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• Problem setting: the relevance of fake 

news, some recent examples

• The history of fake news: examples of pre-

digital disinformation, what’s different now?

• Fake news today: honest mistakes vs. 

malicious manipulation, lessons learned on

what makes us vulnerable

• Argument technologies to the rescue?

Pitfalls to avoid vs. best practices

• Take-homes messages on how to develop 

argument technologies helpful in dealing 

with disinformation
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90% examples

10% theory



Fake news: a contemporary concern

• A dominant buzzword in the public and scholarly debate on the 

impact of technology on society

• A growing political concern:

• suggested impact on world-changing events (e.g., last US 

Presidential election, Brexit, COVID-19 pandemic)

• EU High-Level Group on Fake News and online disinformation
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• A dominant buzzword in the public and scholarly debate on the 

impact of technology on society

• A growing political concern:

• suggested impact on world-changing events (e.g., last US 

Presidential election, Brexit, COVID-19 pandemic)

• EU High-Level Group on Fake News and online disinformation

• From their final report (March 2018):

• promote media and information literacy to counter disinformation 

and help users navigate the digital media environment

• develop tools for empowering users and journalists to tackle 

disinformation and foster a positive engagement with fast-evolving 

information technologies

• safeguard the diversity and sustainability of the European news 

media ecosystem
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epistemic vigilance, and disregard for source quality
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FNs: argumentation to the rescue?

• The problem of fake news is the problem of the spreading of online 

disinformation, against a backdrop of shallow reasoning, lack of 

epistemic vigilance, and disregard for source quality

• Argumentation theory & technologies should be able to help: thanks 

to them, clear thinking and judicious arguing should be able to win 

the day against misinformation

Wow – but HOW, exactly?!



FNs may cause silly incidents…
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…but also grievous mishaps
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A new spin on conspiracy theory
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QAnon narrative in short (source: Travis View, WP)

A worldwide cabal of Satan-worshiping pedophiles 

rules the world: they control everything (politicians, the 

media, Hollywood), so they cover up their existence. 

They would have continued ruling the world, were it not 

for the election of President Donald Trump, who knows 

all about this evil cabal’s wrongdoing and was elected 

to put an end to them. Still now we would be ignorant of 

this behind-the-scenes battle of Donald Trump and the 

U.S. military were it not for “Q”, a poster on 4chan, who 

later moved to 8chan, who drops hint in a game-like 

fashion about this secret struggle, what the cabal is 

doing, and how Trump will stop them
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QAnon narrative in short (source: Travis View, WP)

A worldwide cabal of Satan-worshiping pedophiles 

rules the world: they control everything (politicians, the 

media, Hollywood), so they cover up their existence. 

They would have continued ruling the world, were it not 

for the election of President Donald Trump, who knows 

all about this evil cabal’s wrongdoing and was elected 

to put an end to them. Still now we would be ignorant of 

this behind-the-scenes battle of Donald Trump and the 

U.S. military were it not for “Q”, a poster on 4chan, who 

later moved to 8chan, who drops hint in a game-like 

fashion about this secret struggle, what the cabal is 

doing, and how Trump will stop them

The GAMIFICATION
of conspiracy theory!



The history of FNs: a blast from the past



• Diego Marconi (2019), «Fake news, the crisis of 

deference, and epistemic deocracy»

• Fake news has been with us since the beginning, 

if not of history, of history writing. According to 

Thucydides (II, 48), at the time of the “plague” 

(probably a hemorrhagic fever like Ebola) that hit 

Athens in 430 b.C. during the Peloponnesian war 

the rumor spread that the Spartans had poisoned 

the wells in Piraeus. The ground for the rumor 

was that the epidemics had started there, not in 

Athens proper, and Piraeus at the time had no 

fountains of drinking water, only wells. In fact, the 

epidemics was coming from Africa, so that it 

would naturally hit the port city of Piraeus before 

reaching Athens.

