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[4.0] DIALOGUE
[4.1] Q. In few words, what do you think are the differences between old and new
media manipulation?
[4.2] The new platforms on which we expend information—in such a wide

sense that goes far beyond the daily news—and on which we produce
content ourselves, are still quite recent resources and prone to constant
changes; it is these changes that make them still obscure. Furthermore, if I
think of two social networks as Facebook and Twitter, they apparently
undergo the plastic push by the users’ masses on one side, and on the
other side by the business companies that run them. Sometimes these two
pressures can converge in a common direction; other times, the one will
affect the other one, in such a way that either user will condition the
companies or vice versa, the companies will impose their own orienta-
tions to the users. In short, the in-progress nature of the new sources of
information does not allow us to propose any profitable strategies for an
adequate solution. As with any solution, it depends on us to choose the
most convenient tools. That said, surely both familiarity with the tools
and competence with the topics we are concerned with, are a necessary
basis for improving the use of platform 2.0.

[4.3] When Clay Shirky speaks about information overload as a flaw in the
filter, he is pointing to a theoretical comprehension and a practical way
out. But in order to learn how to select, we need at least to have clear
ideas: entering the actual Harvard Library and not knowing how it
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works, causes the same effects of displacement that we experience on the
web.

Q. Do you envisage a new conformism or a paradigm shift in knowledge as result
of new media and in particular in relation to aesthetics?

Independence of thought is essential both in the analogic and in the
digital mediatic scenarios. I do not think that things are different now
and the Kantian phrase “Sapere aude” continues to be a useful compass,
even after more than two centuries later. Surely, if we use the instrument
more and more often to get and produce information and knowledge, our
responsibilities will be increased. Huge agencies of knowledge, school for
first, will have to cope with this disintermediation.

Q. Do you think that after all the Web’s self-regulation dynamics is like any self-
regulation including that of organic systems?

I do not know whether the dynamics of the network is self-regulating.
Maybe not always. But there are cases in which central governments can
manage to control social networking platforms. Certainly, the high-low
mechanism of mass media communication has competitive instruments
today, which follow different rules. From a general point of view, when
we enter the dimension of Twitter, for example, all of us start from
scratch, but once inside, the paths diverge, and the forms of power which
count are different from the ones which counted in the traditional mass
media, while both still being a matter of power.

Q. Do the techno-media scenarios you describe become a new kind of orality,
losing all institutional fixed reference for a community?

The reference to the re-tribalization determined by what McLuhan
called the electric media is by now an obsolete image, within the reflec-
tion on the media. The disintermediation determined by the web, the
social media and the increasing portability of the connection tools, is in
any case an epochal novelty, which contributes to redefine the roles and
relationships between producers, owners, certifiers of knowledge, and
simple users.

Q. Kant’s aesthetics introduced critical constructs as pivotal to our evaluation of
what we regard as beauty, goodness and art. How do you construe decenterd
aesthetics in relation to twitter?

Kant criticizes the eighteenth-century idea of an objectivity of beauty,
as traceable in almost explicit rules. Rather, the Kantian beautiful is
grounded upon the Urteilkraft, which attributes to aesthetic judgments
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both subjectivity and universality, or at least the very aspiration towards
them. All the same, in Twitter, generally speaking, it is difficult to find a
shared backgorund that is also objective. Everyone determines his/her
own timeline flow, depending on interests, tastes, preferences, and all
what is totally subjective.

Q. Does the role of the “filter” subject cultural production to a new set of
constraints which blurs the Kantian divide between the aesthetic and the
sublime?

The filter is a decisive notion for many of the arguments we share
about the web today. Who filters? How does one filter? On what
grounds? How does the construction of knowledge, whatever it is,
change, if the filter is not certified anymore from the outside objectively?
All these are issues that should enter philosophical discussions by virtue
of the change in the constitution of knowledge, that is, the way it is fed
and ratified.

Q. Does Twitter as a metaphor —and not only as a tangential phenomenon in
our technologically driven society —suggest that we are receding from Kant’s
subjective aesthetics of art into an objectified field of mechanical extensions?

