 2007a: 606), and 

“object of hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see also: Salmon, 2005) to describe the process 

through which Origo could tap into the antisemitic, and anti-western tendencies within 

the Hungarian society (Barna, and Knap, 2021) and gradually replace the Elios-

corruption scandal with the Soros-narrative. This process demonstrates the 

cumulative power (Born, 2016: 270) of news outlets that gain their momentum from 

the continuity of their narrative-developments that are extensions of social tendencies. 

Tarde describes this processual power of the news outlets via (his pump model that 

describes) the daily rhythmic fluctuation of the incoming and outgoing information:  

 

“[E]very morning it [the news outlet] receives information from all points on the globe 

and, on the same day, propagates it to all points on the globe, in consideration of what, 

in the judgment of the journalist, is or appears to be of interest, a judgment that is 

modified by the goal that the journalist pursues, and the party for which he speaks. 

Actually, this news, that is reality, is an impulse that gradually becomes irresistible” 

(Tarde, 1969b: 259).  

 

The Soros-narrative has illustrated how this “impulse” can unfold over time. I have 

argued that Origo’s Soros-narrative was particularly potent because of its graduality 

and because it built upon existing social tendencies within Hungarian society (Barna, 

and Knap, 2021). By doing this, the Soros-narrative did not only tailor its content to the 

readers, but also shaped where these antisemitic, and other social impulses flow. It 

did this by constructing a demand to be protected within the audience (in the form of 

the threat of the Soros-allies), which it then fulfilled. The links between the 

chronological elements of Origo’s transition (eg.: creation of demand, and the 

subsequent offering of a solution) emphasise the importance of temporality, in the form 

of interlocked periods within meaning-constructions around corruption.  
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The OMS literature on corruption also acknowledges the importance of temporality, as 

works within this field often focus on how the meanings of corruption change over time 

(Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020). My contribution lies in the extension of 

this literature by highlighting how such a process is enmeshed in a mutual relationship 

between the readers and the news outlet but can still be gradually guided by the news 

outlet. Therefore, this Tardean conceptualisation, rather than focusing on either the 

news outlet’s or the readers’ agencies, concentrates on power as diffused through the 

rhythmic fluctuation immanent in this relation. Latour (2016: 307) explains Tarde’s 

radically relational conceptualisation of power as “…the reciprocal possession of all by 

everyone…but refracted and multiplied to infinity.” In this view, the ability of news 

outlets to shape meaning-constructions and guide the readers is the result of the 

relational ties between and around them. These relational influences involve, among 

others, the power of hyperlinks to strategically influence meaning-constructions, the 

rhythm of daily propagation of news to influence the readers ‘continually’, and the 

readers' ability to use hyperlinks and decide not to read a news outlet. All these 

elements of meaning-co-production are different fragments of the interconnected web 

of communicational-flows that can be shaped partially by the news outlets through 

different strategic meaning-constructing tools. 

 

In this regard, I have offered a conceptualisation that emphasises the productive role 

of news outlets that function gradually by tapping into, building upon and guiding the 

different flows of communication. First, in the case of hyperlinks, this ‘guiding’ implies 

the construction of future potentialities of meaning-constructions. In other words, 

news-coverages shape meaning-constructions over time by leading the readers via 

hyperlinks.  Second, community-building also works over time as it relies on the 

creation, maintenance, and guidance of loyal readers across articles. Finally, this 

temporal leading of the readers was illustrated by the manoeuvres of Origo to ‘oppose’ 

scandalisation, ‘harmonise’, and ‘over-excite’ (Tarde, 2003: 48, as in Toscano, 2007a: 

606) tendencies within the society to replace the corruption scandal with the Soros-

narrative. This case, other than providing a Tardean terminology to analyse such 



 256 

gradual processes, also demonstrates that meaning-constructions can contribute to 

the perception that there is less corruption in a society58.  