FNs as old news…
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• Fake news has been with us since the beginning, 

if not of history, of history writing. According to 

Thucydides (II, 48), at the time of the “plague” 

(probably a hemorrhagic fever like Ebola) that hit 

Athens in 430 b.C. during the Peloponnesian war 

the rumor spread that the Spartans had poisoned 

the wells in Piraeus. The ground for the rumor 

was that the epidemics had started there, not in 

Athens proper, and Piraeus at the time had no 

fountains of drinking water, only wells. In fact, the 

epidemics was coming from Africa, so that it 

would naturally hit the port city of Piraeus before 

reaching Athens.

…which tend to repeat themselves

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020

At the time of the COVID-19 pandemic that hit the 

world in 2020, the Trump administration spread 

accusations and innuendos that China had created the 
virus in a lab in Wuhan.



A common counter-objection
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Sure, falsehood 

and disinformation 

have been around 

for ages…

…but once upon a time 

they used to be much 

LESS FREQUENT and 

definitely LESS 

INFLUENTIAL!



• In the Middle Ages, fake documents were extremely

frequent: the Donation of Constantine (more on that in the 

next slide) was the norm, not the exception

• Forgeries were easy to produce and very hard to debunk, in 

a world were a significant proportion of people could not 

even read or write (illiteracy in 1820 was at 88% worldwide)

Old FNs were no less frequent
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next slide) was the norm, not the exception

• Forgeries were easy to produce and very hard to debunk, in 

a world were a significant proportion of people could not 

even read or write (illiteracy in 1820 was at 88% worldwide)

• In a pre-digital environment, with extremely limited mobility,

no photographic data, and no news services, 

impersonations of notable characters were also fairly 

common. Some people even got resuscitated thanks to this 

practice, simply because the news of their death had not yet 

circulated widely enough: among others, Henry V of Germany, 

Alfonso I of Aragon, and the maid of Orleans, Joan of Arc

• Btw, now we are busy blaming the Internet as the source of all 

our worries, yet we fail to appreciate how much it improves 

our ability to detect and debunk false claims

Old FNs were no less frequent
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Definition (Cambridge): false stories that 

appear to be news, spread on the internet or 

using other media, usually created to 

influence political views or as a joke

Old FNs were no less damaging
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Definition (Cambridge): false stories that 

appear to be news, spread on the internet or

using other media, usually created to 

influence political views or as a joke

Well before the Internet, plenty of relevant 

examples throughout human history:

• the Donation of Constantine, 4th century

• the letter of Prester John, 1165

• the island of California, 1510-1747

• the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, 1903

• and many more…

Old FNs were no less damaging
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Enough with the good old days!
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• NO evidence that humans were 

better arguers or more competent 

reasoners in times past

• FNs were already 

abundant and influential

well before the Internet

got invented
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Unprecedented ACCESS

• to DATA

• to PEOPLE

• to PRODUCTS & SERVICES 

+ PRODUCTION & DISTRIBUTION

DISINTERMEDIATION
Now traditional gate keepers of information 

(authors, journalists, authorities) have a much 

more marginal role in the information ecology, 

since any schmuck with a device and an Internet 

connection is a potential information hub



With great power…
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• These new possibilities should imply increased 

personal responsibility, as per Spidey motto: 

“with great power comes great responsibility”

• Alas, users do not feel particularly responsible 

for the contents they share, while most platforms 

encourage a carefree attitude; plus, little is done 

to give them the tools needed to exercise 

epistemic responsibility (more on this later)



Epistemic delusion of online information
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Epistemic delusion of online information

• On the one hand, the intermediation of experts seems no 

longer needed online, since we can “look up stuff” on our own

• Everything online IS mediated by several 

agencies, we often lack ways of tracking 

them or don’t even bother trying

• However…

• Unprecedented access + growing 

specialization = impossibility of 

expertise, more need to rely on experts

• On a growing set of key issues, we lack the skills needed to 

make up our mind in an epistemically responsible way
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What changes and what doesn’t

Core 
knowledge

Deep ignorance

How it used to be…

Core 
knowledge

Deep ignorance

…how it is now.