I would say exactly the other way round. Twitter is a space in which
sense can be construed (though not necessarily) in a free way. Although
for sure there are structural ties—like the 140 characters—nonetheless,
the possibility to test new paths in which a transcendental —that is collec-
tive and no longer individual —subjectivity may be recognized —a coop-
erative subjectivity, I would say —is always there.

Q. Do the structural features of Twitter imply the Kantian schematism?

The way in which sense is determined on a platform such as Twitter
makes me think of pragmatism: more than by virtue of an external refer-
ence, sense is determined by virtue of a communitarian trigger. For sure
there is an oscillation between empirical and transcendental that is by-
passed when using Twitter.

One of the major topics (and problems) within the transformation of our
information diets—a reaction to the digitalization of knowledge at first,
and to the circulation of this knowledge through the web later on—is the
filter. How to select information in front of the constant and ongoing
assault we are subjected to from several devices, through which we shape
much of what we currently know? How to distinguish between quality
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and cheap information? How to sort out the so called “information over-
load”? What's important for us and what’s not? The discussion around
these questions is growing at a speed that, beyond the quality of single
contributions, is surely a sign of the centrality of the topic within the
common doubts and frenzy awakened by the transformation in progress,
which we are all going to face whether willing or not.

Nevertheless, the purpose of this chapter is not to add a puzzle piece
to the scenario as much as to focus on the philosophical content of many
of the questions above. I want to stress that the issue of the filter like we
experience it for example on Facebook and Twitter, is a philosophic issue
at heart. On top of that, I'd like to emphasize the way this issue has been
at the center of philosophy since the origins in the West about 2,500 years
ago.

TWITTER IS EMPTY (AT THE BEGINNING)

First let us consider how we decide what keeps plurality together. How
do we categorize and sort out the chaos in which there is no organizing
principle a priori. If we go over the texts that try to rethink the nature of
the web and knowledge in the web age, the great interrogations in philos-
ophy are apparently always behind the corner.

We are not interested in deciding whether Clay Shirky! is right or
wrong when he says that “It's not information Overload. It’s filter fail-
ure,” but we realize that the terms of the discussion haven’'t gone for
example much further than Kant’s “transcendental schematism” when
the philosopher was searching a principle to keep intellect and experi-
ence together. The principle that, in the third Critique, would be devel-
oped into the capacity to judge, I'Urteilskraft, signaled a great aesthetic
and epistemological escape to which the story of schematism eventually
came to an end.?

Now, to prove how much of philosophical depth lies within mecha-
nisms that seem utterly removed from it, let’s take an ever growing social
network like Twitter, the microblogging website used by millions of peo-
ple around the world, which defines itself as follows: “Welcome to Twit-
ter. Find out what’s happening, right now, with the people and organiza-
tions you care about.” To sign in it’s as easy as it gets. A username (for
instance, @alessandrolanni), a password and you're in.

But “in” what, exactly? Nothing. When you sign in, you're into noth-
ing. Or better, you're inside something that can potentially become some-
thing else but hasn’t a shape yet. Our TimeLine is literally empty because
we haven’t started to follow what will be our sources feeds that will
compose the plurality of knowledge filtered by Twitter. Sure, there are
some suggestions (follow that actor or singer, follow this important mag-
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azine) but we are basically alone and it’s up to us to build a vision on the
world sub specie Twitter.

It's from this kind of tabula rasa that our vision of the world starts,
according to the blue bird’s social network. While information inputs run
one after another in front of our eyes, depending on our selection, a
personalized stream of knowledge takes shape. There are no a priori cate-
gories to prescribe the way to bring multiplicity back to a concept. On
Twitter, our ever contingent and changing interests are the ones to dictate
the rule of our knowledge. So, a kind of “historical a priori” that keeps
knowledge and individual interests closely together comes into play.