 

Reflecting on the potential benefits of my research that I have elaborated in the 

Introduction (Section 5), this Tardean temporal conceptualisation of the meaning-

construction process is important because it highlights how a corruption scandal can 

be ‘side-tracked’. As I have presented in the Introduction, Zyglidopoulos et al. (2017: 

251) encourage researchers to address questions like these ones: “Is it that there are 

social mechanisms that select certain kinds of corrupt activities to evolve into 

scandals, where others go on relatively undisturbed? Are there particular social agents 

who control this process?” My research has found that the news media can shape 

these processes by gradually, through strategic meaning-constructing mechanisms, 

replacing corruption scandals with alternative sensationalist narratives that build on 

social tendencies.  

 

These insights can inform our understanding concerning the media’s role in anti-

corruption in two ways. First, it outlines some strategic meaning-construction practices 

that might indicate that a news outlet’s sensationalist portrayals are nearing 

misinformation (Jonsson, and Edman, 2014). In this regard, the practices of hyperlink-

use can be indicators of misinformation (Veszelszki, 2017). In the ‘Future Research’ 

section, I briefly elaborate on the utility of investigating this aspect of online meaning-

constructions on corruption. Second, my findings concerning the shift of Orgio can 

provide important insights for research on the effect of the media on social polarisation 

(Ferraz, and Clair, 2019) that can hinder anti-corruption tendencies. As Martin (2019: 

17) notes in his discussion on the apathy of the Hungarian society to engage in anti-

corruption:  

 

“Corruption blindness can also be related to the division of the media; under the Fidesz 

government [since 2010], the press became more and more polarised than before. In 

this "cold civil war", the opposite pole of the government's propaganda media was not 

 
58 This perspective offers a contrasting view for the OMS works that focus on how meaning-
constructions around corruption (by supra-national entities) can lead to the increase of perceived 
corruption due to the creation stricter definitions (see in Introduction: Breit, 2011b; Breit et al. 2015). 
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multi-faceted [nuanced] information, but the press conveying clearly anti-

establishment messages. Partly because the government and close business circles 

eliminated many previously "centrist", factual and objective media (for example, 

origo.hu or Figyelő), i.e.: they bought them and turned them into government 

mouthpieces, and partly because the audience also has less and less need to "listen 

to the other party" (Bajomi-Lázár 2017). Polarisation further strengthens the 

corruption-apathy59, as the media most often only exposes the corruption of the "other 

side". And the adversary/enemy is already registered as corrupt: so the reader cannot 

be surprised.” 

 

In this regard, Origo’s meaning-constructing mechanisms can be useful to theorise 

and analyse polarisation of narratives as a gradual process of interlinked narrative-

developments. Such a view can be useful to identify ‘red flags’ within narrative-

developments that then can be used to hinder polarising processes. For instance, the 

construction of an “object of hate” (Tarde, 1969b: 239; see also: Salmon, 2005) is one 

meaning-constructing element that can clearly lead to polarisation and subsequent 

corruption-apathy (Martin, 2019). In fact, Tarde’s theories have already proved to be 

fruitful in investigating the polarisation caused by flows within the systems of mass-

communication (Ferraz, and Clair, 2019).  

 

Overall, these conceptualisations of meaning-constructions, other than highlighting 

the potentiality within the media to gradually change meanings around corruption, also 

demonstrate that Tarde’s thought, despite giving the main agency to the imitation ray, 

also provides concepts to understand the unbalances and modulations of these flows. 

From this view, it is fruitful, for instance, to use Tarde’s theories not only to trace the 

flows in the digital realm but also to find blockades that can indicate the modulations 

of meaning-constructions and even the centralisation of power. In other words, Tarde’s 

notions such as ‘opposition’ ‘harmonisation’(Tarde, 2000), and ‘virtuality’ (Tarde, 1912: 

126) are useful to analyse these imbalances and the potential agendas behind them. 