Problem: easy to mistake shallow acquaintance for core knowledge!



What HAS changed dramatically
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• The information ecology has changed much more and more rapidly

than we have – fake news as a misalignment issue



• Diego Marconi (2019), «Fake news, the crisis of 

deference, and epistemic deocracy»

• Epistemic democracy [is] the belief that every 

opinion is not just as legitimate as any other, but 

as authoritative as any other. Freedom of the 

expression of opinions is a constitutive principle 

of liberal democracy. However, it does not carry 

with it the corollary that all opinions are equally 

valuable. Freedom of expression is compatible 

with the notion that there are socially grounded 

entitlements that make some opinions more 

authoritative than others, depending on subject 

matter. (…) In a liberal-democratic society, such 

epistemic entitlements are not based on birth, or 

wealth, or political allegiance: they are based on 

socially established educational processes and 

the judgment of socially acknowledged 

communities of experts.

Marconi on epistemic democracy



• Scapegoat mentality: regarding 

experts as flawed or biased and 

favoring simplistic explanations that 

place the blame on someone else

appeals to our need to avoid taking 

responsibility for our predicament – “if it 

is their fault, then it’s not mine!”

Epistemic democracy: wrong but appealing



• Scapegoat mentality: regarding 

experts as flawed or biased and 

favoring simplistic explanations that 

place the blame on someone else

appeals to our need to avoid taking 

responsibility for our predicament – “if it 

is their fault, then it’s not mine!”

• Rhetoric of empowerment: by 

levelling the playfield, epistemic 

democracy opens up the possibility of 

engaging as peers any interlocutor, 

regardless of their credentials and 

competence – which is what we 

observe every day in public discourse

Epistemic democracy: wrong but appealing



Truth? It’s complicated!
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• Establishing even a simple and partial truth is hard work

• The wrong attitude: oversimplifying truth

• Unfortunately, a capital mistake in recent laws “against fake news”



Fake news today:
our mistakes are someone else’s weapons



A “friendly” chat on Facebook
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A “friendly” chat on Facebook
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SEMPRONIO

ANONIMO 1

ANONIMO 2

ANONIMO 3

• The original post uses irony to criticize the 

then current Italian Minister of European Affair 

based on an inconsistency between his official 

position on the soundness of Italian 

economy and his substantial investments in 

other countries, as documented by his tax 

declaration

• Additional elements:

• Snapshot of his tax declaration

• Link to an article on “Il Corriere della Sera”



A “friendly” chat on Facebook
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• A commentator who disagrees

with the original post, Angry 

Jim, challenges the reliability of 

“Il Corriere della Sera” by 

posting the alleged debunking of 

another news item (only partially 

related) on the same politician 

by CdS
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ANGRY JIM

SARCASTIC JOE

ANGRY JIM
• A commentator who disagrees

with the original post, Angry 

Jim, challenges the reliability of 

“Il Corriere della Sera” by 

posting the alleged debunking of 

another news item (only partially 

related) on the same politician 

by CdS

• Then another commentator, 

Sarcastic Joe, sarcastically 

challenges the credibility of the 

debunking site itself, 

LaVerità.Info, making fun of 

Angry Jim for believing in it (“you 

people are clowns!”)



A “friendly” chat on Facebook
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• Angry Jim reacts by lashing out 

at Sarcastic Joe’s alleged

political party, who lost the last 

elections, and accusing them of 

having governed poorly

• Sarcastic Joe keeps provoking

Tizio using heavy-handed 

sarcasm: “don’t worry fool, next 

time you’ll ask for a mortgage 

maybe you’ll understand. Goat!”
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Angry Jim Sarcastic Joe

Angry Jim Sarcastic Joe

Sarcastic Joe

• Angry Jim reacts by lashing out 

at Sarcastic Joe’s alleged

political party, who lost the last 

elections, and accusing them of 

having governed poorly

• Sarcastic Joe keeps provoking

Tizio using heavy-handed 

sarcasm: “don’t worry fool, next 

time you’ll ask for a mortgage 

maybe you’ll understand. Goat!”

