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It certainly seems like not enough is being done to mitigate the serious and ever-

increasing harms of climate change.  So, it is understandable that we would like to hold someone 
responsible.  Unfortunately, many people seem to have a good excuse for failing to take action.  
Namely, they do not believe that humans are actually causing global warming. 

 
Given the overwhelming scientific consensus that humans are causing global warming, it 

is tempting to argue that ignorance, in this case, is culpable and, thus, does not excuse (see 
Vanderheiden 2007).  However, as many people find themselves, through no fault of their own, 
in “bad epistemic neighborhoods,” it is not easy to establish that they are culpable for their 
ignorance about climate change.  For example, since Philip Robichard’s (2017, 1415) 
hypothetical Tex grows up only being exposed to “hyper-conservative news sources” that are 
“skeptical toward the findings of climate scientists,” it would be extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, for him to acquire the belief that humans are causing global warming. 

 
Given this, the worry arises that we won’t be able to identify enough people who are 

blameworthy for the lack of action on climate change (see Robichard 2017, 1428).  In order to 
avoid this “responsibility gap,” Säde Hormio (2020) suggests pointing the finger at “institutions 
and other collective agents” who foster widespread ignorance about climate change “through 
creating misinformation.” I like this proposal.  But I want to suggest that it doesn’t yet go far 
enough to meaningfully address the threat of global warming. 

 
The main reason that I like Hormio’s proposal is that it ties in nicely with developments 

in social epistemology.  Epistemology typically focuses on the responsibilities of individual 
agents in gathering and evaluating evidence.  But the overall structure of the social epistemic 
environment has a huge impact on epistemic outcomes.  For this reason, Alvin Goldman (2011, 
18) recommends that we engage in what he calls “systems-oriented social epistemology,” which 
investigates the positive and negative epistemic consequences of various social systems and 
arrangements.  And more recently, Shane Ryan (2018) has coined the term “epistemic 
environmentalism” for a similar epistemological approach. 

 
In addition, Hormio’s proposal ties in with what I call “adversarial epistemology,” which 

attempts to understand how adversaries might be interfering with our ability to know the truth 
and to avoid error (see Fallis 2018).  For example, C. Thi Nguyen (forthcoming) studies the 
epistemic properties of echo chambers of the sort that Robichaud’s Tex finds himself in, which 
systematically undermine trust in opposing viewpoints.  Also, right in line with Hormio’s 
proposal, Ryan argues that we should sanction what he calls “epistemic polluters.”  

 
Hormio (2020) focuses on those epistemic polluters who make our epistemic 

environment worse by intentionally spreading false information.  For instance, operatives of Big 
Tobacco and Big Oil, such as the Heartland Institute, are clearly willing to lie about the dangers 
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of smoking and about climate change (see Proctor 2008, Oreskes and Conway 2010, Hormio 
2020).  In addition, they probably indirectly create false information by fostering an unconscious 
bias in the scientists who seek their funding. 

 
However, I think that it is important to note that there are many other ways that powerful 

agents can make our epistemic environment worse.  I will give a few examples.  Moreover, 
considering the various ways that agents can harm us epistemically suggests that many of these 
agents are not blameworthy.  Thus, if we want to fight ignorance about climate change, I think 
that we should really be focusing on the forward-looking obligations of those agents who can 
significantly impact our epistemic environment.1   

 
In addition to spreading false information, agents can also make our epistemic 

environment worse by spreading perfectly accurate information that is nonetheless misleading.  
For example, in order to give the false impression that there is no link between smoking and 
cancer, Big Tobacco might have just engaged in what Cailin O’Connor and James Weatherall 
(2019, 110) call “selective sharing.”  The connection between smoking and cancer is 
probabilistic.  So, if enough legitimate scientific studies are performed, just by chance, some of 
them are going to fail to find a link. Propagandists for the tobacco industry can then simply 
publicize the legitimate scientific studies that get the results that they like.  Of course, since they 
would still be intentionally fostering ignorance, they this does not get them off the hook morally 
(see Fallis 2016). 

