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Wstep

Internet stat sie jedng z podstawowych przestrzeni organizujgcych
wspobtczesne zycie spoteczne, ekonomiczne i polityczne. Nie jest on juz
wytgcznie narzedziem komunikaciji, lecz Srodowiskiem, w ktérym ksztattujg
sie relacje spoteczne, tozsamosci jednostek, mechanizmy wptywu oraz
nowe formy wtadzy. Z tego wzgledu Internet stanowi dzi§ przedmiot
rownoczesnego zainteresowania wielu dyscyplin naukowych. Jest to
przestrzen zarowno regulacji normatywnej, jak i obszar dynamicznych
procesoéw spotecznych, ktére wymykaja sie tradycyjnym kategoriom.

Rozwoj platform internetowych, mediow spotecznosciowych oraz systemow
opartych na sztucznej inteligencji doprowadzit do gtebokiej transformac;ji
sposobéw komunikowania sie, pozyskiwania informacji i uczestnictwa w
sferze publicznej. Algorytmizacja przekazu, personalizacja tresci oraz
ekonomia uwagi wptywajg na strukture debaty publicznej, sprzyjajac
zarowno nowym formom partycypacji, jak i zjawiskom dezinformaciji,
polaryzacji oraz manipulacji informacyjnej. W konsekwencji prawo staje
wobec wyzwania regulowania nie tylko infrastruktury Internetu, lecz takze
spotecznych skutkow jego funkcjonowania, w tym relacji wtadzy pomiedzy
panstwem, podmiotami prywatnymi i uzytkownikami sieci.

Niniejszy numer czasopisma dot.pl podejmuje probe interdyscyplinarnej
analizy Internetu jako przestrzeni spotecznie konstruowanej i prawnie
regulowanej. Zaprezentowane artykuty ukazujg, w jaki sposob technologie
cyfrowe wptywajg na procesy socjalizacji, formowanie opinii publicznej oraz
redefinicje granic prywatnosci i autonomii jednostki. Szczegdlne miejsce
zajmujg rozwazania dotyczgce roli sztucznej inteligencji w komunikacji
internetowej, w tym jej znaczenia dla rozpowszechniania teorii spiskowych,
ksztattowania narracji  politycznych  oraz  utrwalania  asymetrii
informacyjnych.

Rownoczesnie autorzy podejmujg zagadnienia zwigzane z bezpieczenstwem
Internetu i jego wykorzystywaniem jako narzedzia oddziatywania
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politycznego oraz spotecznego. Analizy konfliktéw hybrydowych, ,sharp
power”, panstwowego nadzoru oraz cyfrowej dyplomacji wskazujg, ze
Internet stat sie istotnym polem rywalizacji panstw i aktorow
pozapanstwowych. Rodzi to pytania o legitymizacje wtadzy, zakres
dopuszczalnej kontroli oraz spoteczng akceptacje dla dziatan
podejmowanych w imie bezpieczenstwa.

Istothnym watkiem numeru sg rowniez regulacje prawne odnoszgce sie do
funkcjonowania Internetu, w tym normy z zakresu cyberbezpieczenstwa,
ochrony danych oraz tresci cyfrowych. Analiza dyrektywy NIS 2 oraz
zagadnien zwigzanych z ochrong wtasnosci intelektualnej w sieci ukazuje
napiecie pomiedzy potrzebg stabilnosci i ochrony porzadku prawnego a
dynamikag praktyk spotecznych uzytkownikéw Internetu. Prawo, aby
zachowac skuteczno$é, musi uwzglednia¢ spoteczne uwarunkowania
technologii, a jednoczesnie wyznaczaé¢ ramy odpowiedzialnego korzystania
z cyfrowej przestrzeni.

Zgromadzone w niniejszym numerze artykuty potwierdzajg, ze Internet jako
zjawisko spoteczno-prawne wymaga pogtebionej refleksiji
interdyscyplinarnej. Potgczenie wielu perspektyw pozwala nie tylko lepiej
zrozumie¢ mechanizmy funkcjonowania Swiata cyfrowego, lecz takze
formutowaC bardziej adekwatne i spotecznie osadzone rozwigzania
regulacyjne. W tym sensie niniejszy numer dot.pl stanowi istotny gtos w
debacie nad przysztoscig Internetu jako przestrzeni wolnosci, kontroli i
odpowiedzialnosci.

Prof. dr hab. Katarzyna Chatubinska-Jentkiewicz

Dr hab. Urszula Soler
Redaktorki Naczelne
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Abstract

This article aims to propose an explanatory metaphor to
describe the relationship of the Sociology of
Communication with other branches of sociology, with
society as awhole, and with the changes affecting both its
objects of study and its core concepts - from the early
mass societies, through the Internet age, and into the
current era of Artificial Intelligence: the Sociological Cell.