Thus, I agree with Born’s (2016: 272; see also: Marrero-Guillamón; 2015; Barry, 2016) 

advice, and I encourage scholars using Tarde’s theories to investigate the political 

 
59 Here, the word, ‘csömör’ is used in the Hungarian article that translates to ‘cloying’, ‘heaving’, 'nausea’, and 
‘surfeit’. 
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realm that manifest in the unevenly constructed flows of communication: “…Tarde 

offers conceptual resistance to an analytics merely of flow. In this sense my intention 

has been to rescue Tarde from the Tardeans by noting his concern not only with 

imitation and association but with aggregation and sedimentation, the differential 

curves of change and the creation of plateaux – methodological directions that lead 

inexorably to questions of history, politics and power.” Therefore, Tarde’s Relational 

Perspective is useful not only to map the flows but also to find how it is guided based 

on certain agendas. For instance, the analysis of Origo’s transition has demonstrated 

how Tarde’s notions can be used to investigate how the modulations of the 

communicational flows can gradually lead to the production of value (for the benefit of 

political powers in this case). 

 

Such a Tardean view on temporality can also be fruitful for the wider field of 

Organisation Studies particularly because it can provide insights into how 

organisational phenomena emerge and change over time. In other words, Tarde 

perspective, contrary to the dominant ontology of time approach (Hussenot, Hernes, 

and Bouty, 2020) (that I introduced on pages 25-26), provides a clear link on how past 

events shape the present and delimit the potentialities of the future. Such a 

perspective can be particularly useful for organisational research that focuses on 

phenomena that spread and leave traces behind as digital information, for instance 

(Latour, 2002). Furthermore, my research also demonstrates that the Tardean 

perspective could be not only useful to investigate the continuous spread but also how 

organisations attempt to control these flows. Nigel Thrift (2004: 877) gives the example 

of tracing innovations in a Tardean manner for instance: “[e]ach of these bursts of 

innovation gave some organizations a chance to shine for a while, but they were soon 

imitated and, as they became ubiquitous, so they lost their ability to differentiate, 

unless organizations were able to call on monopoly power to tide them over (Carr, 

2004).” Thus, contrary to monotemporalistic views of continuous becoming (Born, 

2016), the Tardean perspective is particularly useful because it provides a lens to 

analyse how organisations attempt to control the rhythmic fluctuations and flows, such 

as the trajectories of innovations. 

 

However, what is important to keep in mind is that even though organisations have 

certain control over these analysable flows, the main object of Tardean organisational 
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research should not be the organisations but the traversing imitation rays (as these 

have the main agency for Tarde as I outlined on page 75). Therefore, organisations, 

and their elements are only ‘crossroads’ (Tonkonoff; 2013) of these minute elements 

that can be only governed to a limited degree due to complex inter-dependence within 

the system. According to Thrift (2004: 876), “[t]his is not a consoling view for 

organization theorists, in that individual organizations can usually do relatively little 

that is certain to improve their situation, since they are caught in a web of co-

dependency.” Even though Tarde’s view might not be flattering for individual 

businesses, it can provide important insights into how organisations manoeuvre within 

these complex and intertwined systems. One particularly fruitful avenue could be the 

one that Lazzarato (2004; Lazzarato and Murphy, 2007) took by investigating the 

‘production of possibles’ (see on page 229) in post-Fordist organistions. Lazzarato’s 

(2004; Lazzarato and Murphy, 2007) work demonstrates the utility of Tarde’s view on 

temporality to analyse how organisations, by guiding different flows of communication, 

shape and delimit our present and future potentialities.  

 

6.3. Limitations 
 
 

“Qualitative research is criticised for lacking generalizability. It is said that qualitative 

methods tend to generate large amounts of detailed information about a small number 

of settings” (Mays and Pope, 1995:109). It is certainly the case for this research as I 

have used a case study approach that only focused on one corruption scandal, and 

each scandal and its media-representation have their own idiosyncrasies (Clemente, 

and Gabbioneta, 2017). However, the main goal (as I have outlined on page 98) was 

not to construct a fully generalisable theory but to inductively explore the online 

meaning-construction processes around news sites concerning corruption scandals 

and investigate meaning co-productions. By doing this, as I have argued in the 

previous section, my research still provides insights to those investigating meaning-

construction processes around corruption, especially around online news. 

My research has provided important insights concerning the utilisation of hyperlinks 

for meaning-constructions within the corruption-portrayals of news sites. Even though, 

hyperlinks are used distinctly in different national media landscapes, linking data 
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repositories and other news sites seems to be a trend across different countries 

(Hellmueller and Mellado, 2016). In this regard, my discussion concerning the 

potentialities within symbiotic hyperlinking meaning-constructions to inform citizens 

might be useful to improve the reliability of news-portrayals concerning corruption. 

