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How can the web be understood as both a symptom and an expression of a
public practice? According to what logic do search engines work and how do
they influence the way we deal with knowledge, news and information? Web
epistemology is a new research practice that regards the web as a separate
knowledge culture and advocates giving an ear to what lies beyond all the din.
An interview with Richard Rogers, web epistemologist at the University of
Amsterdam, author of Information Politics on the Web, founder of the
Govcom.org Foundation and developer of the Issue Crawler, an ‘info-political
tool’. !

The very beginning of the information revolution was described by the philosopher Jean-
Francois Lyotard as something that instils an inherent anxiety: the fear that scientific
knowledge would become a commodity like all information, which would thus drastically
alter the status of knowledge. 2He proposed that knowledge would no longer be
disseminated for its 'formative’ value, but in the framework of daily maintenance.
Knowledge ceases to be an aim in itself; it loses its ‘use-value’ and becomes a commercial
commodity circulated along the same channels and networks as money. The distinction
would no longer be between knowledge and ignorance, but between payment knowledge
and investment knowledge. (According to the dominant liberal ideology, some flows of
money are used in decision making, while others are only good for payments.)

This immediately raises the issue of ‘access”: who will have access to knowledge and
under what conditions, and who will decide which channels are forbidden? In this social
conflict Lyotard saw no decisive role either for the state or for knowledge. In the
postmodern analysis, after all, the state is no longer the governing factor of social and
political life. Power is no longer exercised on the basis of ideological contrasts or grand
narratives, but is dictated by economic movements. What' s more, the same analysis
shows that science is caught up in an internal crisis: any formulated knowledge has to
ultimately acquire its legitimacy in another knowledge. The economy, and hence social life,
is henceforth dependent for its dynamism and ‘development’ on social agencies that not
only control access to the information society, but also provide the networks that shape
this society.

At the beginning of the 1980s Lyotard outlined a technocratic spectre, suggesting that the
crisis of knowledge lies in its historical origins. At the same time, he distilled from the
diagnosis of this crisis a programme of what was at stake in thinking, philosophy, science
and the arts: the restoration of the honour of thinking and knowing by critically
investigating the new technocratic conditions under which it exists. The ‘conditional’
approach he chose for this was based in part on systems theory. Society is only really a
system when the relations that constitute it are optimalized as regards performativity and
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