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ABSTRACT

The paper argues for the necessity of building up a philosophy of the
internet and proposes a version of it, an ‘Aristotelian’ philosophy
of the internet. First, a short overview of some recent trends in
the internet research is presented. This train of thoughts leads to a
proposal of understanding the nature of the internet in the spirit
of the Aristotelian philosophy i.e., to conceive “the internet as the
internet”, as a totality of its all aspects, as a whole entity. For this
purpose, the internet is explained in four - easily distinguishable,
but obviously connected — contexts: we regard it as a system of
technology, as an element of communication, as a cultural medium
and as an independent organism. Based on these investigations we
conclude that the internet is the medium of a new mode of human
existence created by late modern man; a mode that is built on earlier
(i.e., natural, and social) spheres of existence and yet it is markedly
different from them. We call this newly formed existence web-life.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The appearance and the extended use of the internet can probably be
considered as the most significant development of the 20th century.
However, this becomes evident if and only if the internet is not
simply conceived as a network of interconnected computers or a
new communication tool, but as a new, highly complex artificial
being with a mostly unknown nature. An unavoidable task of our
age is to use, shape, and, in general, discover it — and to interpret
our praxis, to study and understand the internet, including all the
things, relations, and processes contributing to its nature and use.

Studying the question what the internet is and its history — ap-
parently — provides a praxis-oriented answer, see e.g., [1-4]. Based
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on the social and cultural demands of the 1960s, networks of inter-
connected computers were built up, and for the 1980s a worldwide
network of computers, the net, emerged and became widely used.
From the 1990s the network of web pages, the world wide web,
has been built on the net. Using the possibilities provided by the
coexisting net and web, social networks (such as Facebook) have
been created since the 2000s. Nowadays, networking of connected
physical vehicles, the emergence of the internet of things, the IoT,
seems to be an essential new development. Besides these networks
there is a regularly renewed activity to form sharing networks
to share ‘contents’ (files, material and intellectual property, prod-
ucts, knowledge, services, events, human abilities, etc.) using, e.g.,
streaming or peer-to-peer technologies. In this way, currently, from
a practical point of view, the internet can essentially be identified as
a complex being formed from five kinds of intertwined coexisting
networks: the net, the web, the social networks, the 10T, and the
sharing networks. Taking into account these coexisting networks
it seems to be reasonable to seek for a theoretical or philosophical
description of this complex being instead of one or other parts of it.

2 THEORETICAL VS. PHILOSOPHICAL
DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERNET

Among researchers of the internet there is a lack of consensus re-
garding how to best describe the internet theoretically, i.e., whether
it is a (scientific) theory or rather a philosophy of the internet
that is needed. Scientific theories on the internet presuppose that
the internet is an independent entity of our world and seek for
its specific theoretical understanding and description. Because of
the complexity of the internet, it is not surprising that comparing
these theories to the classical scientific theories have a definite
trans-, inter-, or multidisciplinary character. They usually combine
the methodological and conceptual apparatus of social-scientific
(sociology, psychology, political theory, law, political economy, an-
thropology, etc.), scientific, mathematical, and engineering (theory
of networks, theory of information, computing, etc.) disciplines
to create a proper ‘internet scientific’ conceptual framework and
methodology. Some of these theories really fit into a recent scien-
tific standard providing universally valid knowledge in the form of
justifiable or refutable statements, with empirical background and
philosophical foundations. Their empirical background frequently
includes disciplinary or studies-origin facts, and their philosophical
foundations vary case by case. (Some additional methodological
considerations on the internet research can be found in [4].)
Although there is no universally accepted theory of the internet:
there is no consensus about the fundamental specificities of the
internet. In other words, the philosophical foundations of internet
science, the foundational principles on the nature of the internet
are essentially diverse ones — and in many cases they are naive,
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unconsciously accepted, non-reflective, uncertain, or vague pre-
suppositions (see e.g., [5-14]. Philosophical considerations on the
nature of the internet and on the effective principles of internet
science can usefully contribute to overcoming these difficulties.

This situation is practically the same as we have (or had) in cases
of any kind of sciences: the subject matter and the foundational
principles of a scientific discipline are coming from philosophical
considerations. As an illustration we can recall the determining role
of natural philosophy in the formation of natural sciences, or the
role of philosophy of science in the self-consciousness functioning
of any developed scientific disciplines.