At the center of this cell lie the fundamental and shared
theories, methods, and objectives of the discipline; within
the cytoplasm takes place the interaction among different
sociological areas; and the various membranes ensure a
semi-permeable exchange, both internal and external,
safeguarding at once the identity of the discipline and its
interdisciplinary vocation.
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The article also outlines the challenges and topics the discipline has faced -
and will have to face -as it evolves within an interconnected society shaped
by a new triad: nature, culture, and the artificial.

Keywords: Sociology of Communication, Artificial Intelligence (Al),
Connected and Online Society, Surveillance Capitalism, Digital
Proletarianization

Introduction: The Sociology Cell

There have been numerous occasions where | have been called upon to introduce my
academic field: the Sociology of Communication.

The proposed model is based on an organicistic vision which, however, does not seek to
revive the positivist or functionalist theories of the discipline’s early stages. Rather, it
adopts the metaphor of a cell -the Sociology Cell -as a heuristic device, characterized
by internal balances and exchanges with the external environment.

At its core - the nucleus, which in biology contains the genetic material and thus the
identity and transmissive capacity of the cell -are located the fundamental components
of the discipline: core theories, methods of inquiry, and shared objectives such as the
understanding of social phenomena and the analysis of structures and relational
dynamics.

The cytoplasm, the intracellular fluid where vital reactions occur and where organelles
operate -specialized structures responsible for energy production or protein synthesis -
symbolizes, in this metaphor, the context of interaction among the various branches of
sociology. Here, the circulation and mutual fertilization of ideas take place through a form
of theoretical and conceptual osmosis, ensuring dialogic density and an interdisciplinary
orientation’.

The internal membranes of the cell, which in biological systems compartmentalize
specific functions (such as in mitochondria or the endoplasmic reticulum), correspond

to the various subfields of sociology, which remain in communication with one another -

LE. Morin, Introduction a la pensée complexe, ESF Editeur, Paris 1990.
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listed here without claiming exhaustiveness: general sociology; sociology of cultural and
communicative processes; legal and deviance sociology; family, religion, gender,
territorial, political, educational, migration, and social change sociology.

The outer membrane of the cell, which in biology preserves the integrity and cohesion of
the system while being semipermeable, parallels sociology’s capacity to remain open to
external contributions -from other social sciences, cognitive sciences, and philosophy,
to public and political communication -while also engaging with society at large through
the perspective of sociologists who are both immersed in their time and equipped with
theoretical and methodological tools.

Within this framework, the need for a dialogical relationship with public and institutional
communication becomes evident?, as does the importance of a critical reflection on
digital transformation3.

In biology, homeostasis refers to the way a cell maintains internal balance by regulating
conditions through controlled exchanges -like the turgor pressure in plant tissues. There
is, in fact, an internal “pressure and density” within the various areas of sociology, which
may lead them to seek recognition, or conversely, to lose it -merging into related fields or
absorbing them.

Adaptation, by contrast, allows for innovative responses to change: it is essential for
survival and for the transmission of evolutionary advantages.

Sociology shows its vitality in a similar way: by adjusting its interpretive models in
response to shifts in culture, technology, and global dynamics -from the rise of digital

systems to the emergence of complex, systemic challenges.

Topics in the Sociology of Communication

The sociology of communication, which investigates diverse audiences and media usage
in connection with broader social and cultural developments -in other words, in a state
of interdependence - embodies the very mechanism of correspondence between the

evolution of society, the ‘Sociology Cell, and its internal components.

2 A. Lovari, G. Ducci, Comunicazione pubblica. Istituzioni, pratiche, piattaforme, Mondadori Universita,
Milano 2022.

3 N. Strizzolo et al.,, La comunicazione eclettica. Le dimensioni comunicative nella web society,
FrancoAngeli, Milano 2020.
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At least three major transformative phases can be identified:

1. The emergence of mass society, shaped by the early mass media and oriented
toward consumption. The rise of modern media is closely tied to industrialization,
national-popular culture, and the formation of a large audience, conceived as
passive and homogeneous.

2. The spread of media -initially analog and later digital -has led to the development
of an interconnected society. Within social media environments, we have
witnessed an accelerated shift from ‘community’ to online ‘society.”

3. The blurring of the boundary between producer and consumer, together with the
process of datafication, has ushered in the age of surveillance capitalism, marked

by a condition of algorithmic proletarianization.

In the first phase, we withess the rise of industrialization, which drove the migration from
rural areas to metropolitan centers, the spread of rational bureaucracy to manage them?,
the disenchantment of the world®, and eventually, its globalization’.

Early media, supported not only by advances in electronics but also by the creation of
global communication channels - under the seas and above the skies® - effectively
eliminated distance and gave rise to a new kind of village on a global scale®. In doing so,
they first neutralized the very sense of spatiality’®, and later that of ‘places’ -temples and
theatres of consumption, entertainment, and transience™.

