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Abstract  

Artificial intelligence and algorithms today are not limited to producing technical solutions; they are 

increasingly positioned as new epistemic apparatuses that regulate the processes of social knowledge 

production. This development has brought fundamental questions back into focus, particularly within 

the social sciences—questions about how knowledge is produced, by which normative criteria it is 

legitimized, and who gains epistemic authority in the process. This article aims to critically examine the 

transformative impact of AI technologies on the epistemology of the social sciences through the lens of 

a critical social epistemology, centered on the concept of algorithmic authority. The theoretical 

framework draws on Michel Foucault’s analysis of knowledge-power relations, Bruno Latour’s actor-

network theory explaining the social construction of scientific knowledge, and Shoshana Zuboff’s 

theory of surveillance capitalism. These three approaches allow for an understanding of algorithmic 

systems not merely as technical operations but as structures that shape the normative and ideological 

dimensions of knowledge regimes. Contributions from thinkers such as Tarleton Gillespie and Nick 

Seaver, who conceptualize algorithms as cultural production tools, complement the article’s conceptual 

foundation. Methodologically, the study employs critical literature review and comparative theoretical 

analysis. The article explores the application of digital methodologies in the social sciences through case 

studies such as sentiment analysis, social media research, and ethnographic text processing. It 

highlights key issues that emerge in these processes, including algorithmic bias, methodological 

reductionism, and lack of transparency. In conclusion, the role of AI in social knowledge production 

emerges as not only a technical issue but also a political and normative one. 
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Öz  

Yapay zekâ ve algoritmalar, günümüzde yalnızca teknik çözümler üretmekle sınırlı kalmamakta; 

aynı zamanda toplumsal bilgi üretim süreçlerini düzenleyen yeni epistemik aygıtlar olarak 

konumlanmaktadır. Bu durum, özellikle sosyal bilimlerde, bilginin nasıl üretildiği, hangi normatif 

ölçütlerle meşrulaştırıldığı ve bu süreçte kimin otorite kazandığı gibi temel soruların yeniden 

gündeme gelmesine yol açmaktadır. Bu makale, algoritmik otorite kavramı ekseninde, yapay zekâ 

teknolojilerinin sosyal bilim epistemolojisi üzerindeki dönüştürücü etkisini eleştirel bir toplumsal 

epistemoloji çerçevesinden incelemeyi amaçlamaktadır. Kuramsal temelde Michel Foucault’nun 

bilgi-iktidar ilişkilerine dair yaklaşımı, Bruno Latour’un bilimsel bilginin toplumsal inşasını 

açıklayan aktör-ağ kuramı ve Shoshana Zuboff’un gözetim kapitalizmi çerçevesi esas alınmıştır. Bu 

üç yaklaşım, algoritmik sistemlerin yalnızca teknik işleyişine değil, aynı zamanda bilgi rejimlerinin 

normatif ve ideolojik yapısına etkide bulunan unsurlar olarak değerlendirilmelerine olanak 

tanımaktadır. Ayrıca Tarleton Gillespie ve Nick Seaver gibi düşünürlerin algoritmaların kültürel 

üretim araçları olduğu yönündeki katkıları, çalışmanın kavramsal zemininin tamamlayıcı boyutunu 

oluşturmaktadır. Yöntem olarak eleştirel literatür taraması ve kuramlar arası karşılaştırmalı 

çözümleme kullanılmıştır. Makale, dijital metodolojilerin sosyal bilimlerdeki uygulama biçimlerini 

duygu analizi, sosyal medya araştırmaları ve etnografik metin işleme gibi örneklerle tartışmakta; bu 

süreçlerde ortaya çıkan algoritmik önyargı, metodolojik indirgemecilik ve şeffaflık eksikliği gibi 

sorunları ortaya koymaktadır. Sonuç olarak, yapay zekânın toplumsal bilgi üretimindeki rolü teknik 

olduğu kadar politik ve normatif bir meseleye dönüşmüştür. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, artificial intelligence (AI) has evolved beyond its origins as a technological 

innovation to become a fundamental agent of transformation in the regimes of knowledge 

production. While initially adopted within the natural sciences for data-intensive tasks, 

AI and algorithmic systems are now redefining methodological practices in the social 

sciences. This transformation not only alters how data is collected and analyzed, but also 

reconstructs the epistemological foundations of what counts as knowledge, how it is 

legitimized, and who holds the authority to produce it (Rieder, 2020, p. 15). The rise of 

artificial intelligence thus represents more than a technical development—it constitutes 

an epistemological rupture that compels a critical reevaluation of how knowledge is 

organized and validated. 

Historically, the social sciences have been anchored in interpretive, contextual, and 

reflexive approaches aimed at understanding human meaning and social complexity. 

However, with the digital turn, algorithmic systems—particularly those based on 

machine learning and big data—are increasingly displacing traditional paradigms. These 

technologies shift the epistemic locus from human judgment toward automated 

processes, reinforcing the authority of computational logic over hermeneutic 

interpretation (Kitchin, 2014, p. 43). As a result, the question of how we know becomes as 

consequential as what we know, signaling the emergence of a new epistemic order. 

This article critically investigates how artificial intelligence technologies are reshaping 

the processes and politics of knowledge production in the social sciences. It focuses 

specifically on the concept of algorithmic authority, understood as the capacity of 

algorithmic systems to define what is knowable, valid, and institutionally recognized. 

The central thesis advanced here is that AI systems are not merely data-processing tools—

they are epistemic agents that establish normative frameworks for the production and 

circulation of knowledge. 

