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Special Issue of PostdigitalScience and Education 
ςcurrently in production

Lies, Bullshit and Fake News Online: Should We Be Worried?

Papers from across a range of disciplines that focus on questions and conceptions of:
[ƛŜǎΣ ŦŀƪŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ ΨōǳƭƭǎƘƛǘΩ ƛƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ
Epistemic trust and authority online
Epistemologies of ignorance ςhow these are created, produced and sustained
The role of digital and information literaciesand/or linguistic frames
The role of platforms in the dissemination of fake news, hoaxes and misinformation
The role of education and online platforms in addressing these issues and improving 
the health of public conversations.

More information about the Special Issue can be found in Guest Editors’ Commentary 
(MacKenzie& Bhatt, 2019)

Guest Editors
Alison MacKenzie, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK, a.mackenzie@qub.ac.uk
Ibrar Bhatt, Queen’s University, Belfast, UK, i.bhatt@qub.ac.uk
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¢ƘŜ ΨƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇΩ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ

A model which primarily consists of non-traditional and non-campus learners whose needs are 
not being met by most current university infrastructures

Moving into a realm of immersed online learning 

How universities meet the needs of a growing and largely self- directed student body is a 
pressing concern and brings a number of challenges to the fore, including:

◦How learners in different subject disciplines, locations, and with varying digital literacy habits make 
sense of the plethora of information they encounter online 

◦A learning is ‘opened up’ , how open learners globally are more self-directed in their goals for learning



Literacy & knowledge production

A social theory of Literacy

The role of Literacy in knowledge production

What a study of Literacy practices (of people, communities, etc.) can tell us 
about how the world is understood

See the works of Brian Street, Harvey Graff, Deborah Brandt, David Barton, 
Mary Hamilton, and others.



Literacy & the cultivation of ignorance

Section 11 –And it be it further enacted, That if any slave, negro, or free person 
of colour, or any white person, shall teach any other slave, negro, or free person 
of colour, to read or write either written or printed characters, the said free 
person of colour or slave shall be punished by fine and whipping, or fine or 
whipping at the discretion of the court; and if a white person so offending, he, 
she, or they shall be punished with fine, not exceeding five hundred dollars, and 
imprisonment in the common jail at the discretion of the court before whom 
said offender is tried. 

The Georgia Anti-Literacy Law, 1829 (in Williams 2014, p. 57)



Misinformation & trust online



Social media
The rise of social media as the main source of information, news and views (evidence!)

Source: Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (2016)



2018 Digital Attitudes Report 

How personal information is collected - 83% unaware 
information can be collected about them that other 
people have shared

Where news comes from - 62% unaware their social 
networks can affect the news they see

How products and services make money - 24% 
unaware how online services make money

(Source: People, Power and Technology: The 2018 Digital Attitudes Report)

http://attitudes.doteveryone.org.uk/files/People Power and Technology Doteveryone Digital Attitudes Report 2018.pdf


Epistemologies of ignorance & trust
Epistemology is, very simply, the study of knowledge and justified belief

Ignorance, by contrast, refers to the absence or lack of knowledge or awareness…

..how it is actively constructed and sustained for the purposes of domination, exploitation, or for 
epistemic advantage

…how it is sponsored and regulated (by corporations and governments) and used to distort, 
suppress or withhold knowledge. 

Ignorance is performed as a social practice and is observable through a study of digital literacy 
practices

Examining allegiances

(See Bhatt & MacKenzie, 2019)



Lies & BS online
The role of algorithms in constructing and sustaining ignorance, and promoting epistemic vices 
online –the rise of ‘vice epistemology’ (Cassam2019)

Digital environments have created amplification

Knowing that we do not know/not caring to know - Epistemic insouciance

Willed/willful ignorance –they do not know and don’t want to know. 

Types of ignorance as substantive epistemic practices (strategic, invested, etc.)

The Truth ςTrustdialectic

Bullshit? (see Frankfurt 2005)

‘Walter Mittery’



This research project (SRHE funded)
A study of digital literacy in two universities

Multiple ethnographic interviews

Detailed videography of the writing process

How students in different disciplines (STEM, Computer Sciences, Cinematic Arts, 
Economics, Politics ,Business, and others) attempt to make sense of the plethora of 
information they encounter online during their written work

This includes how they search for information, engage with it critically (or not), and make 
evaluative judgements about its credibility and relevance in curricular work 

- To whom do they accord epistemic trust? How and why?



Findings
ΩYƛƳΩ ςa student of Cinematic Arts
Rarely goes beyond the resources uploaded by her Lecturer in the VLE: ‘If I am 
the one who found it [a resource] myself, I would be sceptical about it’ 

When going outside of this, relies on search results which appear multiple times 
in the pages

In her assignment she curated ideas from a group chat (her immediate epistemic 
community)





Findings
ΨRahatΩ ςa student of Economics
‘It's all in the email’ –never goes beyond lecturer’s list of readings and notes

‘I would type in the main title of what the essay is about, and scroll down, and 
whatever I think that I can relate to and understand easily, I would go with that’ 

Like Kim, he favoured top-line search results and if something (e.g. a keyword or 
topic) appears multiple times in results



Findings
ΨNusratΩ ςa student of Medicine
‘I wouldn’t be using Wikipedia. I’d be looking at papers from PubMed’

‘I know what I’m searching for. Even if the lecture might not be that detailed’

‘In all honesty, sometimes PowerPoints are not that good’, in which case he 
describes himself as ‘able to adapt and find another way’  





Findings
ΨtƘƛƭΩ ςa student of Politics, Philosophy & Economics
Began using Twitter at the start of his course, then stopped when the flow of 
information was too much. 

Because he needs to access news stories for his course, he resumed but limiting 
his updates to Guardian Online only.

He wants to limit the flow of news he receives and also has little interest in 
consuming information which is in direct conflict with his views.



Conclusions
What do these practices of of student digital literacy imply for our understanding 
of ignorance discussed earlier? 

Writing practices were ritualisedand relatively habituated

As learning is opened up, more and more people are using and sharing 
exponentially increasing amounts of information for learning and their experience 
is not at all equal.

How, and to whom (i.e. which actors) is epistemic trust accorded in online 
practice? And why?

The challenge for Open Education is to understand how particular forms of digital 
literacy practices pave the way for the construction of ignorance and how trust is 
being accorded online. 



Conclusions
This is a question of what can civil society do to prepare the citizens to adopt the 
challenges of the 21st Century in a world where open learning is becoming more 
popular and necessary. 

How epistemic trust is accorded online, community allegiances, collective action, 
and ideological biases all manifest in online practice and present enormous 
challenges for open educators to make sense. 

In the context of these current changes, open educators have an unprecedented 
opportunity to provide leadership and direction. 

A cultural change about how we make sense of information, whom we trust, and 
how we understand our own role in online practice.
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