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Part I: Understanding the threat 
Fake news = publicly available content that presents itself as reliable, factual information, but is 
false, misleading, and at least in some cases, produced with the intention to deceive 
 
Epistemology = the philosophical study of knowledge 
 
Knowledge involves: 

- True belief, that is 
- Rationally or reliably formed or appropriately supported by reasons 

 
The threats fake news poses to knowledge: 

1. The threat from irrationality 
2. The threat from rational polarization 
3. The threat from relativism 

 
“Look, I read postmodernist theory in college. If everything is a narrative, then we need alternatives 
to the dominant narrative.” (Mike Cernovich, quoted in ‘Trolls for Trump’ by Andrew Marantz, 
The New Yorker, 26-10-31). 
 
Threat #1: Irrationality 
Dan Kahan’s political polarization studies: liberals and conservatives are presented with the same 
evidence on a politically sensitive topic such as anthropogenic climate change. The result is that 
liberals become more confident in their belief in anthropogenic climate change while conservatives 
become less confident.  
 
Politically motivated reasoning: protecting a belief that is core to one’s political identity in the face 
of counter-evidence. 
 
Kahan, Dan M. (2016). The Politically Motivated Reasoning Paradigm, Part 1: What Politically 
Motivated Reasoning Is and How to Measure It. In Emerging Trends in the Social and 
Behavioral Sciences (eds R.A. Scott and S.M. Kosslyn). doi:10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0417 
 
Threat #2: Rational Polarization  
Background beliefs can lead to polarization in rational people: 
 
E.g. Suppose you start out believing that eating garlic cures colds, and that if eating garlic cures 
colds, it will cure any illness caused by a coronavirus. Given those background beliefs, if you learn 
that Covid-19 is caused by a coronavirus, it is rational to conclude that eating garlic cures Covid-
19. 
 
Jern, Alan, Chang, Kai.-min K., & Kemp, Charles. (2014). Belief polarization is not always 
irrational. Psychological Review, 121(2), 206–224. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035941 
 
Bajak, Aleszu. and Howe, Jeff. ‘A study said Covid wasn’t that deadly. The right seized it.’ The New 
York Times, May 14, 2020. 
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Threat #3: Relativism 
Realism: there is such a thing as objective truth, objective rules of rationality, objectively good 
reasons 
 
Relativism: there is no such thing as objective truth, rules of rationality, good reasons  
Rather, there is only what is true relative to you, and false relative to me; what is rational relative 
to you, and what is rational relative to me 
 
Timothy Williamson – what does this mean? 
Anodyne interpretation:  

- ‘Statement P is true relative to you’ means that you believe that P  
- ‘Following rule R is rational relative to you’ means that R is the rule you follow. 

 
More interesting interpretation:  

- What is true and what is rational varies from one perspective to the next 
- What is true and what is rational depends on features of a perspective (or culture, social 

practice) 
 
“there is only one principle that can be defended under all circumstances and in all stages of human 
development. It is the principle: anything goes” (Paul Feyerabend, 1975. Against Method, New York 
& London: Verso, pp. 27-28).  
 
What makes relativism attractive? 
Q: When we find ourselves in a persistent disagreement, can we know which of us is right and 
which of us is wrong? 
 
Three answers:  
The Dogmatist: ‘Yes, I know which of us is right. I am right, and everyone who disagrees with me 
is wrong’.  
 
The Skeptic: ‘No. I do not know which one of us is right, and so I don’t know anything at all’ 
 
The Relativist: ‘Yes. I know who is right. We are both right, each by our own lights’.  
 
The View from Nowhere Argument 

1. Things look different from different perspectives 
2. We can’t compare how things look from different perspectives with how they really are 
3. Since we can’t compare how things look from different perspectives with how they really 

are, we do not know whether we know how things really are 
4. If we don’t know whether we know how things really are, we don’t know how they really 

are 
5. Therefore, we don’t know how things really are 

 
Sextus Empiricus, 2000. The Outlines of Skepticism. Julia Annas and Jonathan Barnes, eds. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  
 
The skeptic recommends suspending belief in order to achieve tranquility. But suspending belief is 
impossible, or at least suicidal.  
 
The relativist: the view from nowhere argument shows that if you assume realism, then you don’t 
know anything at all.  
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The second attraction of relativism: it seems to counsel openness to other ways of life 
- If the realist believes there are no animal spirits, she thinks belief in animal spirits is false 
- But the relativist can believe that the statement ‘there are no animal spirits’ is true for her, 

but false for someone else 
 
What is the threat? 
1. Relativist knowledge is a sham 

Archery game: the bullseye is the truth, the arrows are beliefs and skill is the rules of 
rationality 
 
Relativists: it is up to make up the rules! 
 
As a consequence, relative knowledge is not a prize worth having 
 
 

2. Relativist openness is not all it was cracked up to be 
- Relativism does not counsel openness in a moral sense 
- Relativist openness implies that the 5G conspiracy theory can be true relative to others 
- Relativism does not imply openness to reasons 
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Part II: What Can Be Done? 

Aims: to respond to the threats to knowledge posed by fake news, to sketch a form of realism that 
is neither skeptical nor dogmatic 
 
Responding to the threat from relativism 
The view from nowhere argument relies on the KK principle: 
 
 KK: If you know a statement P, then you know that you know that P 
 

The argument: 
1. If you know a statement P, then you know that you know that P 
2. You do not know that you know that P 
3. Therefore, you do not know that P 

 
Objection: the KK principle is false 

- Knowing something can be much easier than knowing that you know it 
- E.g. I know that Covid-19 is caused by a coronavirus on the basis of testimony. I do not 

know that I know it, because I do not know that the full chain of testimony going back to 
the fact is reliable 

 
The skeptic objects: this begs the question. It assumes that I know that Covid-19 is caused by a 
coronavirus. BUT: skepticism is untenable, the skeptic can’t support the KK principle without 
begging the question against realism either, and the skeptic can’t claim to know that the KK 
principle is true.  
 
Relativism: cannot block the argument in the same way. The relativist agrees that I know that Covid-
19 is caused by a coronavirus. The argument can be run using a relativist conception of knowledge.  
 
Undogmatic realism:  

1. We know many things (non-skeptical) 
2. Even when we do know things, we often do not know that we know (undogmatic) 

 
Undogmatic realism has all of the attractions of relativism, with none of its downsides: 

1. Undogmatic realism explains why knowledge is a prize worth having 
2. Undogmatic realism does counsel openness with respect to reasons 
3. Undogmatic realism promotes civilized disagreement 

 
Responding to the threat from irrationality 

- Be careful not to uncritically accept evidence that supports what you already belief 
- Be careful to examine arguments from the other side, rather than dismissing them 

 
Responding to the threat from rational polarization 

- Be careful not to rely too much on scientific results when they have not undergone peer 
review 

- In cases of disagreement, we should attempt to understand the reasons our opponents have 
for their views, and attempt to engage with them 

- There is empirical evidence that this is effective, from the results of Dan Sperber and Hugo 
Mercier 

 
(Hugo Mercier & Dan Sperber. 2017. The Enigma of Reason: A New Theory of Human Understanding. 
Penguin.) 