Recent literature has increasingly examined how AI not only transforms epistemic 

processes but also reconfigures epistemic justice and accountability. For instance, 

Crawford (2021) and Mittelstadt (2019) highlight how algorithmic infrastructures 

reproduce structural inequalities within scientific and social domains. These discussions 

extend the concerns of this article by situating algorithmic authority within broader 

questions of epistemic fairness and democratic knowledge governance. 

To explore this transformation, the article is guided by three interrelated research 

questions: 

1. How do AI systems structure models of knowledge production in the social sciences? 

2. In what ways does the rise of algorithmic authority alter epistemological 

assumptions and practices? 

3. What epistemic risks, methodological limitations, and ethical concerns accompany 

this shift? 

The study draws upon a theoretical framework grounded in Michel Foucault’s theory of 

knowledge-power relations, Bruno Latour’s sociology of scientific practice, and Shoshana 

Zuboff’s theory of surveillance capitalism. In addition, the concept of algorithmic 

authority is elaborated through the contributions of Tarleton Gillespie and Nick Seaver  
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who conceptualize algorithms as socio-cultural and normative artifacts rather than 

purely technical systems (Seaver, 2017, p. 2). 

This framework assumes that knowledge production in the social sciences is neither 

neutral nor objective, but socially constructed through interactions between power, 

technology, and normative structures. From this perspective, the rise of artificial 

intelligence does not merely represent a methodological innovation—it reconfigures the 

conditions of epistemic legitimacy. Questions such as What counts as knowledge? Who 

produces it? For what purposes? are no longer peripheral—they are central to 

understanding how AI reshapes the epistemological foundations of contemporary 

scholarship. 

Within this framework, the increasing integration of AI into the social sciences signals a 

paradigmatic shift in how knowledge is produced, evaluated, and institutionalized. It 

raises urgent questions about epistemic agency, methodological autonomy, and the 

political economy of digital knowledge. 

This article aims to make a theoretical contribution to the critical analysis of algorithmic 

epistemology in the social sciences. Adopting a conceptual research design grounded in 

critical theory, digital epistemology, and discourse analysis, the study draws exclusively 

on secondary sources and theoretical literature (Given, 2008, p. 31; Flick, 2014, p. 71). Its 

objective is not empirical validation, but the construction of a reflexive framework for 

interrogating the social, ethical, and epistemic implications of algorithmic authority. 

The article is structured into four main sections. The first section introduces the rise of 

artificial intelligence in knowledge production and its implications for social sciences. The 

second section elaborates the conceptual framework of algorithmic authority. The third 

section provides a theoretical background drawing on Foucault, Latour, and Zuboff. The 

fourth section discusses methodological risks, epistemic challenges, and critical 

reflections, followed by a conclusion that situates the findings in relation to existing 

literature. 

1. The Rise of Artificial Intelligence in Knowledge Production 

1.1. Epistemic Foundations in the Social Sciences 

Knowledge production in the social sciences has traditionally relied on qualitative, 

interpretive, and context-sensitive approaches. Rooted in epistemological traditions that 

prioritize meaning-making over quantification, these disciplines aim to understand 

human behavior, social structures, cultural practices, and historical trajectories. Core 

methodologies such as ethnography, historical inquiry, discourse analysis, and in-depth 

interviews have long defined the scholarly practice in these fields (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 23). 

These approaches embrace the complex, multilayered nature of social reality and 

recognize the researcher’s subjectivity and contextual sensitivity as integral components 

of the knowledge production process. Max Weber’s method of “verstehen” (interpretive 

method) underlines that the aim of the social sciences is not only to explain but to 

interpret the meaning behind social actions (Weber, 1949, p. 88). Similarly, Clifford 

Geertz’s notion of “thick description” emphasizes the importance of interpreting not just 

observable behavior but the layers of meaning that surround it (Geertz, 1973, pp. 6–7).  
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Thus, social inquiry in these traditions is not grounded in objectivist truth claims but 

rather in interpretive epistemologies that accommodate plural meanings. 

In recent decades, however, there has been a marked shift toward quantitative, positivist 

approaches. The growing use of surveys, experiments, and statistical modeling—

especially in economics, political science, and sociology—reflects a desire for 

generalizability, causal inference, and methodological rigor (Gerring, 2001, p. 45). This 

shift has reoriented the social sciences toward more standardized and ostensibly 

“objective” modes of inquiry. 

Yet, critical epistemologies challenge the notion that objectivity is a neutral or universal 

standard. Donna Haraway’s concept of situated knowledge argues that all knowledge is 

produced from specific social, cultural, and gendered standpoints, contesting claims of 

epistemic neutrality (Haraway, 1988, p. 581). This perspective calls attention not only to 

methodological questions but also to the political and ideological dimensions of 

knowledge production. 

In sum, the epistemological foundations of the social sciences oscillate between 

interpretive-critical and explanatory-positivist paradigms. However, the advent of digital 

technologies, big data, and AI-based research tools has begun to reshape this duality. At 

the center of this transformation is artificial intelligence—not merely as a technical 

apparatus, but as an epistemic actor that reconfigures the norms, authority, and 

legitimacy of knowledge production. 

1.2. Algorithms as Epistemic Infrastructures in Data-Driven Decision-Making 

Artificial intelligence and algorithmic systems have evolved from mere technical tools 

into epistemic infrastructures that actively shape how knowledge is produced, 

interpreted, and legitimized. Within the social sciences, their significance extends beyond 

data processing, redefining the standards of evidence, objectivity, and reasoning. 

Algorithms increasingly function not only as computational mechanisms but also as 

frameworks that classify, filter, and validate knowledge claims (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, 

p. 666). 