 
Now, many agents who make our epistemic environment worse do so intentionally.  In 

addition to the preceding examples, as Nguyen (forthcoming, section 2) points out, “echo 
chambers are excellent tools to maintain, reinforce, and expand power through epistemic control. 
Thus, it is likely (though not necessary) that echo chambers are set up intentionally, or at least 
maintained, for this functionality.”  

 
However, agents can also make our epistemic environment worse without doing so 

intentionally (see Fallis and Mathiesen forthcoming).  For example, many of the purveyors of 
fake news during the 2016 Presidential Election did not have any intentions with respect to the 
beliefs of their readers.  They were just in the business to make money by generating clicks. 

 
Of course, even if agents do not do so intentionally, they may be negligent in making our 

epistemic environment worse.  For example, since purveyors of fake news typically make up 
their stories out of whole cloth, they have to know that these stories are almost certainly false.  
As a result, they have to know that they are making our epistemic environment worse by 
publishing these stories.  So, they are still blameworthy for misleading people. 

 
However, agents can also make our epistemic environment worse without doing so 

negligently.  Indeed, some of the most significant examples of epistemic pollution have arguably 

 
1 As Hormio (2020) suggests, many of the agents who foster ignorance about climate change are 
collective agents.  Thus, if we do want to assign blame to them, we need to explicitly appeal to a 
theory of collective moral responsibility.  But several such theories (such as Mathiesen 2006) are 
available in the philosophical literature. 
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been unforeseen side effects of new information technology.  For example, Youtube’s algorithm 
for recommending to viewers other videos that they might like to see was designed to increase 
revenue (and possible to benefit viewers).  But it had the unintended consequence of exposing 
people who were susceptible to conspiracy thinking to conspiracy theories that they were not yet 
aware of (see Landrum 2019).  Google’s advertising structure that incentivizes purveyors of fake 
news probably also falls in this category.  And agents are presumably not blameworthy if they 
try to eliminate problematic unforeseen side effects of their actions once they are made aware of 
them. 

 
Now, it can certainly be argued that Youtube should have known that its recommendation 

algorithm would pose a serious epistemic risk (see Kircher 2019).  At the very least, Youtube 
probably should have done something sooner to mitigate these risks.  But with the rapid 
innovation in information technology, it is easy to imagine agents who are blameless for making 
our epistemic environment worse.  In addition, it is easy to imagine agents who have not done 
anything to make our epistemic environment worse, but who have the power to make it 
significantly better.  So, even if we follow Hormio’s proposal, we are still left with a 
responsibility gap.  Thus, I am inclined to think that we should focus on who has the obligation 
to improve the epistemic environment, on why they have this obligation, and on exactly what 
they should be doing. 

 
There are a number of things that social media companies, in particular, can, and 

probably should, do to improve our epistemic environment.  For instance, they can use fact 
checkers to flag misinformation for readers (see Ghaffary and Heilweil 2020).  They can make 
websites with misinformation less prominent in search results (see Matsakis 2019).  They can 
make accurate information on a topic more easily accessible (see Morse 2020).  They can even 
withhold advertising revenue from purveyors of misinformation (see Kennedy 2017). 

 
Some powerful players, such as Facebook and Google, have shown a willingness to take 

such actions, at least in the face of public pressure.  But this is a tricky business that warrants 
epistemological investigation of the sort that I have pointed to above.  Any large scale changes to 
our epistemic environment can potentially have epistemic costs as well as epistemic benefits.  
For example, we might worry that blocking, or even labeling, what we deem to be 
misinformation might interfere with a “free marketplace of ideas” (see Zuckerberg 2016).2 

 
References 
 
Fallis, Don. 2016. “Is Making People Ignorant as Bad as Deceiving Them?” in Perspectives on 
Ignorance from Moral and Social Philosophy, ed. Rik Peels, pp. 120-33. New York: Routledge.  
 
Fallis, Don. 2018. “Adversarial Epistemology on the Internet.” in Routledge Handbook of 
Applied Epistemology, eds. David Coady and James Chase, pp. 54-68. New York: Routledge. 
 