When you sign in you have an empty box that you fill with your own
prejudices, your own choices and so on. An absolute TimeLine is there-
fore impossible; no user faces the same stream of tweets. The multiplicity
that we find on our computer screen or on our smartphone is always pre-
interpreted; it’s a multiplicity for sure, but according to a grid that we
imposed on our own, one that avoids what we are not interested into and
admits only what we believe may be relevant. There’s no view from
nowhere, there’s no absolute knowledge in Twitter. The information de-
scending from the social network is necessarily partial: what I know is
what I choose to know.

THE FILTER

The filter then. The greatest problem of the horizontal, open and partici-
pated web. Who's to filter? On what basis? Why do we agree that my
filter is better than yours a priori? Can we even say that? Maybe not,
since the filter has its own unavoidable historicity and contingence.
There’s no best selection principle, it’s simply not possible. At the same
time, if everyone acts on one’s own and is perfectly at ease in this solitude
of choice, what permits to compare a twitter-based knowledge to an-
other? If everyone chooses his or her own way to twit, if anyone has a
finite dimension without external rules imposed by an arbiter at disposal,
if everything changes, how can you critique, although failing, the use of
Twitter? Where to start? Ultimately, if Twitter doesn’t exist as shared
knowledge, does this mean that “anything goes”?

If there’s no shared space, if the sense is unstable and precarious, it’s
hard for the critique to get through and decide about the right or wrong,
about the “best” or “worst” use—if we don’t care about “correct” —of the
social network. If Twitter does not exist, who's to criticize? The risk is to
move from knowledge to power; the one who’s more persuasive—and
not always just for the sake of reasonable or at least reasonable argu-
ments—will impose a stronger vision.

Apropos the preoccupation around information overload, David
Weinberger cleverly wrote: “We shouldn’t freak out about information
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overload because we’ve always been overloaded, in one way or an-
other.”3

What does it mean to recognize that we were always overloaded by
information, by data assaulting us everyday? In our view, it means to
bringing up an issue about which the most advanced minds on the revo-
lution of the web are at each other’s throat: the question that crossed the
whole of Western philosophy, from Plato’s Sophist to Kant’s Critique of
Pure Reason and to find answers also in the twenty-first century.

Weinberger focuses on the question in this way: “If our social net-
works are our new filters, then authority is shifting from experts in far-
away offices to the network of people we know, like, and respect.”*

In sum (and abruptly), in the 2.0 era the great problem of the Meta-
physical Deduction elucidated in the first Critique is blown away. When
Kant made an effort to ground the constitutive categories of objective
knowledge on the sturdy pillars of logic (Aristotelian logic at that time),
he was dealing with the very guarantee of authorship that is being cur-
rently divided among single individuals. Reputation on the web is
earned and maintained (or lost) every day: there is no absolute criterion
to certify the quality of the filter.

THE CENTER IS THE SELF

The Filter Bubble is a book published in 2011. Author Eli Pariser is an
activist in his early thirties, one of those guys we are able to imagine even
though we don’t know them, thanks to all the profiles in the magazine
over the last years. He didn’t write a philosophy book, it is rather a
complaint about the change occurring due to the revolution of personal-
ized information diets and behaviors online.

Because of the freedom to select contents and knowledge arranged by
the web, one may think that our freedom horizon is wider but, as Pariser
states clearly, it's not like that. It is true, to some extent, that we are media
to ouselves, we are filters free from principles set elsewhere, the only
choosers responding to our immediate interests is us. Yet the founder of
Move On explains why it’s not like that. Web moguls like Google have
been working so far to “direct” this freedom. As of today, many compa-
nies struggle to guess what we like in each area (from food to politics) to
profile an information filter targeted for marketing, that is to say to sell us
information and products we are supposedly interested in.

If in the 2.0 era, the a priori of knowledge categories is nullified and
each a priori, each selection principle of the multiplicity is contextual
historical and dependent on our interests, which are obviously contin-
gent, there is a “pole” that works to pre-package this multiplicity. If
Google results are pre-shaped, pre-chewed, knowledge itself is under
some form of external control. If the search engine of Mountain View
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does not play only as “experience form” (like space and time in Kant) but
also as a facilitator that understands our partial and immediate interests
(previous surfing, enquiries, online shopping) like absolutes, something
in the new mechanisms fails.