Due to their capacity for large-scale data analysis and their association with objectivity, 

algorithmic systems are now frequently positioned as alternative epistemic authorities. 

Particularly in the era of big data, algorithms provide interpretive lenses through which 

social behaviors are modeled, patterns are identified, and decisions are justified. This shift 

signals a transformation in the relationship between epistemology and governance, 

where algorithmic rationality increasingly dominates processes of knowledge validation 

and policy formation (Kitchin, 2014, p. 86). 

At the core of this transformation lies a technocratic rationality grounded in 

quantification, measurability, and operational efficiency. Algorithmic models abstract 

complex and context-dependent realities into calculable formats, often reducing 

uncertainty and presenting decisions as scientifically sound. Yet this abstraction also 

marginalizes ethical reasoning, qualitative insight, and human judgment (Beer, 2016, p. 

33). For example, predictive policing algorithms allocate patrols based on historical crime 

data, potentially reinforcing systemic biases. Similarly, welfare algorithms prioritize 

recipients according to data-driven models that may neglect nuanced or undocumented 

forms of need (Eubanks, 2018, p. 45). 
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This datafication of decision-making intersects with what Zuboff (2019) terms "behavioral 

surplus"—the commodification of personal data not only for analysis but for behavioral 

prediction and control. In this paradigm, data becomes an instrument of governance, 

actively shaping institutional priorities, normative frameworks, and modes of conduct 

(Zuboff, 2019, p. 85). At the same time, the presumption that algorithms offer neutral or 

purely technical solutions must be critically interrogated, since these systems are 

designed and implemented by human actors who draw upon specific cultural, 

institutional, and political logics. As Gillespie (2014, p. 167) emphasizes, algorithms are 

not abstract tools but sociotechnical constructs that encode particular values and 

assumptions. 

From an epistemological perspective, the rise of algorithmic systems entails both promise 

and peril. While they enhance computational capacity and promise consistency, they also 

risk reducing the complexity of human experience to decontextualized metrics. This 

echoes Haraway’s (1988) concept of situated knowledge, which challenges the myth of 

epistemic neutrality by underscoring the partial, embodied, and politically situated 

nature of all knowledge claims. From this perspective, the production of algorithmic 

knowledge cannot be separated from the social positions, institutional agendas, and 

power relations that shape it. Algorithms, like scientific practices in Haraway’s account, 

are not detached observers but active participants in constructing realities through 

specific standpoints. Thus, algorithmic authority reproduces what Haraway would 

describe as a “god trick” — the illusion of seeing everything from nowhere — masking 

the situated, value-laden processes behind data-driven claims to objectivity. 

In line with recent studies on epistemic justice and AI (Fricker, 2022; O’Neil, 2016), these 

algorithmic systems not only structure access to information but also shape whose 

knowledge is rendered credible and whose perspectives are marginalized. This raises 

new challenges for ensuring epistemic inclusion in data-driven research environments. 

In sum, the integration of algorithmic and data-centric infrastructures into knowledge 

production and decision-making marks a fundamental reconfiguration of epistemic 

authority. It redefines not only what counts as valid knowledge but also how knowledge 

is produced, by whom, and to what end. For the social sciences, this necessitates a 

sustained critical inquiry into the ethical, political, and epistemological stakes of 

algorithmic governance. 

2. Algorithmic Authority: A Conceptual Framework 

2.1. Defining Algorithmic Authority 

Throughout history, the production, circulation, and validation of knowledge have been 

mediated by various forms of authority—ranging from institutional expertise and legal 

legitimacy to cultural prestige and scientific objectivity. In the digital age, algorithmic 

systems have emerged as a novel form of epistemic authority that reconfigures how 

knowledge is accessed, ranked, and rendered credible. This shift signals not merely a 

technical innovation but a transformation in the epistemological architecture of 

contemporary societies. 

Algorithmic authority refers to the capacity of computational systems to shape what 

counts as legitimate knowledge by filtering, ranking, and categorizing information. 

Algorithms operate not as passive tools but as active agents embedded within normative 
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frameworks that govern visibility, trust, and credibility. Especially in the context of big 

data and platform capitalism, they function as regulatory mechanisms that influence 

content curation, public discourse, and institutional decision-making (Diakopoulos, 2015, 

p. 400). 

The works of Tarleton Gillespie and Nick Seaver provide essential insights into the socio-

cultural construction of algorithmic authority. Gillespie (2014) defines algorithms as 

“public arbiters” that structure the flow of information, conferring what he terms 

“computational legitimacy”—a form of authority grounded in the perceived neutrality 

and calculability of algorithmic procedures (p. 168). Yet this legitimacy is contingent, as 

algorithms are shaped by the design choices, ideological assumptions, and institutional 

logics of their creators. 

Seaver (2017), on the other hand, conceptualizes algorithms as cultural products that 

reflect the worldviews, commercial goals, and epistemic habits of their designers. For 

instance, a music recommendation algorithm is not merely a neutral function of user 

preferences but a coded expression of social assumptions about taste, value, and 

relevance. From this perspective, algorithmic authority does not arise solely from 

technical performance but from alignment with dominant cultural and market norms (pp. 

2–5). 

Despite their claims to objectivity, the inner workings of algorithmic systems—such as 

classification models, optimization protocols, and data training sets—are often opaque. 

This opacity leads to what Ananny and Crawford (2018) term the “transparency 

paradox,” wherein efforts to make algorithms more transparent may still fail to capture 

the normative choices embedded within their logic (p. 975). Users are thus asked to trust 

algorithmic outputs without the means for meaningful interrogation. 