In the second phase, an accelerated movement toward various forms of convergence

unfolds: digital technology increasingly integrates different cultural domains and

4Ibidem.

5 M. Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, University of California Press, Berkeley 1978.
5 M. Weber, La scienza come professione. Il lavoro intellettuale come professione, Einaudi, Torino 1966.

7 A. Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity, Stanford University Press, Stanford 1990.

8 A. Mattelart, L'invenzione della comunicazione, Il Saggiatore, Milano 1998.

®M. McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, University of Toronto Press, Toronto 1962.

10 ), Meyrowitz, No Sense of Place: The Impact of Electronic Media on Social Behavior, Oxford University Press, New
York 1985.

M. Augé, Non-lieux. Introduction a une anthropologie de la surmodernité, Seuil, Paris 1992; J. Urry, Mobilities, Polity
Press, Cambridge 2007.
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eventually connects diverse social moments, giving rise to a platform society or social
society'.

All of this occurs against the backdrop of a disintermediated system of media production
and consumption, which has expanded the volume of information to the point of turning
itinto disinformation -an ecosystem now increasingly shaped by artificial actors as well'®.
Specifically, by social society | refer to a society that self-represents through media and
networked systems that have enveloped the entire globe and permeated all spheres of
life -no moment or activity remains untouched™.

Within the neoliberal framework, where the consumer becomes both product and
producer, a spiral of self-representation and self-consumption takes shape: those who
have nothing else to offer - unlike the most followed celebrities, who are famous for
achievements in sports, entertainment, or politics - offer increasingly vast and intense
portions of themselves, hoping to monetize potential likes, effectively merging the
performed persona with their entire lived existence’.

This dynamic gives rise to a new form of proletarianization -what | define as ‘algorithmic
proletarianization’ - in which individuals from all walks of life, including parents who
publicly expose their children with severe disabilities or people in conditions of extreme
marginality, stage themselves and their families alongside improbable videos of
performative acts or commentary - often lacking both expertise and coherence - on
current events or content from the mainstream and subcultural media industries. Under
surveillance capitalism, individuals “consume” themselves on social media even without
producing content: the data generated by their activities -including passive browsing -are

harvested by algorithms to fuel the surveillance economy’®.

12), Van Dijck et al., The Platform Society: Public Values in a Connective World, Oxford University Press, Oxford 2018;
N. Strizzolo et al., La comunicazione eclettica. Le dimensioni comunicative nella web society, FrancoAngeli, Milano
2020.

3N. Strizzolo et al., The Information Overload of Global Information Systems: More Information, Less Certainty; More
Disinformation, Less Society, in K. Chatubifska-Jentkiewicz, U. Soler (Ed.), Legal, Sociological and Political Aspects
of Disinformation — Based on the Example of the Coronavirus Pandemic, Adam Marszatek Publishing House, Torun
2023, pp. 134-143.

14 N. Strizzolo et al., C. Melchior, La comunicazione eclettica. Le dimensioni comunicative nella web society,
FrancoAngeli, Milano 2020.

5 A, Elliott, Identity Troubles: An Introduction, Routledge, London-New York 2013.

16, Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism: The Fight for a Human Future at the New Frontier of Power,
PublicAffairs, New York 2019.

9|Strona



OC

All of this occurs within increasingly artificial environments, such as the metaverse,
where digital horizons reshape the very coordinates of reality.

Disintermediation has fostered a horizontal culture and a non-hierarchical system of
knowledge organization, known as folksonomy’’. However, the overabundance of
information thus generated produces entropy rather than clarity.’® A phenomenon that
feeds into disinformation and post-truth: fake news proliferates, and cognitive stress
caused by information overload -along with the constant need to assess the veracity of
content -prevents clear identification of reliable sources’.

A pervasive distrust emerges, fueled both by continuous transparency regarding scandals
across various domains -not only media-related -and by the parallel spread of conspiracy
theories. This widespread suspicion further erodes social capital®®, culminating in a
scenario of isolated individuals, in a state of permanent vigilance, as if under siege -
surrounded by threats, dangers, and fears - closely resembling the “minimal self”
described by Lasch?'.

These are artificial - not merely virtual - situations, in which physical environments
themselves are no longer designed on a human scale, but are instead shaped to optimize
technological functioning?.

In this new world, Al emerges as a parasocial actor, capable of managing communication
flows that human operators cannot handle; it generates both authentic and false content;
and itinfluences institutional, social, and political communication processes.

This scenario potentially ushers in a new crisis of democratic communication,

manifested through:

7T. Vander Wal, Folksonomy Coinage and Definition, 2007. https://vanderwal.net/folksonomy.html

8N, Strizzolo et al., The Information Overload of Global Information Systems: More Information, Less Certainty; More
Disinformation, Less Society, in K. Chatubifska-Jentkiewicz, U. Soler (Ed.), Legal, Sociological and Political Aspects
of Disinformation — Based on the Example of the Coronavirus Pandemic, Adam Marszatek Publishing House, Torun
2023, pp. 134-143.

