The Internet as an epistemic agent (EA)

The Internet is a pro-active, dynamic epistemic agent. The term epistemic agency (EA) is most commonly
used to denote an ability to choose, reflect on, and freely form beliefs (e.g., Elgin 2013, Olson 2015,
Puzzo 2015). Epistemic agency may also refer to a passive or active capacity (of a system, organization,
artifact, or person) to impact or influence someone else’s doxastic position (see e.g., Schlosser 2019). The
Internet therefore has epistemic agency in the sense of influencing our beliefs, views, and choices (e.qg.,
Wylie 2019, Zuboff 2019).

Our own epistemic agency is founded on free access to information and a set of critical reasoning skills,
namely our reasoning and judgment faculties. While the existence of our epistemic agency is often denied
and trivialized (e.g., Kornblith 2012, Ahlstrom-Vij 2013, Puzzo 2015), it serves a critical function for us
as the foundation for our knowledge about the world. Poor knowledge leads to poor decisions and life
choices. While it is true that our beliefs are to a large degree shaped by our schools, parents, society,
culture, the media, and churches and their ministers, we have developed critical faculties to evaluate these
agencies and gained some understanding of their role and modus operandi as epistemic agents. Indeed,
the precise function of epistemic agency is to reflectively engage with the world. The extent to which we
care to do it, rather than just passively internalize external messages, is a separate question.

The Internet can be understood as a technological complex for transferring, harvesting, analyzing, and
manipulating data and users’ experiences, and this is a new epistemic agency. With it permeating even the
most intimate aspects of our lives (e.g., Wylie 2019, Zuboff 2019), we urgently need to affirm its
epistemic role. Indeed, the Internet’s epistemic purpose is not to foster our wellbeing but rather to instill
in us someone else’s values and beliefs (e.g., Kaiser 2019, Wylie 2019), all with the sole purpose of
making us less critical, more obedient, less reflective, and more susceptible to external persuasion. In fact,
the Internet as an epistemic agent attempts to dissolve our doxastic attitudes and substitute them with
artificially created ones. Once we are deprived of our own epistemic capacities, the Internet can control
our choices, decisions, views, and beliefs in ways we do not realize. There are ample examples of this
(e.g., Mineo 2017, Kaiser 2019, Wylie 2019, Zuboff 2019). The mechanisms the Internet uses for its
epistemic agency are nothing short of brainwashing, with devices like perspecticide, echo chambers,
filtering, personalization, astroturfing, fake news, deep fakes, and cognitive hacking, to name but a few.
The scale of these activities and their destructive effects on society are difficult to fathom for a non-
technical person (e.g., Gibbs 2014, King et al. 2017, Kaiser 2019, Wylie 2019), which includes most of
the public. So, here are a few takeaways from this discussion: (a) Large-scale mind control is nothing
new, but the Internet has upped the ante to an unprecedented degree. (b) Our epistemic agency is at the
foundation of our autonomy and freedom, and we cannot afford to lose it. (c) Protecting our epistemic
agency should be guaranteed in law, as it is the sine qua non for preserving democratic societies.



References

Ahlstrom-Vij, K. 2013.Why We Cannot Rely on Ourselves for Epistemic Improvement.

Philosophical Issues 23, 1: 276-296.

Elgin, C.Z. 2013. Epistemic Agency. Theory and Research in Education . 11(2) 135-152

Kaiser. B. 2019. Targeted. London: Harper Collins Publishers.

King, G., Pan, J., and Roberts, M. E. 2017. How the Chinese Government Fabricates Social Media Posts
for Strategic Distraction, Not Engaged Argument. American Political Science Review. 111 (3): 484-501.
Kornblith, H. 2012. On Reflection. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Gibbs, S. 2014. Facebook apologises for psychological experiments on users. The Guardian.

Available at https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/jul/02/facebook-apologises-psychological-
experiments-on-users.

Olson, D. 2015. A Case for Epistemic Agency. Logos and Episteme, V1, 4 (2015): 449-474.

Mineo, L. 2017. Surveillance is the business model of the internet,” Berkman and Belfer fellow says. The
Harward Gazette. Available at https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/08/when-it-comes-to-internet-
privacy-be-very-afraid-analyst-suggests/.