Ultimately, algorithmic authority signifies a relocation of epistemic trust—from human 

expertise and institutional reputation to automated systems whose legitimacy derives 

from performance, efficiency, and apparent neutrality. This transformation demands a 

critical reassessment of how authority is constructed and maintained in algorithmically 

mediated societies. 

2.2. Epistemic Apparatuses and the Production of Legitimacy 

Michel Foucault’s concept of the apparatus (dispositif) offers a compelling theoretical lens 

through which to understand algorithmic systems as epistemic infrastructures. For 

Foucault, an epistemic apparatus is a heterogeneous ensemble of discourses, institutions, 

practices, and technologies that together organize the production and circulation of 

knowledge (Foucault, 1980, p. 194). Algorithms, in this sense, are not isolated tools but 

components of broader power/knowledge formations. 

Algorithms function as epistemic apparatuses insofar as they determine which forms of 

knowledge are visible, actionable, and valuable. Search engine rankings, content 

recommendations, and newsfeed algorithms do not merely disseminate information—

they actively construct hierarchies of relevance, credibility, and attention (Gillespie, 2014, 

p. 173). These hierarchies, in turn, shape public discourse, institutional behavior, and 

social norms. 

Algorithmic authority also operates through indirect mechanisms such as opacity, 
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Habituation, and perceived neutrality. Seaver (2017) captures this dynamic by describing 

algorithms as “architects of knowledge” whose influence stems not only from technical 

execution but from their ability to encode and reproduce dominant cultural and economic 

logics (p. 6). Users often trust algorithmic systems not because they understand them, but 

because these systems function efficiently within a cultural narrative of technological 

infallibility. 

This process mirrors what Foucault describes as the normalization of knowledge through 

apparatuses: by structuring the field of visibility, algorithms dictate what can be known 

and how it should be known. The authority of the algorithm is thus not merely 

computational but profoundly epistemological. It shapes not only the content of 

knowledge but also its modalities, rhythms, and modes of legitimation. 

Consequently, algorithmic systems must be understood as multidimensional epistemic 

infrastructures operating at the intersection of technology, culture, and power. They 

generate, validate, and circulate knowledge while simultaneously determining the 

criteria by which such knowledge is judged. For the social sciences, this presents a 

fundamental epistemological challenge: how to critically engage with systems that are 

both subjects and producers of knowledge—tools of governance and instruments of 

meaning. 

Foucault’s work demonstrates that knowledge is historically situated and inseparable 

from the dynamics of power. His assertion that “power is not the precondition of 

knowledge, but rather its direct consequence and instrument” (Foucault, 1980, p. 81) is 

crucial for understanding how algorithmic systems derive authority not from objectivity, 

but from their embeddedness in socio-political structures. Latour (1987, p. 99) further 

emphasizes that scientific facts are not discovered but negotiated through actor-networks 

composed of both human and non-human entities. From this vantage point, algorithmic 

systems gain epistemic credibility by functioning within specific institutional and 

technological networks that bestow legitimacy. 

Zuboff’s (2019, p. 215) theory of surveillance capitalism reveals another dimension of 

algorithmic power: its economic and behavioral implications. Algorithms not only 

mediate knowledge production; they also participate in the prediction and shaping of 

human behavior, thereby contributing to the normalization of data-driven governance 

and commodified subjectivity. 

These theoretical perspectives converge around the notion that algorithms must be 

understood as epistemic apparatuses—structures that do not simply process information, 

but actively shape the visibility, accessibility, and authority of knowledge (Gillespie, 2014, 

p. 168). Seaver (2017, p. 2) describes algorithms as “cultural products” that embody the 

ideologies, biases, and institutional priorities of their developers and contexts of 

deployment. 

3. Theoretical Background: Knowledge and Power Relations 

3.1. Foucault: Regimes of Truth and Structures of Power 

Michel Foucault’s intellectual legacy offers a foundational lens for understanding how 

knowledge systems are historically embedded within power structures. For Foucault, 

knowledge is never a neutral representation of reality; it is a strategic instrument through 
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which power is produced, sustained, and legitimized. Rather than upholding universalist 

or objectivist claims, Foucault’s approach foregrounds the historical, discursive, and 

institutional conditions under which knowledge emerges (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). 

Central to his framework is the concept of the “regime of truth”—a normative 

configuration through which societies define what counts as truth and which knowledge 

forms are deemed legitimate. Knowledge, in this sense, is both the product and the 

vehicle of power. Institutions such as prisons, hospitals, and schools serve as sites where 

knowledge-power mechanisms classify individuals, normalize behaviors, and impose 

disciplinary structures (Foucault, 1977, pp. 184–200). 

The metaphor of the panopticon, derived from Jeremy Bentham’s architectural model, 

exemplifies the internalization of surveillance. It represents a condition in which 

individuals self-regulate due to the perpetual possibility of being watched. This 

surveillance is not merely physical but epistemic—a disciplinary effect embedded in the 

ways knowledge is produced and disseminated. Contemporary algorithmic systems 

replicate this logic in digital form: tracking user behavior, generating datafied profiles, 

and enforcing norms through opaque but pervasive mechanisms (Lyon, 2006, p. 31). 

Algorithms, therefore, should not be understood as neutral data processors. They operate 

as epistemic infrastructures that classify, prioritize, and circulate information. For 

example, a search engine algorithm constructs hierarchies of relevance, shaping not only 

access to information but also what is constituted as “knowledge” (Gillespie, 2014, p. 174). 

In this light, algorithms help establish new regimes of truth in line with Foucault’s 

formulation. 