• Angry Jim replies with a vulgar

allusion to the views of the 

current Secretary of Caio’s

alleged political party (“le cazzate

di Martina”)



A “friendly” chat on Facebook
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• Angry Jim further reacts with ironic 

vulgarity (“ad cazzum”) and providing a 

source that should debunk the 

correlation between spread and mortgage 

rates somehow invoked by Caio – but the 

article does NOT prove the point, and 

nobody notices!
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Angry Jim Sarcastic Joe

Sarcastic Joe

Angry Jim Sarcastic Joe

• Angry Jim further reacts with ironic 

vulgarity (“ad cazzum”) and providing a 

source that should debunk the 

correlation between spread and mortgage 

rates somehow invoked by Caio – but the 

article does NOT prove the point, and 

nobody notices!

• Sarcastic Joe keeps taunting Tizio and 

treating him as a prototypical member of a 

larger group of alleged moroons

• Angry Jim, for the gran finale, throws into 

the mixture the 2015 Banca dell’Etruria

scandal, which involved a prominent 

member of Caio’s alleged political party 

and has nothing to do with anything else



Some general remarks on this chat
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• No thematic connection to the original post and no interaction with its 

author: the rude dinner guests’ metaphor

• Thematic inconsistency within the debate: no point is critically 

examined, many topics feel like items in a standardized arsenal
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• No thematic connection to the original post and no interaction with its 

author: the rude dinner guests’ metaphor

• Thematic inconsistency within the debate: no point is critically 

examined, many topics feel like items in a standardized arsenal

• Escalation of hostility and aggression

• Framing the counterpart in a bigger narrative / larger group, without 

proof

• Sources are often quoted but rarely read and never discussed in 

details: weapons of aggression, rather than tools for knowledge

• Different views, same (awful) debating quality

This kind of debates are naturally conducive of fake news, whether they 

are based on them or not to begin with

Some general remarks on this chat
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Starbird: IRA in #BlackLivesMatter

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020



Starbird: IRA in #BlackLivesMatter
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“The people who seek to manipulate us (…) are not merely yelling at us 
from the “other side” of these political divides, but are increasingly trying 

to cultivate and shape us from within our own communities.”



Friendly fire: Di Batista “cazzaro!”
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MIO AMICO

SCONOSCIUTO

This morning my son Andrea asks me “daddy, how come 

you are making your cultural background and skills available 

here in Guatemala and not in Italy?”

I answer him with the first sentiment I felt in that moment, 

that is, humility: “You see Andrea, in Italy I left a part of me. 

A part made for one half of resourcefulness and for the other 

half of honesty. This part of me has a name, and it is called 

Luigi Di Majo.

My wife Sahra, who unbeknownst to me had listened to 

everything, enters the room and tells me “Alessandro, you 

may have bragged and told our son that you were 

instrumental to the success of the Five Stars Movement. But 

you didn’t fall prey of an egotistic attitude, and for that I 

thank you, because you have just taught our son the 

concept of humility”.

This is our family. This is our way of life. This is the Italy that 

we want.

#governmentofchange



Friendly fire: Di Batista “cazzaro!”
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MIO AMICO

SCONOSCIUTO

17859 reactions

24083 comments

5737 shares

Many take it SERIOUSLY –

including my friend!



Friendly fire: Di Batista “cazzaro!”
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MIO AMICO

Tizio Casuale e altri 14

My goodness what a jackass. 

The baby cannot even stand 

and he is forming complete 

sentences. Jackass!