 
2 Of course, there is a lot of distance between not promoting intentionally misleading speech and 
actually blocking it.  Also, it is not clear that speech has the epistemic benefits that Milton and 
Mill envisioned when it is intentionally misleading (see Mathiesen 2019, 174). 



 4 

Fallis, Don and Kay Mathiesen. forthcoming. “Fake News is Counterfeit News.” Inquiry.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/0020174X.2019.1688179 
 
Ghaffary, Shirin and Rebecca Heilweil. 2020. “How Tech Companies are Scrambling to Deal 
with Coronavirus Hoaxes.” Vox. https://www.vox.com/recode/2020/1/31/21115589/coronavirus-
wuhan-china-myths-hoaxes-facebook-social-media-tiktok-twitter-wechat 
 
Goldman, Alvin I. 2011. “A Guide to Social Epistemology.” in Social Epistemology:  
Essential Readings, eds. Alvin I. Goldman and Dennis Whitcomb, pp. 11-37.  
New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Hormio, Säde. 2020. “Climate Change and Bad Epistemic Neighborhoods.” Pacific Division 
Meeting of the American Philosophical Association.  
 
Kennedy, Pagan. 2017. “How to Destroy the Business Model of Breitbart and Fake News.” New 
York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/07/opinion/sunday/how-to-destroy-the-business-
model-of-breitbart-and-fake-news.html 
 
Kircher, Madison M. 2019. “Let’s Not Congratulate YouTube for Trying to Tame the 
Conspiracy Monster It Created.” New York Magazine. 
https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/02/youtube-attempts-to-tame-self-created-conspiracy-
monster.html 
 
Landrum, Asheley. 2019. “YouTube as a Primary Propagator of Flat Earth Philosophy.” Annual 
Meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. 
https://aaas.confex.com/aaas/2019/meetingapp.cgi/Paper/23978  
 
Mathiesen, Kay. 2006. “We’re All in this Together: Responsibility of Collective Agents and their 
Members.” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 30:240-55. 
 
Mathiesen, Kay. 2019. “Fake News and the Limits of Freedom of Speech.” in Media Ethics, 
Free Speech, and the Requirements of Democracy, eds. Carl Fox and Joe Saunders, pp. 161-79. 
New York: Routledge. 
 
Matsakis, Louise. 2019. “Facebook Will Crack Down on Anti-Vaccine Content.” Wired. 
https://www.wired.com/story/facebook-anti-vaccine-crack-down/ 
 
Morse, Jack. 2020. “Google Launches ‘SOS Alert’ with WHO in Response to the Coronavirus.” 
Mashable. https://mashable.com/article/google-who-coronavirus-sos/ 
 
Nguyen, C. Thi. forthcoming. “Echo Chambers and Epistemic Bubbles.” Episteme. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/epi.2018.32  
 
O’Connor, Cailin and James O. Weatherall. 2019. The Misinformation Age. New Haven: Yale 
University Press. 
 



 5 

Oreskes, Naomi, and Erik M. Conway. 2010. Merchants of Doubt. New York: Bloomsbury 
Press. 
 
Proctor, Robert N. 2008. “Agnotology: A Missing Term to Describe the Cultural  
Production of Ignorance (and Its Study).” in Agnotology, eds. Robert N.  
Proctor, and Londa Schiebinger, pp. 1-33. Stanford: Stanford University Press.  
 
Robichaud, Philip. 2017. “Is Ignorance of Climate Change Culpable?” Science and Engineering 
Ethics 23:1409-30. 
 
Ryan, Shane. 2018. “Epistemic Environmentalism.” Journal of Philosophical Research 43:97-
112. 
 
Vanderheiden, Steve. 2007. “Climate Change and the Challenge of Moral Responsibility.” 
Journal of Philosophical Research 32(Supplement):85-92. 
 
Zuckerberg, Mark. 2016. https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10103253901916271 
 
 
 
 
 
 