Moreover, Foucault’s idea that knowledge advances through ruptures—not continuous 

progress—offers a compelling way to interpret the rise of algorithmic authority. The 

growing reliance on AI in knowledge production signals a transition away from 

traditional epistemic institutions toward digital systems of legitimation. This shift is not 

merely technical; it marks an epistemological and political reconfiguration of authority. 

In sum, Foucault’s theory provides a robust conceptual foundation for analyzing how 

algorithmic systems restructure knowledge-power relations. Algorithms, as digital 

apparatuses, lie at the core of contemporary epistemic regimes, enacting new forms of 

disciplinary control through computational processes. 

3.2. Latour: The Sociology of Scientific Knowledge Production 

Bruno Latour’s work in science and technology studies reshapes our understanding of 

knowledge as a constructed, relational, and material process. Rejecting the idea of 

knowledge as a static or universally valid entity, Latour’s Actor-Network Theory (ANT) 

posits that scientific facts emerge through networks comprising both human and non-

human actors—scientists, instruments, algorithms, and documents alike (Latour, 1987, p. 

103). 

Within this framework, knowledge is not discovered but stabilized through iterative 

practices and institutional negotiation. Latour and Woolgar (1986) demonstrate that what 

we call “facts” are often the products of inscription devices and writing strategies (p. 64). 

Once a knowledge claim gains acceptance and resists further contestation, it becomes 

“black-boxed”—treated as fact without further scrutiny. 
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This approach offers a useful lens for understanding the epistemic role of algorithms in 

science. Algorithms now participate directly in data classification, literature analysis, and 

even automated hypothesis generation, shaping not only how data is interpreted but also 

what counts as “valid” or “impactful.” As epistemic actors, algorithms influence research 

visibility, funding decisions, and peer review outcomes—functions traditionally carried 

out by human agents. 

Latour’s emphasis on materiality is also significant. Scientific instruments—graphs, 

models, lab devices—are not passive tools, but active components in the production of 

credibility (Latour, 1999, p. 113). Likewise, algorithmic systems actively construct 

epistemic hierarchies, reinforcing particular norms of reliability and relevance. In sum, 

Latour’s sociology of science reveals algorithmic authority as a distributed and 

performative phenomenon. Algorithms do not merely support scientific knowledge—

they co-produce it, shaping both its content and its institutional legitimacy. 

3.3. Zuboff: Surveillance Capitalism and Digital Domination  

Shoshana Zuboff’s theory of surveillance capitalism introduces a political-economic 

critique of algorithmic authority. According to Zuboff, digital platforms harvest 

behavioral data not just to optimize services, but to predict and shape user behavior for 

commercial purposes (Zuboff, 2019, p. 8). 

At the core of this model lies “behavioral surplus”—data extracted beyond operational 

needs, which is monetized for behavioral targeting (p. 93). This data becomes the raw 

material for “instrumentarian power”, a logic of influence that does not repress directly 

but subtly steers decisions, attention, and desire based on algorithmic prediction (p. 376). 

This framework highlights how algorithmic systems intervene not only in knowledge 

flows but in the formation of subjectivity. Users are profiled and nudged without their 

awareness, creating a profound epistemic asymmetry: platforms accumulate deep 

knowledge about users, while users remain unaware of how their data are used (p. 200). 

Unlike classical surveillance, which focused on observation and discipline, contemporary 

systems aim to preempt and direct behavior—redefining autonomy through algorithmic 

modulation. Algorithmic authority here becomes a vehicle of domination embedded in 

market logics and technological infrastructures. 

In conclusion, Zuboff’s critique situates algorithmic authority within the broader 

dynamics of digital capitalism. It challenges the notion of the liberal subject as 

autonomous, revealing how datafication and computational control reconfigure power, 

freedom, and knowledge in the digital age.  

4. Algorithmic Epistemologies: Methodologies, Risks, and Critical Reflections 

4.1. The Proliferation of Digital Methodologies 

The proliferation of digital technologies has brought about a methodological and 

epistemic reconfiguration within the social sciences. With the rise of Web 2.0 platforms 

and the vast availability of user-generated content, social inquiry has increasingly 

incorporated digital trace data, algorithmic modeling, and automated analysis techniques 

(Marres, 2017, p. 6). This is not merely a technical shift but a paradigmatic transformation 

in how social reality is conceptualized and rendered knowable. 
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Central to this transformation is the algorithm—no longer a passive tool, but a 

constitutive agent in the research process. Algorithms structure access to data, define 

relevance, and influence what counts as significant or novel. Techniques such as natural 

language processing, social network analysis, and machine learning classification are 

now integral to data collection and interpretation. These tools embody assumptions about 

objectivity, neutrality, and scale, often masking the political and institutional conditions 

under which data are generated and analyzed (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 663; Kitchin, 

2014, p. 127). 

This methodological evolution has three key epistemic implications: 

1. Data-driven objectivity claims: Large-scale data is often equated with accuracy, 

sidelining interpretive nuance and qualitative depth. 

2. Marginalization of contextual approaches: Hermeneutic, ethnographic, and 

phenomenological methods risk being delegitimized by an overreliance on 

quantifiability (Savage & Burrows, 2007, p. 892). 

3. Epistemic structuring by platforms: The availability and accessibility of data—e.g., 

Twitter’s open API—introduce convenience biases that shape research agendas 

(Couldry & Mejias, 2019, p. 18). 

While sentiment analysis, digital ethnography, and social media mapping are often cited 

as successful applications, their epistemic limitations remain. Algorithms assign meaning 

through pattern recognition and statistical inference, yet lack cultural context, 

intentionality, and reflexivity (Seaver, 2017, p. 6). As such, they risk reinforcing 

reductionist interpretations and excluding situated perspectives. 