® lbidem.

20R. D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon & Schuster, New York 2000.
21 C. Lasch, The Minimal Self: Psychic Survival in Troubled Times, Norton, New York 1984.

22|, Floridi, Etica dell'intelligenza artificiale. Sviluppi, opportunita, sfide, a cura di M. Durante, Raffaello Cortina
Editore, Milano 2022.
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- manipulation carried out by bots, algorithms, and machine learning systems,
leading to the loss of control by individuals and institutions over communicative
flows;

- concerns about transparency, at risk both in how algorithms operate and in the
content they produce;

- renewed issues of trust - this time, in relation to the actions and outputs of Al

systems.

Finally, as human agency becomes diminished or marginalized -given the vast range of
tasks now performed by machines, the density of information, and the velocity of socially
induced change - communication appears to have taken center stage as a media
performance detached from any grounding in factual truth.
A dystopian realization of the concept of media-world®: digital and Internet-based media
now create an environment with increasingly blurred boundaries between physical and
virtual reality. Media have become integral to the human experience, shaping perception,
social relationships, and cultural processes. Today, this includes Al.
We are well beyond com-fusion** - the seamless fusion between participatory
relationships and online actions. Currently, cognitive and cultural interactions are
increasingly mediated by machines: Al systems, having exhausted the supply of human
data available on the web, are beginning to autonomously generate new content.
Even the traditional themes of sociology of communication - such as socialization,
manipulation, or identity -have been profoundly redefined by the rise of Internet-based
platforms and the expansion of online ecosystems, which have reshaped relational
dynamics, access to information, and modes of expression.
In this new scenario, numerous key research areas of the sociology of communication
come into play, including:

- Socialization, initially understood as the influence of audiovisual content on

processes of personality development?s;

2 G. Boccia Artieri, | media-mondo. Forme e linguaggi dell'esperienza contemporanea, Meltemi, Roma 2004.

24 N. Strizzolo, Com-fusion: Fusion between on-line and off-line through communicative interaction, in Conference
Tales of the Unexpected. Vision and Reality in Community Informatics, pp. 1-8, Monash Centre 2010.

% S, Martelli, Videosocializzazione: Processi educativi e nuovi media, FrancoAngeli, Milano 2001.
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- Technology and society, particularly the relationship between media
environments and social structures?;

- Influence and manipulation, through the study of persuasive strategies,
propaganda techniqgues, and rhetorical devices employed by the media?’;

- Digital inclusion, with specific attention to the digital divide as a form of exclusion
from access to resources, knowledge, and civic participation?;

- Equality and inequality, examined through the media's effectiveness in fostering
awareness and shaping social representations, drawing on theoretical models
such as framing and newsmaking?®;

- Interpersonal relationships, both among online users and between lived identities
and their digital self-representations®;

- Gender and sexuality, focusing on the media’s role in constructing roles,
stereotypes, and orientations®’;

- Sustainability and ethics, at the intersection of communication, environmental
awareness, and social responsibility®?;

- Sports and media, with emphasis on spectacularization, identity formation, and
new bodily languages®;

- Health, from the perspectives of public communication, prevention,

medicalization, and citizen participation3®;

% F, Colombo, Il potere socievole. Storia e critica dei social media, Bruno Mondadori, Milano 2013.

2 G. Gili, Il problema della manipolazione: peccato originale dei media?, FrancoAngeli, Milano 2001.

283, Bentivegna, Disuguaglianze digitali. Le nuove forme di esclusione nella societa dell'informazione, Laterza, Roma-
Bari 2009.

2 D. E. Kendall, Framing Class: Media Representations of Wealth and Poverty in America, Rowman & Littlefield,
Lanham 2005; V. Fielding, Media Inequality: News Framing and Media Power, Routledge, Abingdon 2025.

%0 G. Boccia Artieri et al., Fenomenologia dei social network. Presenza, relazioni e consumi mediali degli italiani
online, Guerini Scientifica, Milano 2017.

81 M. Farci et al., Media digitali, genere e sessualita, Mondadori Universita, Milano 2022.

82 F, Colombo, Ecologia dei media. Manifesto per una comunicazione gentile, Vita e Pensiero, Milano 2020.

% L. Bifulco et al., Sport e scienze sociali. Fenomeni sportivi tra consumi, media e processi globali, Rogas Edizioni,
Roma 2019.

34 E. Gola et al., Comunicare la salute. Metodi e buone pratiche per le amministrazioni pubbliche, Carocci, Roma
2018.
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- Politics, with particular attention to the construction of public discourse,

representation, and digital citizenship?.

Today, we find ourselves in a scenario where artificialintelligence is increasingly pervasive
- sometimes as an ambient constant, other times as a determining variable®¢. Al
contributes not only to everyday applications across all spheres of life, but also to a
redefinition of the very concept of the social body, which is how being constructed in

symbiosis with algorithmic systems®’ (Floridi, 2022).