However, scientific theories of the internet face additional diffi-
culties if they want to reflect on the (pluralistic) postmodern char-
acteristics of the internet. Recently, there is a better chance of pro-
ducing acceptable treatments of these difficulties in philosophies
than in sciences.

Like an internet science, philosophy of the internet also pro-
vides a theoretical description of the internet, but it is a completely
different theoretical construction - at least if we do not identify
philosophy with a kind of linguistic-logic attraction, but we see it
traditionally as the conceptual reconstruction of our whole world
set up by critical thinking.

As Aristotle declared in his Metaphysics, there are two kinds of
theoretical methodologies: the scientific disciplines describe beings
from a selected aspect of them, but philosophy describes ‘beings
as beings’ as a whole, considering them from all of their existing
aspects. In this tradition, focusing on a given being, discovering
and disclosing all of its interrelations of everything else, and in this
way, characterizing the being from all of its aspects, the philosopher
builds up a complete world in which the given being exists. Philo-
sophical understanding is proceeding on the parallel ‘constructions’
of the ‘being as being’ and the ‘whole’ world. An ontology created
in this way is essentially different from the ontologies constructed
in computer sciences. Currently, this Aristotelian style of making
philosophy is not really fashionable, and, in fact, not so easy to per-
form, but it seems to be not impossible and perhaps even necessary
if one wants to understand a new kind of being of our recent world,
as the internet is.

So, the crucial distinction between sciences and philosophy
makes clear the different possibilities of science and philosophy in
the theoretical description of the internet. Considering further the
science-philosophy relationships it becomes obvious that there is
no science without philosophy. Historically, (European) philosophy
emerged several hundred years before science did; science does
not exist without (or prior to) philosophy. Of course, this is abso-
lutely true in case of any concrete disciplines: emerging scientific
disciplines are based on and spring out from philosophical (e.g.,
natural-philosophical) considerations and they include, incorporate,
and develop these contents further. What is a natural object? What
is a living organism? What is a constitution? And how can we iden-
tify and describe their nature and characteristics? Any scientific
understanding presupposes such conceptual constructions. How-
ever, these procedures sometimes remain hidden, and the given
scientific activity runs in an unconscious manner. These situations
provide possibilities for the philosophy of science to clarify the real
cognitive structures.
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Following these intellectual traditions, if we want to construct an
internet science, we need some kind of philosophical understand-
ing of the internet prior to the scientific one. What is the internet?
What are its most fundamental specificities and characteristics?
What are the interrelationships between the internet and all the
other beings of our world? Only the philosophical analyses can pro-
vide an understanding of the internet as the internet, a theoretical
description of its very nature, as a totality of its all aspects, as a
whole entity.

These are the reasons that I have proposed for building a phi-
losophy of the internet prior to the scientific theory of it [15-18].
First of all, taking into account the huge amount of its aspects,
appearances, modes of use, etc., we should have to understand the
nature of the internet and to suggest useful concepts, valid princi-
ples, and operable practices for its description. I have proposed to
construct a philosophy of the internet in an analog manner as the
philosophy of nature (or natural philosophy) was created before
(natural) sciences.

However, besides this possibility, there are additional possibili-
ties to contribute to the philosophy of the internet. Realizing the
crucial social and cultural impacts of internet use, philosophers
have started to consider the influence of internet use on philosophy
[19-21,.22-24]. Typically, they focus on a particular aspect or side
of the internet or internet use and put it into a philosophical con-
text. In this way — doing research on the ‘philosophical problems of
the internet’ — one can identify the philosophical consequences of
some kind of specificity of the internet or can disclose something on
the nature of the specificity of the internet. This is the philosophy
of the internet making in an analog manner as we used to make
research in the philosophy of science or philosophy of language, or
philosophy of technology, etc.

In the case of the natural philosophical type of the philosophy
of the internet, we should have to create a complete philosophy in
order to propose an understanding of the internet in our world, and
an understanding of our world which includes the internet. In case
of the philosophy of science type of the philosophy of the internet,
we should have to apply, improve, or modify an existing philosophy
in a sense in order to propose an understanding of a philosophical
problem of the internet, and an understanding of a philosophical
problem created by the existence and use of the internet. The latter
type of philosophy is closer to internet science, while the former
approach is closer to a real philosophy of the internet.

