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Against the epistemic paternalism trap Aim

Epistemic autonomy: the capacity to 
form beliefs through your own 

reflective process, not merely to 
arrive at true beliefs.

Today I want to show you that almost every tool we've built to protect this thing threatens it.

Spitale and Germani 2026 -  https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20321940  

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.20321940
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The problem

Brandolini’s Law

Vosoughi et al. 2018 - https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aap9559  

“The amount of energy needed to refute bullshit is an order of magnitude bigger than to produce it ”

Brandolini 2013, - https://x.com/ziobrando/status/289635060758507521  

“Lies spread faster than the truth ”

https://doi.org/10.1126/science.aap9559
https://x.com/ziobrando/status/289635060758507521
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The problem

AI makes it worse (1)

Spitale et al. 2023 - https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adh1850  

AI - generated content is harder to detect and more persuasive

https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adh1850
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The problem

AI makes it worse (2)

Vinay et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.3389/frai.2025.1543603  

Emotional prompting amplifies disinformation generation

https://doi.org/10.3389/frai.2025.1543603
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The problem

AI makes it worse (3)

Loru et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.3389/frai.2025.1543603  

LLMs optimize for fluency and coherence – exactly what makes content credible

“Researchers have compiled several inventories of flawed argumentation that are used to disinform, for 
example by populist politicians ( Blassnig  et al. 2019), anti - vaccination activists (Jacobson et al. 2007), or by 
people who spread conspiracy theories (Lewandowsky et al., 2015, 2018). […] 

Incoherence is a frequent attribute of conspiracy theories (e.g., “Princess Diana was killed by MI5 and faked 
her own death”; Wood et al., 2012) as well as climate denial (e.g., “Global temperatures cannot be measured 
accurately but we shouldn’t worry because it has been cooling for the last 5 years”; Lewandowsky et al., 2016). 
Incoherent arguments are, by definition, suspect and should be dismissed.”

https://doi.org/10.3389/frai.2025.1543603
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The problem

The mechanism

LLM 
optimization

Fluency and 
coherence

Perceived 
credibility

+ SCALABILITY

The tools that lower the cost of disinformation production do so precisely by making false outputs harder to 
detect.
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Against the epistemic paternalism trap

Mis/disinformation has become able 
to scale up fast and cheap; therefore  

we need fast and cheap solutions.

The problem
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The proposed solutions

What we have so far

• Platform moderation & content removal:  flagging or deleting content that violates community 
standards

• Content labelling:  attaching warnings ("disputed", "misleading", "out of context") to content

• Algorithmic filtering & demotion:  reducing the reach of flagged content in feeds and search 
results

• Automated fact - checking:  LLM - based systems that assess claim accuracy at scale 

• Institutional corrections:  public health agencies, scientific bodies, or news organizations issuing 
explicit rebuttals to circulating false claims
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The proposed solutions

The shared logic

• Platform moderation & content removal

• Content labelling

• Algorithmic filtering & demotion

• Automated fact - checking

• Institutional corrections
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Why they fail

AI is a non - neutral arbiter

Germani et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adz2924  

Same content. Different declared sources. Systematically different agreement scores.

https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adz2924
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Why they fail

AI is a non - neutral arbiter

Germani et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adz2924  

https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.adz2924
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Why they fail

The structural failure of corrections

Germani et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm - 2025 - 114372  

• Trump + RFK Jr. claimed acetaminophen causes 
autism. 

• Medical societies issued corrections, stating the claim 
was false.

• The claim isn’t certainly false. It is certainly 
unjustified, i.e.  lacking methodological grounding.

By collapsing “unjustified” into “false”, corrections frame 
science as a contest of assertions rather than a method 
of inquiry, habituating people to assess claims by verdict, 
not by the reliability of the process.