This is particularly evident in the domain of health and embodiment, where human
corporeality is increasingly integrated with technological support®®, but it also extends to

Al's involvement in processes of cultural mediation and production®.

Artificial intelligence is no longer merely a technical tool but a cultural actor: it generates
content for the culture industry and, in some cases, contributes to the construction of
symbolic imaginaries - including spiritual ones*. This does not refer solely to
transhumanist debates, but also to the creation of symbolic elements that enter the
realm of the sacred, such as the automated generation of prayers, symbols, or even

homilies.

Conclusion: Returning to the Cell

Returning to the metaphor of the sociology cell, the sociology of communication today
performs the specific function of analyzing the communicative flows that traverse society,

in close connection with the sociology of cultural processes.

% M. Sorice, I media e la democrazia, Carocci, Roma 2014; A. Lovari, G. Ducci, Comunicazione pubblica. Istituzioni,
pratiche, piattaforme, Mondadori Universita, Milano 2022.

% K. Crawford, Atlas of Al: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial Intelligence, Yale University Press, New
Haven 2021.

7 L. Floridi, Etica dell'intelligenza artificiale. Sviluppi, opportunita, sfide, a cura di M. Durante, Raffaello Cortina
Editore, Milano 2022.

% World Health Organization, Ethics and Governance of Artificial Intelligence for Health: WHO Guidance, World
Health Organization, Geneva 2021. https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/341996

39 K. Crawford, Atlas of Al: Power, Politics, and the Planetary Costs of Artificial Intelligence, Yale University Press, New
Haven 2021; R. Schéfer, S. Biderman, C. Raffel, N. Shazeer, M. Welling, The Curse of Recursion: Training on Generated
Data Makes Models Forget, arXiv, 2024. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2305.17493

40 Al Research Group of the Centre for Digital Culture, Encountering Artificial Intelligence: Ethical and Anthropological
Investigations, “Journal of Moral Theology”, 1 (Theological Investigations of Al), pp-262, 2023.

13|Strona



OC

It represents a “complementary organ,” essential for understanding how communicative
content both influences and is influenced by culture. However, this relationship is now
evolving: from the traditional nature-culture binary to a triadic framework of nature-
culture-artificial.

In light of these transformations, the study of the connected and artificial society
becomes central. The very boundaries of the sociology of communication -as well as
those of other sociological domains - are being reconfigured to address new
epistemological challenges, renewed analytical demands, and emerging methodological

possibilities.
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Introduction

The expansion of human activity in the digital sphere is accelerating, with no signs
that its significance will diminish in the foreseeable future. Enthusiasts of Big Data argue
that this phenomenon marks a civilizational breakthrough, comparable to the invention
of the Internet, the steam engine, or the printing press’. We have progressed from storing
kilobytes on floppy disks, to megabytes on hard drives, terabytes on disk arrays, and now
petabytes in the cloud.? This trajectory continues toward even greater volumes of data —
zettabytes, yottabytes, and exabytes. Massive data archives are being created to meet the
growing demand for digital storage. Many events and interactions that once took place
solely in the physical world now occur in digital spaces. As innovative technologies
evolve, algorithms — due to the scale of analysis and the complexity of decision-making
— not only mediate digital interactions but increasingly shape or even determine the
decision-making process itself’. Equally striking is the transition from traditional social
research to large-scale data digital analytics. The scale and speed of this technological
shift are remarkable.

This article aims to provide a metatheoretical reconstruction of the ontological,
epistemological, and ethical assumptions of critical realism and to analyze their
applicability within the Big Data environment, in response to the question of how these
assumptions can be employed to investigate the complexity of digital social reality. The
research problem takes the following form: How can the ontological, epistemological,
and ethical assumptions of critical realism be applied to the analysis of data in Big Data
environments, considering their complex structure and related epistemic and normative
challenges?

The techniques currently used in social research are referred to as obsolete, which

is associated with some kind of crisis in empirical sociology*. Is this really how this

1R. Zulicki, Potencjat Big Data w badaniach spotecznych. ,Studia Socjologiczne”, 3(266)/2017, p. 175.

2 Ch. Anderson, The End of Theory: The Data Deluge Makes the Scientific Method Obsolete,
https://www.wired.com/2008/06/pb-theory/ accesed 31 october 2024.

3 B. D. Mittelstadt et al., The ethics of algorithms: Mapping the debate, ,,Big Data & Society” 3(2) (2016), p. 2,
DOI: 10.1177/2053951716679679.