Ultimately, algorithmic systems act as interpretive infrastructures—not merely analyzing 

social life, but participating in the construction of meaning, the organization of 

knowledge, and the constitution of subjects. They mediate visibility, prioritize attention, 

and generate epistemic asymmetries between data producers and users. This 

transformation calls for renewed critical engagement with digital methodologies—not 

only as technical tools but as normative forces shaping the epistemological and ethical 

horizons of the social sciences. 

4.2. Bias, Reductionism, and the Illusion of Objectivity 

Artificial intelligence systems are predominantly trained on historical datasets that 

mirror existing social hierarchies and institutional exclusions. As a result, algorithms do 

not merely analyze reality—they actively reproduce and normalize existing power 

asymmetries. For example, predictive policing models have disproportionately targeted 

over-surveilled communities, creating a feedback loop of over-policing and 

stigmatization (Eubanks, 2018, p. 45). Similarly, Amazon’s discontinued recruitment 

algorithm penalized female applicants due to the male-dominated patterns of historical 

data (Dastin, 2018). 
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These biases emerge not only from the data itself but also from the normative choices 

embedded by developers—choices regarding what is classified, which variables are 

optimized, and how models are trained. As such, algorithms function as epistemic 

infrastructures, encoding cultural, political, and economic values into seemingly neutral 

computational processes. 

This leads to a broader critique of methodological reductionism. Algorithms often reduce 

layered social phenomena into quantifiable metrics and fixed categories, sidelining 

interpretive traditions that value ambiguity, contradiction, and situated understanding. 

Clifford Geertz’s notion of “thick description” reminds us that meaning arises not from 

behavior alone but from the contexts that imbue it with significance (Geertz, 1973). For 

Geertz, interpretation is not a secondary act added to observation, but the very process 

through which social reality becomes intelligible. Understanding culture, therefore, 

requires sensitivity to nuance, ambiguity, and symbolic meaning — dimensions that 

resist quantification. Algorithmic systems, by contrast, often strip away this interpretive 

richness, privileging abstraction over depth (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, p. 663). While 

algorithms can efficiently detect patterns across massive datasets, they frequently 

overlook the situated intentions, emotions, and cultural logics that thick description seeks 

to reveal. This epistemic shift from interpretation to computation risks transforming 

meaning into mere measurable signal, thereby reducing the complexity of social life to 

data correlations rather than lived understanding. 

Moreover, algorithms gain epistemic authority by appearing objective, neutral, and 

precise. Tarleton Gillespie (2014) calls this “computational legitimacy”—the belief that 

algorithmic decisions are valid because they are derived from technical processes. Yet the 

“black box” nature of most algorithms (Pasquale, 2015, p. 3) undermines transparency 

and accountability, as the logic behind decisions is often inaccessible to users, and even 

to developers. 

Feminist epistemologies offer a crucial counterpoint. Donna Haraway (1988) challenges 

claims of objectivity by asserting that all knowledge is situated—produced from 

particular standpoints shaped by history, politics, and power. In this framework, 

knowledge production is inseparable from the social positions and power hierarchies that 

condition who gets to know and whose knowledge is legitimized. Feminist scholars thus 

expose how claims of neutrality in science and technology conceal the gendered 

assumptions embedded within their design. A striking example can be found in 

Amazon’s AI-based recruitment algorithm, which systematically downgraded 

applications containing indicators of female identity — a clear manifestation of how data-

driven systems reproduce patriarchal biases under the guise of objectivity (Dastin, 2018). 

From this view, the presumed neutrality of algorithms is itself an ideological construct 

that masks the positionalities and values embedded within computational systems. 

In sum, the epistemic authority conferred upon algorithms is neither accidental nor 

value-free. It is the outcome of sociotechnical processes that must be interrogated both 

methodologically and ethically. Without such scrutiny, algorithmic systems risk 

reshaping the social sciences into domains of technocratic abstraction, undermining 

reflexivity, context, and critical insight. 

4.3. Toward a Critical Digital Epistemology 



itobiad- Research Article • 156 
 

İnsan ve Toplum Bilimleri Araştırmaları Dergisi | ISSN: 2147-1185|www.itobiad.com 

 

The risks outlined above—bias, opacity, reductionism—point to the necessity of a 

broader theoretical shift: a critical digital epistemology. This framework does not reject 

the use of algorithmic tools but insists on examining their development, deployment, and 

epistemic authority within their cultural, political, and institutional contexts (Couldry & 

Mejias, 2019, p. 18). 

Recent frameworks such as “critical data epistemology” and “algorithmic justice” 

(Benjamin, 2019; Crawford, 2021) propose a more intersectional understanding of how 

knowledge infrastructures reproduce social hierarchies through code and classification 

systems. These frameworks expand the critique of algorithmic authority toward issues of 

inclusion, race, gender, and epistemic diversity. 

Critical digital epistemology calls for an interrogation of epistemic inequality, where 

those who control data infrastructures and algorithms hold disproportionate power in 

defining what is known and how it circulates (Zuboff, 2019, p. 200). Meanwhile, the 

subjects of data extraction—ordinary users—are rendered epistemically passive, 

excluded from the processes that shape their digital representations and identities. 

Practically, this perspective promotes methodological hybridity. Algorithmic techniques 

should be complemented—not replaced—by qualitative, interpretive approaches such as 

discourse analysis, digital ethnography, and hermeneutics. Such integration helps to 

destabilize the illusion of algorithmic objectivity and opens up space for richer, more 

inclusive forms of inquiry. 