Furthermore, as hyperlinks are used globally within news production (Hellmueller, and 

Mellado, 2016), the general implications and discussion can also be relevant for other 

media-landscapes. However, one particular shortcoming of my work is that it did not 

incorporate data on how the readers use hyperlinks. Thus, my research was not able 

to directly analyse how readers construct meanings through their movements on the 

web. I elaborate on the potential for future works on this topic in the ‘Future Research’ 

section.  

It is also important to mention that the digital snow-ball sampling through which I have 

collected hyperlinks has only included the direct links from Origo and Index articles. 

This was done partly due to ethical considerations, to avoid reaching sensitive texts, 

such as comments sections (Wyke and de Rijk, 2021) or blogs of adolescents 

(Armstrong, 2003; Herring, 2004), and partly due to the limitation of my case-study to 

focus on Origo and Index. This constraint in terms of the analysed hyperlinks also 

implies that my findings have limited utility for understanding the general hyperlinking 

practices on the internet. My findings are more focused on these practices in the 

context of online news sites.  

In terms of the analysed viewpoints on the Elios scandal, I have studied only two news 

sites that gave wide publicity to the scandal and portrayed it from different political 

stances (Polyák and Horváth, 2022; Jenne et al 2022). Therefore, it is likely that I could 

capture the main narratives, and their development. However, my findings still 

emerged from the Hungarian media-context, which has its own idiosyncrasy 

particularly in the form of the high governmental presence (Bátorfy, 2017). Particularly, 

my findings on Origo’s meaning-constructions, after 2016 should be observed from 

this perspective. It is because Origo’s organisational workings, after 2016, differ from 

other analysed news outlets within the OMS literature. Specifically, the social 

constructionist literature assumes that news outlets operate in a market where they 

must compete for advertisement revenues (Palmer, 2012:256-257; Breit, 2011a). This 

assumption is only partially true for Origo due to the high ratio of governmental 
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advertisements that are used to capture the news outlet (Dragomir, 2017;  Bátorfy and 

Urbán, 2020). However, even though Origo functioned differently than most news 

outlets, it still intended to capture its readers. Consequently, its main motivations did 

not differ considerably. These general similarities are also reflected in the findings, 

such as in the importance of national concerns that was found by other scholars as 

well (Breit, 2011a; Pertiwi and Ainsworth, 2020; 2021).  

Furthermore, the shift of Origo has also benefitted my research in two ways. First, it 

has allowed me to investigate the governmental-friendly portrayal of the Elios scandal. 

Second, it has enabled us to study its gradual shift and, thus, the different meaning-

constructing strategies it employed during this process. These findings show a 

resemblance to the results of Panayırcı et al. (2016), indicating that governmental-

friendly news outlets might react similarly to corruption scandals related to 

governmental politicians. Further research is needed to investigate if the chronological 

meaning-constructing process can be generalised in this manner. 

 

6.4. Future Research 

 

My research has developed some important insights concerning the meaning co-

production around corruption in the online news media. Particularly, the findings 

concerning the uses of hyperlinks can pave the way for future research. A fruitful 

avenue for future works could be to investigate the movements of the readers within 

the hyperlink-web. Such research could provide insights into the meaning-construction 

processes of monadic explorations (Dörk et al. 2014), focusing on the readers' role in 

sense-making around corruption. For instance, such research might provide insights 

into what hyperlinks are potent for composing meanings by provoking readers to click 

on them. A research I have identified on pages 108-109 (Dezső, 2006) used 

“…cookies…to reconstruct the browsing history of approximately 250 000 unique 

visitors of the largest Hungarian news and entertainment portal (origo.hu)”. Such 

research methodology is particularly useful to investigate the movements of the 

audience on the web. It can even provide insight into how portrayals of corruption 

scandals can activate people to connect with one another through the web, leading to 
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anti-corruption movements (Ndhlovu and Santos, 2022). However, it is crucial to 

consider the ethical aspects of such research and ensure that all participants provide 

their informed consent to collaborate in the study (Reid 1996; Wyke and Rijk, 2021; 

Herring, 2004). 