4 M. Savage, R. Burrows, The coming crisis of empirical sociology, ,Sociology” 41(5)/2007, pp. 885-899,
DOI: 10.1177/0038038507080443.
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situation should be perceived? Definitely not, each type of research creates its own
challenges and is conducted in a specific scientific paradigm with the use of adequate
analytical techniques. It is true that the analysis of large data sets allows social
researchers to delve deeper into the phenomena being explored in a way that is
disproportionate to traditional research®. The view of reality changes due to the
complexity and changeability of its accompanying conditions. We are currently
withessing the fourth paradigm; the individual stages are characterized as follows:

1. Experimental science. Empiricism; describing natural phenomena (pre-

Renaissance).
2. Theoretical science. Modelling and generalization (pre-computers).
3. Computational science. Simulation of complex phenomena (pre-Big Data).

4. Exploratory science. Data-intensive; statistical exploration and data mining®.

Critical realism can also provide the foundation for proper research design, from
theoretical assumptions to the construction of the initial model, to the selection of data
inputted for analysis, and by how to analyze it and determine the meanings of the results

obtained.

The stratified depth of ontology

In critical realism, priority is given to ontology, which ranks above epistemology.
Ontology deals with the existence of beings and strong assumptions about their nature.
The form of a strongly rooted realistic ontology restores the proper place not only to being,
but also to its absence. The fact that we do not perceive a being at some point is not a
proof of its non-existence, but it may result from its absence conditioned by the external
context. Ontology as a theory of being emphasizes that all beings located in social,
cultural, natural, biological or psychological reality exist independently of our any -
complete or incomplete, fallible or true — awareness of them. The fact that they exist
forces the tacit assumption that they operate in a strictly defined manner (e.g. the law of

gravity, gravity, social inequalities, etc.).

5 K. Krzysztofek, Big Data Society. Technologie samozapisu i samopokazu, ,,Transformacje. Pismo
interdyscyplinarne”, 1-4(72-55)/2012, pp. 223-257.

6 R. Kitchin, Big Data, new epistemologies and paradigm shifts, ,,Big Data & Society” 1(1)/2014, p. 3-6,
DOI: 10.1177/2053951714528481

18|Strona



OC

The ontology of being has not been reduced to one dimension, but analyses its
coherent structure in depth. Each being should be analyzed in a deathly way, revealing
more and more precise characteristics located on its individual layers.

A stratified ontology contains three elements placed in relation to each other:
Domain of Empirical, domain of Actual and domain of Real ’. A visualization of this

concept is presented in Diagram 1.
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Diagram 1: Ontological in-depth structures of reality in critical realism
Source: Translated from M. Stochmal, Krytyczny realizm Roya Bhaskara - Basic Critical Realism,
“Uniwersyteckie Czasopismo Socjologiczne”, 31(1)/2023, p.12. https://doi.org/10.21697/ucs.2023.31.1.02

Roy Bhaskar proposed a stratified and differentiated model of reality that reveals
the structured complexity of the ontological realm. According to his theory, reality
consists of three analytically distinct but interrelated domains: the empirical, the actual,
and the real. These domains are emergent, meaning that each arises from the conditions
of the one beneath it while retaining a degree of relative autonomy. They are also
temporally displaced, which is particularly significant in the context of scientific inquiry,
as research is rarely conducted in real time but often retrospectively, based on empirical

traces of past events.

’R. Bhaskar, Enlightened Common Sense: The Philosophy of Critical Realism, In Introduction Mervyn Hartwig, Pub.
Routledge, Abingdon 2016, s. 6-7.
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Bhaskar highlighted what he termed the "emergent powers of emergence"—the
idea that new causal powers arise at higher levels of ontological complexity. The stratified
ontology he proposed does not merely reflect the natural order in a linear fashion; rather,
it captures the deep relationality and necessary co-existence of entities and mechanisms
across levels of reality. This ontological depth aligns with the complex, layered nature of
social and natural phenomena, making it a powerful framework for scientific explanation.

An important consideration, often overlooked in data-driven environments, is the
potential mismatch between the purposes for which users generate or provide data and
the purposes for which such data are subsequently collected, categorized, and analysed.
From a critical realist perspective, this discrepancy underscores the ontological
stratification of social reality: while users act within the empirical domain, expressing
intentions or needs, the systems that process their input operate on assumptions
situated at the actual or even the real domain. Recognizing this misalignment is essential
for uncovering the generative mechanisms that underlie the data structures and for
avoiding epistemic fallacies rooted in surface-level correlations.

Within this framework, the empirical domain constitutes the most immediately
accessible level of reality—what is experienced through observation and sense
perception. This includes facts, events, sensations, and practices as they appear to
human consciousness. However, Bhaskarwarns against empiricalreductionism: the idea
that what is experienced exhausts what is real. Experiences should not be taken as the
sole basis for scientific generalization, but rather as the surface expressions of deeper
mechanisms.