Ultimately, the question is not simply how algorithms process knowledge, but who 

designs them, under what conditions, and for whose benefit. A critical digital 

epistemology reclaims digital systems as contested terrains where meaning, authority, 

and justice must be continually negotiated. 

Conclusion 

Artificial intelligence and algorithmic systems no longer function merely as technical 

tools within contemporary regimes of knowledge production; they have become integral 

power structures that actively shape the epistemological contours of society. This study 

has critically examined the ethical, methodological, and epistemological implications of 

this transformation in the context of the social sciences, arguing that algorithmic authority 

encompasses not just computational efficiency, but also normative and symbolic power. 

This transformation signifies what can be described as an epistemological rupture—an 

ontological and methodological break in how knowledge is legitimized and circulated. 

Revisiting this rupture in light of algorithmic authority underscores the need to rethink 

epistemic legitimacy in the age of AI, where computational systems increasingly replace 

interpretive judgment. 

Despite claims of neutrality, algorithms participate in the construction of epistemic 

legitimacy: they decide what knowledge becomes visible, whose voices are amplified, 

and which truths are institutionally recognized (Foucault, 1980, p. 131; Seaver, 2017, p. 2). 

These decisions are rarely determined by technical parameters alone. Rather, they are 

conditioned by historically embedded biases, cultural assumptions, and institutional 

priorities (Gillespie, 2014, p. 168; Zuboff, 2019, p. 200). As such, algorithmic systems 

emerge as epistemic apparatuses that govern the architecture of knowledge itself. 
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This condition presents three interrelated challenges for the social sciences in the digital 

age: 

1. The erosion of epistemic autonomy, as knowledge production becomes increasingly 

mediated by proprietary systems; 

2. Methodological reductionism, resulting from the marginalization of interpretive and 

contextual approaches in favor of data-driven techniques; and 

3. Opacity and accountability deficits, due to the black-box nature of algorithmic 

operations. 

Responding to these challenges requires more than data ethics or technical fixes. It 

necessitates a critical digital epistemology—one that interrogates how knowledge is 

constructed, authorized, and distributed within algorithmically governed environments 

(Couldry & Mejias, 2019, p. 18; Haraway, 1988, p. 581). This involves understanding 

algorithms not as neutral instruments but as ideologically situated systems embedded in 

wider socio-political configurations. 

The core contribution of this study lies in demonstrating that AI systems function as 

socially embedded epistemic actors. They shape not only what we know but also how 

knowledge is formed, circulated, and institutionalized. In this context, the preservation 

of epistemic diversity is paramount. A methodologically hybrid approach—one that 

combines algorithmic precision with qualitative depth and reflexive interpretation—is 

essential for resisting the totalizing tendencies of algorithmic reductionism (Boyd & 

Crawford, 2012, p. 663). 

The findings of this article resonate with existing literature in several respects. Similar to 

Boyd and Crawford’s (2012) argument on the limits of big data, this study emphasizes 

the risks of reductionism and loss of interpretive depth. Likewise, Gillespie’s (2014) 

concept of ‘computational legitimacy’ is confirmed by the observation that algorithms 

derive authority not from neutrality but from socio-political contexts. This partially aligns 

with Kitchin’s (2014) account of how big data reshapes epistemic practices. At the same 

time, this study extends Zuboff’s (2019) critique of surveillance capitalism by highlighting 

how algorithmic authority functions not only economically but also epistemologically in 

redefining legitimacy in the social sciences. On the other hand, while Latour’s (1987) 

actor-network theory stresses distributed agency, the present analysis suggests a more 

asymmetrical concentration of authority in algorithmic infrastructures, thus partly 

diverging from Latour’s balanced relational model. 

Furthermore, recent scholarship has called for epistemic justice frameworks that address 

the unequal distribution of algorithmic authority across global and disciplinary contexts 

(Mittelstadt, 2019; Benjamin, 2019). Integrating these perspectives could strengthen the 

ongoing dialogue between critical epistemology and AI ethics. 

Looking forward, interdisciplinary inquiry is vital. Future research should explore: 

• The ethnographic study of algorithmic infrastructures; 
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• The politics of data representation and classification; 

• The conceptual implications of algorithmic governance for democratic knowledge 

orders. 

Foucault’s theory of knowledge/power, Latour’s actor-network theory, and Zuboff’s 

critique of surveillance capitalism collectively provide a fertile theoretical foundation for 

such critical engagement (Foucault, 1980; Latour, 1987; Zuboff, 2019). 

In conclusion, the task of the social sciences in the algorithmic age is not merely to adopt 

digital tools, but to critically engage with their epistemic implications. This includes 

making visible the structures of power embedded in code, the values encoded in 

algorithms, and the inequalities perpetuated through data. Such work is not only an 

academic responsibility—it is a political and ethical imperative for safeguarding justice 

within the public order of knowledge. 

Değerlendirme İki Dış Hakem / Çift Taraflı Körleme 

Etik Beyan 

 

Bu çalışmanın hazırlanma sürecinde bilimsel ve etik ilkelere uyulduğu ve 

yararlanılan tüm çalışmaların kaynakçada belirtildiği beyan olunur. Bu araştırmada 

insan katılımcılardan veri toplanmamış, kişisel veriler kullanılmamıştır.  

Benzerlik Taraması Yapıldı – Ithenticate 

Etik Bildirim itobiad@itobiad.com  

Çıkar Çatışması Çıkar çatışması beyan edilmemiştir. 

Finansman Bu araştırmayı desteklemek için dış fon kullanılmamıştır. 