⚫ My friend not only commented the 

post, but also re-posted it on his wall 

– and thus I saw it on my wall

⚫ At first I fully share his disparaging 

comment…
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MIO AMICO

Tizio Casuale e altri 14

⚫ My friend not only commented the 

post, but also re-posted it on his wall 

– and thus I saw it on my wall

⚫ At first I fully share his disparaging 

comment…

⚫ … until I discovered (thanks to my 

wife) that it is a satirical account (Di 

Batista vs. Di Battista)

⚫ My friend discovers it too: doesn’t 

delete the post but admits the error

⚫ “(correction… apparently it’s a 

satirical page, thanks for the laugh 

then, I needed it)”



Friendly fire: Di Batista “cazzaro!”

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020

MIO AMICO

Tizio Casuale e altri 14

⚫ In the comments to the post, he 

makes an interesting remark:

⚫ “I rectified my post…disappointment 

or not, it is not correct and it is not 

right 1) to distribute bad information 

(social media doesn’t help in that, as 

a matter of fact) 2) to avoid admitting 

a mistake (like my share). This said, 

unfortunately my view of them 

doesn’t change: they are hypocritical, 

ignorant, incompetent and conceited. 

And unfortunately, by re-posting this 

thing, I wasn’t much better than 

them, this bothers me a bit, yes.”



FB parodies: frequent & bipartisan
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Alessandro Di Batista

Luigi Di Majo

Verginia Raggi

Gluseppe Conte

Matteo Renzi che fa cose

Matteo Salvini fa cose

Silvio Berlusconi - Thug Life

…etcetera etcetera



Problems with friendly fire
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RISKS

⚫ More credible because coming from friendly / 

trustworthy sources

⚫ More credible because congenial

COSTS

⚫ Even when the «truth» is re-established, the 

parody works on in-group / out-group 

mechanisms → increased polarization

⚫ It creates additional noise – especially when the 

boundaries of parody are unclear / fuzzy



Friendly fire as a manipulation tool
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Friendly fire as a manipulation tool
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Professional trolls are good at their job. (…) The professionals know you 

catch more flies with honey. They don’t go to social media looking for a fight; 

they go looking for new best friends. (…) Disinformation operations aren’t 

typically fake news or outright lies. Disinformation is most often simply spin. 

Spin is hard to spot and easy to believe, especially if you are already 

inclined to do so. (…) Professional disinformation isn’t spread by the 

account you disagree with — quite the opposite. Effective disinformation is 

embedded in an account you agree with. The professionals don’t push you 

away, they pull you toward them.



Friendly fire as a manipulation tool
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⚫ Manipulation is often framed non-aggressively

⚫ E.g., China and Russia orchestrated massive 

information campaigns to use their international 

aids for COVID as an opportunity to improve their 

image and fuel skepticism / resentment towards 

local administrations and international competitors, 

i.e. the US and the EU



Argumentation & FNs: so what?



First, let’s avoid some pitfalls
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First, let’s avoid some pitfalls
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The OPEN DIALOGUE illusion

The QUALITY illusion

The QUANTITY illusion



• False start n. 1: good reasoners argue 

differently from bad reasoners, therefore we 

can leverage differences in argument 

structure for fake news detection

The quality illusion
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• False start n. 1: good reasoners argue 

differently from bad reasoners, therefore we 

can leverage differences in argument 

structure for fake news detection

• Really? Compare:

• According to the website 
www.safeyourkidsfrombigpharma.com, 
vaccines are very dangerous!

• According to The Lancet, vaccines are 
essential to public health!

• Structurally identical

The quality illusion
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• False start n. 1: good reasoners argue 

differently from bad reasoners, therefore we 

can leverage differences in argument 

structure for fake news detection

• Really? Compare:

• According to the website 
www.safeyourkidsfrombigpharma.com, 
vaccines are very dangerous!

• According to The Lancet, vaccines are 
essential to public health!