Besides analysing the movement of users within the web of hyperlinks, future research 

could also provide more voice to the actual readers and hyperlink surfers in the 

knowledge production. For instance, future research could utilise reader focus groups, 

interviews (Kormelink, 2020) or surveys (Liu et al. 2019) to investigate how meanings 

are constructed by the readers’ monadic explorations (Dörk et al. 2014). Such an 

approach would also address the issue that the familiarity of the researcher with the 

analysed milieu is always limited (as it was in my case, as I have outlined on page 

100). In other words, by involving the ‘actual’ readers of the news sites as participants, 

meaning-construction could be analysed from a variety of perspectives (that are all 

familiar with the research context in different ways).  

Such research could particularly benefit from the monadic approach of Marrero-

Guillamón (2015). Through his ethnography, Marrero-Guillamón (2013; 2015) enabled 

knowledge-production from the monads’ perspective (from within) by giving extended 

voice to the participants that are involved on a day-to-day basis in the analysed setting.  

For instance, in his research, he excluded “…a second-level, ‘authorised’ voice that 

clarifies, ratifies, explains, etc…recognising that the extraordinary story of the 

[analysed] black cap, with all its monadic quality, belonged to them [participants]; it 

was their theory” (Marrero-Guillamón, 2015: 253). While minimising the researcher’s 

voice, Marrero-Guillamón (2015) also gave space to the participants to produce 

knowledge more on their own terms by using their transcribed conversations 

extensively. Such an approach could be beneficial for future research because it 

provides more space for the actual readers of the news-articles to express how they 

construct meaning while interacting with the hyperlink-web around news articles. 

Another potentially fruitful research avenue could be to investigate a wider hyperlink-

network, including social media, and not only the direct links around news sites.  Such 

research could particularly focus on the ability of hyperlink networks to provide reliable 

information to the audience on corruption scandals. The utility of such research has 

been already highlighted in the OMS literature on corruption scandals within the 
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media. As Clemente, and Gabbioneta (2017: 14) note, “[A]n analysis of social media 

may reveal interesting patterns as these media sources have a more participative 

production mode than traditional media. On social media, anyone can publish news 

and opinions. Although this poses some challenges in terms of authorship, it also 

represents a unique context…” Such research, by expanding its scope to the 

misinformation spreading through different sites, including social media, could be 

particularly beneficial for practical consideration on how to hinder misinformation, and 

facilitate the spread of reliable narratives around corruption. A similar research 

(Veszelszki, 2017) has briefly investigated the spread of fake news through hyperlinks 

in the Hungarian web, including social media, and found that many sites replicate the 

names of index and origo to appear more credible. Such research can be useful as it 

investigates the co-production of meanings and, at the same time provides practical 

insights on how online networks could provide more reliable information on corruption. 

However, similarly to my previous recommendation, it is crucial to ensure that the 

people whose social media content is analysed provide their informed consent, as 

such information is considered sensitive (Reid 1996; Wyke and Rijk, 2021; Herring, 

2004).  

Overall, focusing on how hyperlinks could be used and studied to provide reliable 

information for citizens and identify potential polarising tendencies is becoming 

increasingly important as “…we are often confronted with a decentralized cacophony 

of half-truths and ‘fake news’ produced by many prophets, gurus, spin doctors, and 

oracles in politics, economy and society that through social media and algorithmic 

manipulation try to steer the debate in polarized and vicious ways. The clouds only get 

darker, the light even bleaker and it is getting harder to see” (Hjorth et al., 2022: 2). 
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Appendix 
 
Appendix 1: Data Hierarchy for ‘Scandalisation’ Aggregate Dimension  

 
 

Codes First order themes Aggregate Dimensions

Illegal cooperations between Elios and its competitors for public procurements
Tailoring the public procurement criteria to Elios