Peer-Review Double anonymized - Two External 

Ethical Statement 

 

It is declared that scientific and ethical principles have been followed while carrying 

out and writing this study and that all the sources used have been properly cited. 

This research does not involve human participants or personal data. 

Plagiarism Checks Yes - Ithenticate 

Conflicts of Interest The author(s) has no conflict of interest to declare. 

Complaints itobiad@itobiad.com 

Grant Support 
The author(s) acknowledge that they received no external funding in support of this 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:itobiad@itobiad.com


159  •itobiad -Researh Article 

Journal of the Human and Social Science Researches | ISSN: 2147-1185|www.itobiad.com 

 
 

References  

Ananny, M., & Crawford, K. (2018). Seeing without knowing: Limitations of the 

transparency ideal and its application to algorithmic accountability. New Media & Society, 

20(3), 973–989. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816676645. 

Beer, D. (2016). Metric power. Palgrave Macmillan. 

Bender, E. M., Gebru, T., McMillan-Major, A., & Shmitchell, S. (2021). On the dangers of 

stochastic parrots: Can language models be too big? In Proceedings of the 2021 ACM 

Conference on Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (pp. 610–623). ACM. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3442188.3445922. 

Benjamin, R. (2019). Race after technology: Abolitionist tools for the new Jim code. Polity 

Press. 

Boyd, d., & Crawford, K. (2012). Critical questions for big data. Information, 

Communication & Society, 15(5), 662–679. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.678878. 

Couldry, N., & Mejias, U. A. (2019). The costs of connection: How data is colonizing human 

life and appropriating it for capitalism. Stanford University Press. 

Crawford, K. (2021). The Atlas of AI: Power, politics, and the planetary costs of artificial 

intelligence. Yale University Press. 

Dastin, J. (2018). Amazon scraps secret AI recruiting tool that showed bias against 

women. Reuters. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-jobs-automation-

insight-idUSKCN1MK08G. 

Diakopoulos, N. (2015). Algorithmic accountability: Journalistic investigation of 

computational power structures. Digital Journalism, 3(3), 398–415. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2014.976411. 

Eubanks, V. (2018). Automating inequality: How high-tech tools profile, police, and punish the 

poor. St. Martin’s Press. 

Flick, U. (2014). An introduction to qualitative research (5th ed.). SAGE Publications. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2001). Making social science matter: Why social inquiry fails and how it can 

succeed again. Cambridge University Press. 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison (A. M. Sheridan, Trans.). 

Vintage Books. 

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings, 1972–1977 (C. 

Gordon, Ed.). Pantheon Books. 

Fricker, M. (2022). Epistemic injustice: Power and the ethics of knowing. Oxford University 

Press. 

Geertz, C. (1973). The interpretation of cultures: Selected essays. Basic Books. 

Gerring, J. (2001). Social science methodology: A criterial framework. Cambridge University 

Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816676645
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2012.678878
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-jobs-automation-insight-idUSKCN1MK08G
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-amazon-com-jobs-automation-insight-idUSKCN1MK08G
https://doi.org/10.1080/21670811.2014.976411


itobiad- Research Article • 160 
 

İnsan ve Toplum Bilimleri Araştırmaları Dergisi | ISSN: 2147-1185|www.itobiad.com 

 

Gillespie, T. (2014). The relevance of algorithms. In T. Gillespie, P. J. Boczkowski, & K. 

A. Foot (Eds.), Media technologies: Essays on communication, materiality, and society (pp. 

167–194). MIT Press. 

Given, L. M. (2008). The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. SAGE 

Publications. 

Haraway, D. (1988). Situated knowledges: The science question in feminism and the 

privilege of partial perspective. Feminist Studies, 14(3), 575–599. 

Kitchin, R. (2014). The data revolution: Big data, open data, data infrastructures and their 

consequences. SAGE Publications. 

Latour, B. (1987). Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through society. 

Harvard University Press. 

Latour, B. (1999). Pandora’s hope: Essays on the reality of science studies. Harvard 

University Press. 

Latour, B., & Woolgar, S. (1986). Laboratory life: The construction of scientific facts (2nd ed.). 

Princeton University Press. 

Lyon, D. (2006). Surveillance studies: An overview. Polity Press. 

Marres, N. (2017). Digital sociology: The reinvention of social research. Polity Press. 

Mittelstadt, B. (2019). Principles alone cannot guarantee ethical AI. Nature Machine 

Intelligence, 1(11), 501–507. https://doi.org/10.1038/s42256-019-0114-4. 

O’Neil, C. (2016). Weapons of math destruction: How big data increases inequality and 

threatens democracy. Penguin Books. 

Pang, B., & Lee, L. (2008). Opinion mining and sentiment analysis. Foundations and 

Trends in Information Retrieval, 2(1–2), 1–135. 

Pasquale, F. (2015). The black box society: The secret algorithms that control money and 

information. Harvard University Press. 

Rieder, B. (2020). Engines of order: A mechanology of algorithmic techniques. Amsterdam 

University Press. 

Savage, M., & Burrows, R. (2007). The coming crisis of empirical sociology. Sociology, 

41(5), 885–899. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038507080443. 

Seaver, N. (2017). Algorithms as culture: Some tactics for the ethnography of 

algorithmic systems. Big Data & Society, 4(2), 1–12. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951717738104. 

Weber, M. (1949). The methodology of the social sciences (E. A. Shils & H. A. Finch, Trans.). 

Free Press. (Original work published 1904–1917). 

Zuboff, S. (2019). The age of surveillance capitalism: The fight for a human future at the new 

frontier of power. PublicAffairs. 

  