• Structurally identical

• Big difference: the kind of source considered 

relevant, which is not about argumentation

The quality illusion
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• False start n. 2: good reasoners argue more

than bad reasoners, then argument counting 

can support better fake news detection

The quantity illusion

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020



• False start n. 2: good reasoners argue more

than bad reasoners, then argument counting 

can support better fake news detection

• Really? FNs supporters can be as 

argumentative as their opponents, and in fact 

empirical evidence suggest the former argue 

online more than the latter

The quantity illusion
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• False start n. 2: good reasoners argue more

than bad reasoners, then argument counting 

can support better fake news detection

• Really? FNs supporters can be as 

argumentative as their opponents, and in fact 

empirical evidence suggest the former argue 

online more than the latter

• Will it work the other way around?

• NO, because:

• Easier things to count (comments, likes)

• Still highly imprecise metrics

• FNs supported by both credulous 
acceptance of uncredited sources and 
unreasonable skepticism of authorities

The quantity illusion
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• False start n. 3: fake news thrive for lack of 

critical scrutiny, thus we need to make people 

with opposing views talk to each other on 

controversial topics, so that argumentation can 

lead to a reasonable resolution

The open dialogue illusion
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• False start n. 3: fake news thrive for lack of 

critical scrutiny, thus we need to make people 

with opposing views talk to each other on 

controversial topics, so that argumentation can 

lead to a reasonable resolution

• Not only it does not work, it actually backfires

quite spectacularly! Cf. Quattrociocchi et al. on 

polarization and the downside of fact-checking

• Two main problems:

• People do not willingly self-expose 
themselves to conflicting views

• When presented with contrary evidence or 
debunking narratives, this increases 
polarization, instead of reducing it

The open dialogue illusion
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• Empirical evidence: see Zollo et al., 2015

Interlude: angry people love FNs
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• Empirical evidence: see Zollo et al., 2015

• Explain why fake news are so attractive for certain people (e.g., the 

downtrodden) and in certain times (e.g., economical crisis, pandemic)

• FNs basic narrative offers:

• a scapegoat (Big Pharma, corrupted politicians, the Elders of Zion, 
etc.)

• an easy fix (do not vaccinate your kids, vote some random New 
Person, don’t trust the Jews, forget about COVID, etc.)

• freedom from blame (on the contrary, people as free-thinking heroes)

Interlude: angry people love FNs
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Is argumentation doomed to fail with FNs?



• First impression: very little argumentation

in the traditional sense

• However, to deal with this fake news we 

had to practice several SKILLS that are 

crucial for being a good arguer

• Abstract description:

• attention

• analysis

• inference

• comparison

• evaluation... and more!

Creativity is key for ATs success with FNs
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A more concrete list:

• Asking questions

• Checking and comparing sources

• Reflecting on the technology and 

learning how to use it

• Keeping an open mind on data and 

practicing multiple epistemic attitudes

• Deciding whether and how to share 

your findings / views

• Contributing to online information

Creativity is key for ATs success with FNs
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• Reasonable doubt: “Fine, but that’s mostly about education – how 

does it translate to developing better argument technologies?”

How to convert that into ATs?
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• Reasonable doubt: “Fine, but that’s mostly about education – how 

does it translate to developing better argument technologies?”

• Two cardinal principles:

• Polarization is the enemy!

• Nobody really cares about structure!

How to convert that into ATs?
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ATs and the drama of structure
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An argumentation scholar reacting to
the claim “Nobody cares

about structure!”



• Argumentation is ALL about structure: 

e.g., a network of claims in an abstract 

argumentation framework, or the 

premise-conclusion relationship in 

structured argumentation approaches

ATs and the drama of structure

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020

An argumentation scholar reacting to
the claim “Nobody cares

about structure!”



• Argumentation is ALL about structure: 

e.g., a network of claims in an abstract 

argumentation framework, or the 

premise-conclusion relationship in 

structured argumentation approaches

• Don’t forsake structure, but remember 

that end users of argument technologies 

have no particular interest in argument 

structures, and that making them aware 

of such structures will most likely turn 

them away from that technology!