New generation filters—Pariser is considering Google and all the tools
that select information on the basis of our preferences—“they are predic-
tion engines, constantly creating and refining a theory of who you are and
what you'll do and want next.”5 (emphasis added). In a few words, here’s
the renewed proposition of the philosophical core of the filter issue, just
like philosophy addressed it 2,500 years ago. The filter tells us who we
are, what world we know and how we know it.

There is a militant streak in Pariser’s book and a wish to warn the
reader and web surfers about the transformation that occurred over the
last years. We are not interested here in considering the valuing aspect of
the essay; we'll leave it to others. The Filter Bubble helps us to focus on the
filtered nature of the reality descending from the web (the social web but
also from search engines like Google). A filter that is ours, always and
forever, even though the multiplicity we are in front of is not so neutral
as we might think.

If the catch line “we are the media” by Dan Gillmor® expressed the
consciousness that we are all able to create a potentially worldwide mes-
sage through the new media, the new catch—besides the call “hey there,
we're here” —should be “we are the filter.” The value of our individual
ad/or collective presence in the web resides more than ever in the capac-
ity to size quality through the filter, to select, distinguish and establish a
hierarchy of contents. I am the filter I select.

In this era, with the affirmation of what Catalan sociologist Manuel
Castells called “mass-self communication,” everybody, at least potential-
ly, is able to shape contents by himself.” The key word is “self.” One
tends to forget, however, that also the fruition of contents, the shaping of
a knowledge scenario, resides in the self.

SOLIPSISM IN THE SOCIAL NETWORKS

All of this could be read in light of some famous propositions by Ludwig
Wittgenstein in the Tractatus logico-philosophicus. “The limits of my lan-
guage mean the limits of my world” (5.6). The Viennese philosopher
wrote about one hundred years ago, affirming the total mirroring of lan-
guage and world and identifying a nameless edge in that “my,” in that
hidden subjectivity. Slightly further on, Wittgenstein writes: “The subject
does not belong to the world but it is a limit of the world” (5.632).

Let us ask: isn’t the worry that the world will turn into my world to
inspire all the people who criticize the personalization of knowledge
through the web?® The solipsism, the risk to become closed monads
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would always be behind the corner according the “apocalyptical” who
are warning the naive users.

However, the additional question is: does some kind of multiplicity
selectable/filterable through our categories even exist? In light of what
was said before, the answer is no. Without an ordering principle there is
no multiplicity to look at. This is rather a byproduct of our reconstruction
of the knowledge mechanism in the 2.0 web in retrospect. Let’s say it
again: our TimeLine on Twitter but also elsewhere is empty if we don’t
apply a filter; some selecting principle to start a journey headed some-
where. Without a decision, there is no multiplicity descending from that
decision.

The passage from chaos to sense is the great mystery of humankind.
How is that words (or concepts, this depends on latitudes and eras) make
things speak? There, the experience of sense rising from the disarray of
social networks confirms the same philosophical question. How is that
empirical multiplicity turns into science? How is that noise turns into a
signal when a central system (Kant’s “I think”) that donates sense to con-
fusion, which is nonsense by its own terms, is blown away like in the
web? The problem of synthesis is brought up to date.

Many people are concerned by the absence of a higher-level principle
to regulate sense on Twitter. This strain of thought posits that the pos-
sibility of making sense is lost forever, and in so doing, it denies the daily
experience of millions of people who are indeed able to organize some
knowledge for better or worse, no matter its quality, on the web. Knowl-
edge does not disappear; the problem for those who worry is that the
objective principles that underpin knowledge are at risk.

“The filter exists no matter how and it is understood in retrospect, it
intervenes in a second moment,” writes Sergio Maistrello, one of the
leading interpreters of what’s happening in the web in the last years.