Itis crucial to distinguish between what is experienced and what actually occurs.
The world exists independently of our perception of it, and many events or mechanisms
may remain unexperienced yet real. For instance, rainfall is a real event governed by
causal mechanisms. However, due to space-time conditions, some people will
experience it directly (by getting wet), while others will not—despite the event occurring
in the same ontological reality. This example illustrates the transfactual nature of reality
in critical realism: mechanisms can operate even when their effects are not empirically

manifest.
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The domain of the actualrefers to the level of reality in which events and processes
occur, regardless of whether they are experienced or observed. It occupies the
intermediate stratum within Bhaskar’s stratified ontology, situated between the domain
of the real (generative mechanisms) and the domain of the empirical (experiences). The
term “actual” is significant because it denotes the ontological status of events that have
taken place or are taking place, independent of their empirical registration. Bhaskar
himself states that “(t)he intelligibility of scientific change (and criticism) and scientific
education thus presupposes the ontological independence of the objects of experience
from the objects of which they are the experiences”®. This underscores the necessity of
distinguishing between what exists and occurs and what is perceived or known.

Events in the actual domain are caused by real mechanisms, but they may or may
not be empirically apprehended. This domain thus includes patterns of events, practices,
and interactions that are shaped by underlying structures and mechanisms but are not
reducible to immediate experience. It is within this domain that the conditions are set for
empirical experience to be possible — including the availability of resources, conceptual
frameworks, social practices, and relational contexts. While analytically distinct, the
actual and empirical domains are causally linked: empirical observations are always
contingent expressions of what has actually occurred, and both are grounded in the
generative mechanisms located in the real domain. These events are situated at the
middle level of the stratified ontology of reality. They comprise the conditions and
configurations—including resources, concepts, practices, and relationships—that make
experience in the empirical domain possible.

We thus arrive at the final layer - the domain of real structures, which constitutes
the level at which generative mechanisms and causal laws emerge. These mechanisms
produce phenomena that manifest as events in the actual domain and may be
experienced empirically. Bhaskar defines the function of generative mechanisms as

follows:

8R. Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, with an Introduction by Mervyn Hartwig, Pub. Routledge, London and
New York 2008, p. 21.
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“The real basis of causal laws are provided by the generative mechanisms of

nature. Such generative mechanisms are, it is argued, nothing other than the ways

of acting of things. And causal laws must be analysed as their tendencies.

Tendencies may be regarded as powers or liabilities of a thing which may be

exercised without being manifest in any particular outcome” (Bhaskar 2008:3)°.

In the domain of real structures, causal forces are disclosed that activate the powers of
generative mechanisms, which, in response to specific conditions, lead subjectsto actin
particular ways within the empirical domain. Generative mechanisms thus have the
potential to produce events, which subsequently become manifest through perceived
experience. These mechanisms generate event sequences that support the formulation
of causal laws, expressing regularities observable under specific conditions.

While maintaining the ontological rigor of identifying entities embedded in social
reality, this bottom-up and iterative process of determining their nature must be
conducted carefully. However, the outcomes of such inquiry should not be distorted by
the subjectivism of the researcher. The ontological depth structures of reality, as
conceived in critical realism, may thus be described as a distinct form of ontological

morphology.

Epistemic meanders

The domain in which scientific laws emerge is epistemology, understood as the sphere
concerned with the generation and production of scientific knowledge. A central
assumption of critical realism is epistemic relativism, which affirms the inherent fallibility
of human knowledge and the historically and socially conditioned nature of the truths that
individuals formulate.

“Epistemic realism means that all our claims are socially and historically conditioned.
Our judgments are determined by circumstances, by what we know at the time and by
binding criteria of judgment. For this reason, among other things, our judgments are

always error prone. Epistemic relativism then means that each of usis in a situation from

°Ibidem, p. 3.
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which we see the world in a slightly different way. Our experiences of the world are
different”°.

This fallibility arises from the spatio-temporal context in which knowledge is
produced—it is generated at a specific historical moment and, over time, may be revised,
distorted, or falsified. The social production of knowledge is burdened with factors that
may unintentionally obscure or misrepresent the truth. Bhaskar characterizes science as
"a process-in-motion", asserting that "knowledge must be viewed as the produced means
of production, and science as a constant social activity in a continuous process of
transformation." Furthermore, knowledge is always mediated by concepts, language,
history, and social constructs that emerge within particular contexts. The production of
knowledge takes place within open social systems, which are inherently dynamic and
structurally contingent.

Alongside epistemic relativism and the recognition of ontological depth, attention
must also be given to the rationality of judgments. This rationality pertains to the capacity
to evaluate competing theoretical frameworks and to adopt the one that most adequately
explains the phenomenon in question. Scientific knowledge advances through rational
discourse, wherein scholars present evidence and engage in reasoned argumentation.
The explanation that most convincingly accounts for the object of inquiry prevails. It must
also be acknowledged that all knowledge production is, to some extent, mediated by the
researcher’s perspective, their interpretation of reality, and their conceptual resources.