ATs and the drama of structure

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020

An argumentation scholar reacting to
the claim “Nobody cares

about structure!”



• Argumentation is ALL about structure: 

e.g., a network of claims in an abstract 

argumentation framework, or the 

premise-conclusion relationship in 

structured argumentation approaches

• Don’t forsake structure, but remember 

that end users of argument technologies 

have no particular interest in argument 

structures, and that making them aware 

of such structures will most likely turn 

them away from that technology!

• So: keep your structure in your pants!

• Use it to make your app, tool, or widget 

work, but don’t assume you need to 

make it explicit for your users: you don’t, 

and often you shouldn’t either!

ATs and the drama of structure
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An argumentation scholar reacting to
the claim “Nobody cares

about structure!”



ATs as habit formation
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Your task: to encourage 

virtuous argumentative 

habits in users, while 

discouraging negative ones

Hint: take a concrete problem

and find a practical solution

Now, three good examples



Problem: acknowledging ignorance
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Problem 1

How do we make people 

aware of their epistemic 

deficits without immediately 

putting them in a defensive 

position?

In other words, how do we 

even begin a discussion on 

the limits of our knowledge

without feeding into 

polarization?



Thirteen questions on the world

To take the test online, go to factfulnessquiz.com



Question Answer

1 C

2 B

3 C

4 C

5 C

6 B

7 C

8 A

9 C

10 A

11 C

12 C

13 A

Thirteen questions on the world



2017: about 12000 people 

tested in 14 countries

Average: 2 points (except 13)
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2017: about 12000 people 

tested in 14 countries

Average: 2 points (except 13)

Question Answer

1 C

2 B

3 C

4 C

5 C

6 B

7 C

8 A

9 C

10 A

11 C

12 C

13 A

Thirteen questions on the world



The argumentative value of the test

The test is designed to show you that the world is 
better than what you believe it to be



The argumentative value of the test

The test is designed to show you that the world is 
better than what you believe it to be

This is clever, because the negative emotion 
triggered by being proved wrong is compensated by 

the positive emotion associated with the good 
news vibe of the test



The argumentative value of the test

The test is designed to show you that the world is 
better than what you believe it to be

Hence the whole experience is more likely to induce 
users to listen with an open-mind, instead of 

immediately getting defensive

This is clever, because the negative emotion 
triggered by being proved wrong is compensated by 

the positive emotion associated with the good 
news vibe of the test



A Swedish sword-swallowing physician



Optimism on the Anthropocene?



Or an appeal to fact-based debate?

FACTFULNESS: The stress-reducing habit of only carrying 

opinions for which you have strong supporting facts



Bad things decreasing



Good things increasing



Good things increasing



Good things increasing



Data visualization: Gapminder
• Gapminder and its software for dynamic visualization of world data, 

Trendalyzer: https://www.gapminder.org/tools/#$chart-type=bubbles

https://www.gapminder.org/tools/#$chart-type=bubbles


Diagnosis: dramatic instincts



Prognosis: factfulness in action

Factfulness



Problem: getting users’ hands dirty
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Problem 2

How do we familiarize users 

with the strategies and tricks 

behind disinformation, 

without either boring them to 

death with a patronizing 

attitude, or reinforcing their 

impression that the world is an 

awful place and the Internet a 

cesspool of corruption?



https://www.getbadnews.com/

An online game to learn how to be an effective disinformation agent
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Embracing fake news

https://www.getbadnews.com/


Bad News: a walk on the wild side
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Bad News: a walk on the wild side

Paglieri: Argument technologies and online disinformation | SSA 2020

Badges of dishonor



Bad News: a walk on the wild side
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Badges of dishonor



• INOCULATION THEORY: people are able to build up a resistance against 

disinformation by being presented with a weakened version of a misleading 

argument before being exposed to the “real thing” – like a vaccine

• Best way to learn to recognize disinformation is to create it yourself. Users

take on the role of fake news-mongers, to gain insight into the tactics and 

methods used by ‘real’ disinformants: this in turn builds up resistance

How does it work?
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• Roozenbeek & van der Linden, 2019: users (N > 14K!) ability to detect fake

news improved significantly after playing the game, without making them 

more skeptical towards real news too

By the way, it does work!
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Real news Fake news



• Roozenbeek & van der Linden, 2019: users (N > 14K!) ability to detect fake

news improved significantly after playing the game, without making them 

more skeptical towards real news too

• Moreover, the largest effects were on users who were most vulnerable to 

fake news on the pre-test – it works best for those who need it!