Suspicious pricing of the Elios projects

Without Tiborcz Elios is not winning as many tenders as used to

Elios is corrupt according to the oppositional politicians

Elios only wins in cities led by Fidesz politicians
The winnings of Elios might have been decided by Orbán
The oppositional parties sue Elios due to the irregularities in its public procurements
The decision on the victory of Elios was made quickly by the council

Elios won without competition

OLAF investigation of Elios 

Hungarian investigation of Elios
No cooperation between OLAF and the Hungarian authorities
The Hungarian investigative authorities hide the irregularities in the Elios-case
Hungarian investigation is biased

Elios is winning everywhere in Hungary

The winnings of Elios might be considered illegal funding of a political party

Companies around Elios won other types of tenders as well (international projects as well)

Elios is a good source of wealth (luxury) 

Elios used bad quality lightbulbs (creating dangerous lighting situation on the streets)

Disadvantages for the municipalities (eg.: bad return of investment)

Disadvantages for the tax-payers

Conflicts of interests

Disadvantages caused by Elios 

Scandalisation of the Elios-case

Illegality and suspicious irregularities 
around the lighting projects of Elios

Investigations paint a suspicious picture 
of Elios

Unfair benefits from Elios to an elite 
group
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Appendix 2: Data Hierarchy for ‘Anti-scandalisation and Moderation’ Aggregate 
Dimension  

 
 
Appendix 3: Data Hierarchy for ‘Counter-scandalisation’ Aggregate Dimension 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Codes First order themes Aggregate Dimensions

Tiborcz sold his shares in Elios because of the (unfair) attacks of the media

Tiborcz and his skills will be missed from the company 

No-one can benefit from their connection to Orbán

Tiborcz and his skills will be missed from the company
Elios is winning tenders even without Tiborcz

The cities are satisfied with the completed lighting projects of Elios
All of Elios lighting projects finished on time

Elios finished its projects with high quality 

Elios lighbulbs are environmentally friendly and save cost for the municipalities
Elios followed all the regulations
Elios had competition on the tender

The Hungarian government did not loose EU-support due to the Elios-case 

Elios' projects cost less that the estimated amount 

The Hungarian police did not find irregularities in the Elios-case

OLAF did not collaborate with Elios
Elios did not receive any information on the investigation
the Hungarian government did not receive any information of the Olaf-investigation
The European Commission accepted the observations of the Hungarian government
Elios was not owned by Tiborcz in the investigated period

Elios sues for false accusations 
Relativisation of previous scandalisations
The (oppositional) media’s including index’ portrayal of the Elios-case is untrue
Elios was owned by Simicska and not Tiborcz in the investigated period
The corruption case is associated to the political opposition 

Simicska controlled Elios

Tiborcz sold his shares in Elios

Elios was owned by Marianna Tóth who worked for Simicska
The (oppositional) media’s including index’ portrayal of the Elios-case is fabricated

Marianna Tóth is also the CEO of the Magyar Fejlődésért Alapítvány that owns Index
Index is controlled by Simicska 

The accusation are false and unsupported by 
evidence

Anti-scandalisation and Moderation of the Elios-case

The lighting projects of Elios were satisfactory 
and no irregularities occured during these

Elios did not win tenders because of the 
relations of the involved parties with Orbán

The authorities did not find any signs of 
corruption in Elios' projects/OLAF investigation 

is unreliable 

The accusation are misaddressed

The scandalization of Elios with Tiborcz was the 
fabrication of Simicska

Codes First order themes Aggregate Dimensions
Migration-supporter Soros-network scandalised

The Soros network is dangerous due to their migration-supporting attitude

Those who protest against the verdict of the Hungarian investigation do not respect the law

Elios scandalisation was triggered by governmental measures (e.g.: against illegal migration 
and banks)
The Elios-scandal is politically motivated 
The oppositional parties only started attacking the lighting project after Tiborcz got involved 

OLAF timed the investigations purposely for the Hungarian election

Those who protest against the verdict of the Hungarian investigation do not respect the law

Elios-scandal is a fabricated attempt to 
influence the elections

Soros-narrative

Counter-scandalisation
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Appendix 4: Categorisations of Index’ Hyperlink-uses 
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Appendix 5: Categorisations of Origo’s hyperlink-uses 
 

 