Puzzo, A. 2015. Against Epistemic Agency. M.A. Thesis. Queen’s University. Kingston, Ontario, Canada
Wylie, C. 2019. Mindf*ck. London: Profile Books.

Schlosser, M. 2019. "Agency", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2019 Edition), Edward
N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/agency/>.

Zuboff, S. 2019. The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier

of Power. London: Profile Books.

Selected Consulted Sources

“BigBrotherWatch”. 2021. One in three councils use algorithms to make welfare decisions. Available at
https://bigbrotherwatch.org.uk/campaigns/welfare-data-watch/.

"SourceWatch entry on media "Echo Chamber" effect”. SourceWatch. 2006-10-22. Available at
https://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php/Echo_chamber.

Alba, D. and Satariano, A. 2019. At Least 70 Countries Have Had Disinformation Campaigns, Study
Finds. The New York Times. Available at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/26/technology/government-
disinformation-cyber-troops.html

Benedictus, L. 2016. Invasion of the troll armies: 'Social media where the war goes on. The Guardian.
Available at https://www.theguardian.com/media/2016/nov/06/troll-armies-social-media-trump-russian
Cho, C. H. Martens, M. L. Kim, H. and Rodrigue, M. 2011. Astroturfing Global Warming: It Isn't Always
Greener on the Other Side of the Fence. Journal of Business Ethics. 104 (4): 571-587.



d0i:10.1007/s10551-011-0950-6.

Cybenko, G., Giani, A. and Thompson, P.2002. Cognitive Hacking: A Battle for the Mind. IEEE
Computer, 35(8), 2002, 50-56.

Dahlgren, P. M. 2020. Media Echo Chambers: Selective Exposure and Confirmation Bias in Media Use,
and its Consequences for Political Polarization. Gothenburg: University of Gothenburg.

Filter Bubble. 2017. How Filter Bubbles Distort Reality: Everything You Need to Know .Available at
https://fs.blog/2017/07/filter-bubbles/

Filter Bubble. 2021. Technopedia. Available at https://www.techopedia.com/definition/28556/filter-
bubble.

Holone, H. 2016. The filter bubble and its effect on online personal health information. Croatian Medical
Journal. 57 (3): 298-301.

Hossain, l. 2016. Filter Bubbles  Are  Shrinking Our Minds. Available at
https://beta.www.huffingtonpost.in/ishtiaque-hossain/filter-bubbles-are-shrinking-our-

minds_a 21469747/

Lorinc, J. 2021. ‘You’re going to be left with the junk’: What happens when Google hides the news?
Available at https://www.thestar.com/business/2021/02/04/youre-going-to-be-left-with-the-junk-what-
happens-when-google-hides-news.html.

Lyon, T. P. and Maxwell, J. W. 2004. Astroturf: Interest Group Lobbying and Corporate Strategy.
Journal of Economics & Management Strategy. 13 (4): 561-597.

Nguyen, C. T. 2020. Echo Chambers and Epistemic Bubbles. Episteme. 17 (2): 141-161.
d0i:10.1017/epi.2018.32.

Nowak M. and D. Eckles. 2012. Determining user personality characteristics from social networking
system communications and characteristics. US patent US8825764B2.

Pariser, E. 2012. The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web Is Changing What We Read and
How We Think. Penguin Books.

Pitokow, J. H. Schiitze, T. Cass, R. Cooley, D. Turnbull, A. Edmonds, E. Adar and T. Breuel. 2002.
Personalized search. Communications of the ACM. 45 (9): 50-55. doi:10.1145/567498.567526.

Simpson, T. W. 2012. Evaluating Google As An Epistemic Tool. Metaphilosophy. 43 (4): 426-445.
doi:10.1111/j.1467-9973.2012.01759.X.

Song, V. 2021. Google Is Experimenting With Removing Some News Sites From Search. Available at
https://gizmodo.com/google-is-experimenting-with-removing-some-news-sites-f-1846049625

Yang, Y. 2018. China's battle with the ‘internet water army. Financial Times. Available at
https://www.ft.com/content/b4f27934-944a-11e8-b67b-b8205561c3fe.