Bhaskar distinguishes between two fundamental dimensions of knowledge: the
transitive and the intransitive. Transitive objects of knowledge serve as the initial means
of production through which intransitive knowledge is formulated. The transitive
dimension encompasses the raw materials of science—that is, conceptual and
methodological constructs shaped by the prevailing scientific paradigms of a given
historical moment. These are inherently changeable, reflecting the critical character of
science as a self-transformative enterprise that occasionally yields breakthrough insights
into the world. As Bhaskar explains: “Scientists try to discover the reasons for things and

events, patterns and processes, sequences and structures. To understand how they do

M. S. Archer, A. Collier, D. V. Porpora, Transcendencja. Realizm krytyczny i B6g, trans. and Introduction Artur
Wysocki, epilog Krzysztof Wielecki, Pub. UKSW, Warszawa 2021, p.55.

23|Strona



OC

S0 one needs both a concept of the transitive process of knowledge-production and a
concept of the intransitive objects of the knowledge they produce: the real mechanisms
that generate the actual phenomena of the world, including as a special case our
perceptions of them”"".

Objects of transitory knowledge connect the adopted “facts and theories,
paradigms and models, methods and techniques of inquiry available to a particular
scientific school or worker'2. This is the natural sequence of things, before any content is
included in the field of science, it reveals itself in social spaces and constitutes the basis
for formulated generalizations. “In this way social products, antecedently established
knowledges capable of functioning as the transitive objects of new knowledges, are used
to explore the unknown (but knowable) intransitive structure of the world”'®. Knowledge
in the transitive dimension differs from knowledge embedded in the intransitive
dimension.

Defining intransitive objects of knowledge, Bhaskar states that “the intransitive
objects of knowledge are in general invariant to our knowledge of them: they are the real
things and structures, mechanisms and processes, events and possibilities of the world;
and for the most part they are quite independent of us. They are not unknowable, because
as a matter of fact quite a bit is known about them™. This citation is crucial in the
epistemic realm. First, the language used to describe intransitive objects of knowledge is
relatively stable; these are truths ultimately expressed within the framework of a given
paradigm (as in the case of quantum physics and discoveries nominated for the Nobel
Prize — knowledge that extends and deepens classical physics). Second, these truths are
formulated in terms of causal laws. The intransitive dimension of science enables a
coherent understanding of reality. The law of gravity, for example, belongs to the domain
of intransitive knowledge — and knowing it, along with the observable fact that falling

objects accelerate, no reasonable person would jump from the tenth floor.

1R, Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, op. Cit., p. 52.

2R, Bhaskar, Realistyczna teoria nauki, trans. Katarzyna Zahorodna, [in:] M. Sikora (red.), Realizm wobec wyzwari
antyrealizmu. Multidyscyplinarny przeglad stanowisk, Oficyna Wydawnicza Politechniki Wroctawskiej, Wroctaw
2011, p. 237.

Blpidem, p. 239.

4R, Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, op. Cit., p. 12.
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Formulated in terms of true knowledge or scientific laws, the findings pertain to
the operation of generative mechanisms. As Bhaskar states: "The goal of science,
however, is to generate knowledge of the mechanisms of creating phenomena in nature
that come together to generate a real and continuous variation of world phenomena"'s.
These mechanisms, disclosed through in-depth reflection, function independently of
human activity. The assumption of the existence of beings independent of human
perception constitutes a transcendental condition necessary for the advancement of
scientific inquiry. In the context of critical realism, causal laws remain operative even in
the absence of observable events, as they possess an intransitive character. "By saying
that the objects of discovery and scientific research are 'intransitive' | mean the indication
that they exist independently of any human activity; and by saying that they are
'structured' | mean that they are separate from the patterns of events that occur"’®.

The goal of epistemology is to understand how the world works—specifically, to
identify the underlying forces, processes, or mechanisms that generate observable
effects or events within the empirical domain. Within its foundational assumptions,
critical realism draws a clear distinction between ontology and epistemology, yet
acknowledges their analytical interdependence and mutual co-constitution. Epistemic
complexity allows for the formulation of knowledge that is not necessarily tied to direct
ontological experience. Both ontological and epistemological assumptions are essential
for defining social reality and making scientific knowledge possible.

The emergence of generative mechanisms and their causal powers occurs through
the application of retroductive reasoning combined with abductive inference. Bhaskar
defines these processes as follows:

“Abduction involves redescription or recontextualization, most usually (in CR
research) in terms of a characteristic causal mechanism or process which serves to

explain it. Retroduction involves imagining a model of a mechanism, which, if it were real,

5R. Bhaskar, Realistyczna teoria nauki, op. Cit., p. 231.

8R. Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, op. Cit., 249.

7 A. K. Albert, J. S. Brundage, P. Sweet i F. Vandenberghe, Towards a critical realist epistemology?, ,,Journal for the
Theory of Social Behaviour” 50(3)/2020, p. 358, DOI: 10.1111/jtsb.12248.
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