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2025-114372
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2025-114372
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2025-114372
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2025-114372
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2025-114372
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Why they fail

The structural failure of corrections

“Authoritative channel” does not always equal to “epistemically reliable”

WHO 2020 - https://x.com/WHO/status/1243972193169616898  

• The authoritative institution issued the verdict
• The verdict was wrong
• Airborne transmission was later confirmed

This is what happens when we confuse institutional authority with 
epistemic reliability.  The WHO tweet didn’t fail because of bad faith; it 
failed because the correction model assumes the corrector has access 
to settled truth. It often doesn’t (epistemic underdetermination, 
uncertainty, …)

https://x.com/WHO/status/1243972193169616898
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Why they fail

The structural failure of corrections

Mis/disinformation

Erodes trustCorrections fail

Further erosion of 
trust

Structural failures
Presupposes trust 
(already eroded)
Illusory truth effect
Habituates to verdicts, 
not reasoning

Operational failures
Wrong timing
Wrong target
Wrong channel
Wrong approach
…

In the corrector and in 
the epistemic process
itself

We are attempting to put out a fire with the water the fire has already evaporated.
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Epistemic paternalism: interference with an agent’s inquiry, conducted for the agent’s epistemic good, but 
without the agent’s engagement or consent.

Ahlstrom - Vij 2013, - https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137313171  

Why they fail

The epistemic paternalism trap

Mis/disinformation Countering infrastructure

Pollutes the epistemic ecosystem Manages the epistemic ecosystem

Threatens epistemic autonomy by 
deceiving individual judgment

Threatens epistemic autonomy by 
substituting individual judgment

Individual judgment undermined Individual judgment bypassed

(If we care about autonomy and about epistemic justice) bypassing judgment is
wrong, even if this kind of countering infrastructure (ecosystemic interventions) 

worked flawlessly

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137313171
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Against the epistemic paternalism trap

Ecosystemic interventions fail on 
autonomy grounds, and (for the time 
being) on their own empirical terms. 

What if the target was never the 
ecosystem?

How a solution should look
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How a solution should look

Shift the target

Redaelli et al. 2025 - https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1577692  

From the information ecosystem to the epistemic capacities of the 
person embedded in it: critical thinking skills predict disinformation 
recognition
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https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1577692
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How a solution should look

Inoculation, not moderation

Roozenbeek et al. 2020 - https://doi.org/10.37016//mr - 2020 - 008  
Redaelli et al. 2026 - https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676 - 025 - 09886 - 7 

CT education works —  but it operates on a timescale incompatible with the pace of misinformation.

Prebunking
• The method

Structural 
fingerprints
• The antigens

Tool design
• The delivery

If prebunking  provides the methodological foundation for building resistance to manipulation, structural 
fingerprints provide the antigens that inoculation can target

https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-008
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-008
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-008
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-008
https://doi.org/10.37016/mr-2020-008
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
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How a solution should look

Fakespotter
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How a solution should look

Fakespotter

Redaelli et al. 2026 - https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676 - 025 - 09886 - 7 

An AI tool built around this insight would identify the structural fingerprints that co - occur with misinformation 
and make them visible to the user —  not as a verdict, but as a basis for evaluation

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10676-025-09886-7
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How a solution should look

30% rain
(whatever that means)

Relative humidity
Pressure
Temperature gradient
Boundary layer
…
->  30 % rain
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How a solution should look

Is autonomy even the right value?

If ecosystemic interventions produce truer beliefs than unmediated exposure, the autonomy cost might be 
worth paying.

• Even a perfect paternalistic system bypasses the reflective process. Capacity, once built, 
persists and transfers. The protective ecosystem may change.

• The paternalist’s tools are themselves biased —  the outcomes argument collapses on its own 
terms.

• Persons have a normatively relevant interest in the development of their own epistemic 
faculties, and failure to support that development constitutes a harm to their standing as 
epistemic agents.

• The failure to provide adequate critical thinking education constitutes an epistemic injustice.

Ahlstrom - Vij 2013, - https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137313171  

https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137313171
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Against the epistemic paternalism trap

The case for a scaffolding approach does not depend 
on a prior commitment to autonomy; it holds equally 

for those who primarily care about epistemic 
outcomes. 

How a solution should look

Scaffold approach

Outcomes argument Autonomy argument

• Paternalistic tools are 
themselves biased;

• CT skills and prebunking 
can deliver better 
epistemic outcomes.

• Ecosystemic interventions 
create dependence;

• Scaffold tools operate 
through individual 
judgment, not around it.
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How a solution should look



Let’s keep talking
giovanni.spitale@ibme.uzh.ch

Download the slides
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