By the way, it does work!
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Real news Fake news



Problem: visualization without polarization
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Problem 3

How do we exploit all the 

structural information we 

collect doing argumentative 

analysis of complex debate, 

in ways that are relevant for 

users and do not promote 

further polarization?



OpMAP: argument cartographies
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OpMAP aims to facilitate sense-making for large-scale debates

• First, the debate is reconstructed, i.e. its arguments are 

analyzed and formalized, using Argdown (https://argdown.org/) 

for argument mapping

• Second, the logical analysis is used to construct a structured 

survey, which serves to elicit users’ complex opinions on the 

debate’s topic

• Third, the collected opinion data is translated into an opinion 

graph: the nodes of this graph are the opinions held by the 

participants of the survey, and the weighted edges specify how 

closely related these opinions are (using degree of mutual 

coherence to calculate it)

• Then, the resulting weighted graph is analyzed by applying 

clustering and filtering methods

• The initial map of the debate is then constructed

• Finally, OpMAP allows for dynamic updates of the map

OpMAP pipeline
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• OpMAP promotes a shift from argument as 

war to argument as exploration

• Users as neutral visitors to see the many 

different features of the land (i.e., various 

facets of the problem), instead of framing 

users as partisans within a fight

How would OpMAP improve debate?
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Concluding remarks
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Who’s afraid of fake news?

NOT an enemy

to defat

NOT a cancer

to eradicate

NOT a criminal

to banish
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Who’s afraid of fake news?

NOT an enemy

to defat

NOT a cancer

to eradicate

NOT a criminal

to banish

RECYCLE!
Peter Burger, UL: “Thanks to our fact-
check, many of these news items were 
corrected, because they proved to be 

untrue. And by collaborating with 
Google, we ensure these fact-checks end 

up at the top of the search results, so 
above the incorrect reports.”



• The examples of virtuous argument technologies we discussed are all 

rather non-standard

• With the exception of OpMAP, which is based on some good-old 

fashioned argument analysis, many of them would not even be 

considered as argument technologies by most
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Is this even about ATs?



• I don’t care much about what is “kosher” in argument 

technologies, and I invite you to care even less

• My broad definition of argument technologies: any 

technology that systematically improves the quality 

of human dialogue and reasoning
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• I don’t care much about what is “kosher” in argument 

technologies, and I invite you to care even less

• My broad definition of argument technologies: any 

technology that systematically improves the quality 

of human dialogue and reasoning

• Whether you accept such definition or not, you still need 

to be creative and think outside the box, especially 

when engaged in developing applications

• There are real, important problems to be solved out 

there, and whatever you can do to help is vastly more 

relevant than tinkering with old, ineffective approaches

• Don’t do something simply because it has always been 

done that way, do it because you think it works!
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Go beyond the obvious!
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Take home messages

• Online disinformation is mostly a misalignment issue

• Getting it right is less relevant than learning how to do it

• Polarization as cause and effect of disinformation: vicious loop



• Text

Take home messages

• I repeat: keep your argumentative structure in your pants!

• First find a real problem, then start thinking about how to fix it 

• Online disinformation is mostly a misalignment issue

• Getting it right is less relevant than learning how to do it

• Polarization as cause and effect of disinformation: vicious loop

• Technology as a tool for habit formation

• Good tech to improve argumentation differ from regular ATs…



End titles
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