It’s collective, distributed, based on the activity of assimilation and re-
launch of any single knot in the Web. It follows that the unassuming
presence of a content on the web never says something on its quality,
there’s room for every kind of idea, even the most aberrant, and it is up to
a community of interconnected people to distinguish between what
holds popular interest from digital trash, what is useful from what is
inappropriate.®

The problem, the way it is often addressed, seems comparable to the
one Kant would call of “subsumption.” If a principle that somehow al-
lows the organization millions of tweets disappears, could one make use
of all the excess knowledge the web projects us into? A lot of critics of the
net see this as one of the major cognitive problems we would be exposed
to by the current information revolution. But does a philosophical ques-
tion have to stop at the level of this reasonable worry? I do not think so.
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In his constant pursuit of a mechanism that could keep knowledge
together, Kant has probed first the subjective logics and later the aesthetic
one to seek for the unifying principle.

So now we are in a condition similar to the one the philosopher was
facing: we have to decide what holds together our knowledge in the
Twitter era, where does the summa of knowledge that is now based on
Twitter’s TimeLine come from. Should we appeal to personal taste, to
contingent interest? Should we appeal to the “I like it this way” or the
“this is what interests me?.” It is possible, sure, but philosophy would be
put aside.

If we’d rather question what is changing (and also what stays the
same) within the present revolution, we may try to discuss what appears
as given data in front of us.

For example: does a multiplicity even exist without any principle of
selection? Does information exist—no matter how overabundant, failed
or scarce—without a “we,” or better said without an effective “I” that
poses itself at the centre of gravity, among one of the infinite centres of
the universe!? described by the change due to the web 2.0? Maybe not,
and it’s Twitter’s own void at the beginning to demonstrate it. Without
million of Twitter users not only there won’t be any content posted every
second in the short form of 140 characters, but there won’t be contents
also because no one would activate the mechanism of the selection, the
filter. “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts
are blind” wrote Kant in the first Critique. In the era of mass self-commu-
nication, to underline this mutual dependence, we could translate this
Kantian quote in: “filters without twits are empty, twits without filters
are blind.”

“Information overload is just a malfunctioning filter” means not only
that we must acknowledge some limits of content that run on Twitter but
also that we must be conscious that the selves as filters count because
without filters there is no information much less information overload.

Commonly, we build millions of daily paths in the net and no matter
their imperfection, we cross a territory that is also our territory, our map.

It is hard in this dimension to appeal to something from the outside
(that was Aristotle’s logics for Kant) to rule our navigation, properly,
because it is our world and its limits are established by all our friends and
those we follow on Twitter.

NOTES

1. Clay Shirky is one of the most distinguished authors on the effects of the web on
individuals and society. His books include: Here Comes Everybody: The Power of Orga-
nizing Without Organizations (New York: Penguin, 2008) and Cognitive Surplus: Creativ-
ity and Generosity in a Connected Age (New York: Penguin, 2010).
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2. One must recall Emilio Garroni (1925-2005) with his pivotal work on the third
Critique. We have to mention his Estetica ed epistemologia (Roma: Bulzoni, 1976) and
Senso e paradosso (Bari: Laterza, 1986) where he focuses on a new interpretation of the
Kantian Aesthetics beyond the study of beauty.

3. David Weinberger, Too Big to Know: Rethinking Knowledge Now That the Facts
Aren’t the Facts, Experts Are Everywhere, and the Smartest Person in the Room Is the Room
(New York: Basic Books, 2011), 10.

Even though this is not the proper context, it would be interesting to delve into
Wrinberger’s distinction between filter out and filter forward.

4. David Weinberger, Too Big to Know, 10.

5. Eli Pariser, The Filter Bubble (New York: Penguin Press, 2011).

6. See his celebrated We the Media (Sebastopol CA: O’Reilly Media, 2004).

7. Manuel Castells, Communication and Power (New York: Oxford University Press,
2009).

8. My mind goes back to Cass Sunstein’s celebrated Republic.com (2001) but also
to several studies issued over the decade.

9. Sergio Maistrello, Giornalismo e nuovi media (Milano: Apogeo, 2010), 51.

10. Some talk about this transformation in terms of a “Copernican” revolution, of
cosmic proportion. I think it is more appropriate to refer to Giordano Bruno’s idea of a
universe with a multitude of centers rather than a universe where the Sun replaced the
Earth as a cornerstone.
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