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ABSTRACT

Informationqualityisanincreasinglypressingprobleminnetworksociety,asitisthepricewepay
fortheinformationoverloadafflictingus.Thisarticleillustratesthreeempiricalcasesthatwillhelp
provideabetterunderstandingoftherangeandbreadthofmisinformation,distinguishingbetween
hoaxes,rumors,andconspiracies.Thefollowingsectionsdiscussthelimitationsofremediesbasedon
factcheckinganddebunking,andofproposedlegislationtocountermisinformation.Theconclusions
suggestseveralapproachestolearningtodealwithmisinformationwhichshouldbeaddressedby
futureresearch:theprocessesofbuildingandassessingreputation,thedevelopmentofpragmatic
trust,thedangersofthebubbleeffect,andtheneedforgreatertransparencyconcerningthealgorithms
thatcontrolonlineplatforms.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Bynature,digitalsocietytendstowardstheconstant,progressiveaccumulationofdata.Newforms
ofsocialinequalityarearising,notonlyinconnectionwiththeownershipandcontrolofthesedata,
butalsoandaboveallinpeople’sabilitytointerpret,understandandusethemtoimprovetheirlives.
Todayweliveinasocialecosystemwheredata,informationandknowledgearenolongerscarce
resourcestobehoarded.Onthecontrary,weareinapermanentstateofinformationoverload.

Ordinarypeopletakepartinambitiouscollectiveenterprises:theydevelopencyclopediasby
contributingentriesontopicswheretheyhavenospecificexpertise,ortheypresentandpublicly
commentoneventsandnewswithoutbeingprofessionaljournalists.Thoughthecontractionsareby
nomeanslacking,theseenterprisesdonotfounderintochaosasmightbeexpected:inmanycases,
theproductstheybegetareuseful,usableandentirelyrespectable.Inrecentyears,citizenparticipation
hasalsobeenextendedtoscientificresearch,andhastakenformsthatcanbeseenasabreakwith
theacademictradition,inamovetowardswhathasbeencalledpost-academicscience(Ziman,2000)
orMode2science(Nowotnyetal.,2001).
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These changes make knowledge increasingly difficult to define. No longer an ivory tower,
science is now regarded as fully immersed in society, and thus subject to its constraints and, at
times,itscaprices.Whileitistruethatsocietyreliesmoreandmoreonscienceandtechnology,itis
nolesstruethatthedirectionsandmodesofscientificdevelopmentareincreasinglydependenton
policydecisions,whichinturnreflectthepublic’sculture,values,emotions,hopesandfears.This
isespeciallyclearwhenitcomestoregulating,andpossiblyfunding,scientificresearchinareas
wherepublicopinionisdivided:geneticallymodifiedorganisms,nuclearpower,climatechange,
stemcellexperimentsandsoon.Citizenscience,byprovidingopeningsforactiveparticipationby
non-specialists,alsoendsupbyopeningtheblackboxofsciencetothepublic,revealingtheinner
workingsthatoncewereonceconcealedbehindlaboratorywalls(Latour&Woolgar,1979)andare
now,evermorefrequently,onlineforalltosee.Thankstothespreadofopenaccess,forexample,
thespecialistliteraturenotonlycirculatesfreelyinthescientificcommunity,butalsofallsintothe
handsofareadingpublicthatisoftenignorantofitslexiconandbasicassumptions.

Thequestionthusarises:whathappenswhenscientificknowledge,likeotherformsofknowledge
beforeit,liftsthecurtainsontheprocessesthatproduceitandallowsvariouskindsofbottom-up
participation,buttheseopportunitiesare–obviously–alsoavailabletolaypeoplewhoareunfamiliar
withthemostbasichistoricalprinciplesofthescientificmethod?Sciencediffersfromotherforms
ofknowledgeinavarietyofways:itshypothesesmustbefalsifiable(ifahypothesisisformulatedin
suchawaythatitisnotpossibletoimagineawaytorefuteit,thenitcannotbeconsideredbyscience),
itsempiricalresultsmustbereproducible(noscientistwilleveragreetodiscussmydiscoverieswith
meunlessIprovideallthedetailsneededtoretracemystepsandarriveatthesamefindings),and
itsuseofOccam’srazor(theprinciplethatifaphenomenonisfullyexplainedbyasimpletheory,
itisnotnecessarytolookforamorecomplexone).Whathappenswhenapersonwhoisignorant
oftheseandmanyotherepistemologicalfoundationsofsciencecan,thankstotheInternet,social
mediaandopenaccess,competewithapaperthathasjustbeenpublishedinaninternationalpeer
reviewedjournalwithapostonthesametopic,butreachingdiametricallyoppositeconclusions,in
Facebookpageswithnameslike“Thingsnobodywilltellyou”?

Oneoftheresultsistheproliferationoffakenews,hoaxesandonlinemisinformationingeneral.
Misinformation is increasinglyacknowledged tobea true scourgeof thenetwork society.Some
commentatorshaveevenheldthismoreorlessdeliberate“informationpollution”responsiblefor
anumberofunexpectedeventsthathaverecentlyrockedtheinternationalscene,suchasBrexitor
DonaldTrump’selectionasPresidentoftheUnitedStates.Theconceptofpost-truthisfastbecoming
apartofeverydayspeech,particularlywithreferencetopolitics.Thetermhasalsobeguntobeused
ideologically:“hoax”,forexample,isachargeleveledagainstadversaries’opinionstodiscreditthem,
attimesevenbythoseinhighpoliticaloffice.ThisiswhathappenedinItaly,whenthen-premier
MatteoRenzi’sblogpostofApril14,2016openlylabeledthereferendumtocurboffshoredrilling
asa“hoax”,urgingvoterstoboycottit1.

Thoughitistruethattheamountofonlinemisinformationhasgrowninrecentyears,itcannot
allbeclassifiedashoaxesinthestrictsense,andinmanycasestheboundariesbetweeninformation
andmisinformationarefuzzyandhighlysubjective.Itisthusworthwhiletotrytodistinguishbetween
thevarioustypesof“misinformation”inordertogainabetterunderstandingoftheproblem’snature.

METHodoLoGy

Thefirstresearchquestionisasfollows:isitpossible,anduseful,todistinguishbetweendifferent
typesofmisinformation?

Thisleadstoasecondquestion,whichthisarticlewillnotaddressdirectly,asitlimitsitself
tosuggestingdirectionsforfutureresearch:onthebasisoftheanswerstothefirstquestion,what
strategiescanbeeffectiveindealingwithmisinformationinourdailylives?
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