As I see it, the so-called philosophy of the Web (Philoweb) ini-
tiative is a representative of the ‘philosophical problems of the
internet’ type of research [19, 22]. The typical analyses in their pa-
pers focus on a particular aspect of the internet (or the web) or focus
on particular philosophical approaches (e.g., semantics, ontology)
and try to conclude several consequences in these contexts.

Another important work in a similar philosophical methodology
is provided by Floridi [23, 24]. Floridi’s philosophical works, for
example, describe the changing meanings of several classical philo-
sophical concepts (like reality) because of the extended internet
use and vice versa: internet use is taking place in a non-traditional
reality.

Some additional philosophical approaches focus on more spe-
cific disciplines (e.g., computer mediated communication, ethics) or
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specific problems (e.g., embodiment, critical theory of technology),
ete. [25-28].

Summing up, the philosophy of the internet can be considered
as a new field of culture, a recent version of philosophizing with
the ambitions to build philosophies in the era of the emergence and
deployment of the internet and internet use and taking these new
circumstances seriously. It necessarily has different realizations,
with different ideologies, values, emphases, cognitive structures,
languages, accepted traditions, etc. There are at least two metaphilo-
sophical attitudes toward this new cultural entity: a) creating an
original version of philosophy, taking into consideration all of the
experiences in the era, b) modifying existing philosophical con-
cepts, systems, approaches, and meanings in order to understand
the emerging problems of the internet era.

3 SPECIFICITIES OF AN ‘ARISTOTELIAN’
PHILOSOPHY OF THE INTERNET

In the last 10-15 years, I have developed a natural philosophical
type of the philosophy of the internet which I call ‘Aristotelian’
philosophy of the internet. As an illustration of the abovementioned
ambitions, now I will try to sum up its main ideas.

This philosophy of the internet has Aristotelian characteristics
in the following sense:

1) It is clear from the history of (natural) sciences that natural
philosophy has a priority to any kind of natural sciences. The most
successful natural philosophy (or philosophy of nature) was created
by Aristotle. In his thinking, a ‘division of labor’ between philoso-
phy and sciences was clearly declared: understanding the being as
being, or understanding an aspect of a being. Historically and logi-
cally, in the first step we can ‘philosophically’ understand a given
being and its most essential characteristics, and in a second step,
based on this knowledge, we can create a science for their further
understanding. In case of the internet, first we try to understand its
nature and its most fundamental characteristics ‘philosophically,
and in the second step, an internet science can be created based on
this knowledge.

2) In the Aristotelian view, beings (and the world as well) have
a complex nature and for their understanding we have to find a
complex methodology. His crucial tool for this purpose was his
causal ‘theory’: everything has four interrelated, but clearly sepa-
rated, causes - the material, the formal, the efficient, and the final
cause. Applying this version of causality, the complex nature of
any beings (and the world) can be disclosed. In the case of the in-
ternet (as a highly complex network of complex networks) this is a
very important possibility for a deeper understanding. Of course,
the concrete causal contexts will be different (and more concrete)
related to the original Aristotelian ones, so we will use the tech-
nological, the communication, the cultural, and the organization
contexts to describe the highly complex nature of the internet.

3) There are several additional, but perhaps less crucial, Aris-
totelian components in my philosophy of the internet. Aristotle
made a sharp distinction between natural and artificial beings (espe-
cially in his Physics). Based on this distinction the fundamental role
of technologies — as creators of the artificial spheres of beings - in
the human world is really crucial, so I tried to find a technological
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(or techno-scientific) implementation for all of the aspects of the in-
ternet. Moreover, in the ‘solution’ of several classical philosophical
problems, I followed the Aristotelian traditions - e.g., my interpre-
tation of virtuality (which is an important task in this philosophy
of the internet) is based on the Aristotelian ontology.

It is clear at first glance that the internet is an artificial being
created mainly from other artificial beings. This means that its
philosophical understanding is necessarily based on the philosoph-
ical understanding of other beings, so it has necessarily a kind
of ‘metaphilosophical’ characteristic. (Notice that the collection
of papers on Philoweb [20] was first published by Monnin and
Halpin in the journal Metaphilosophy.) The general view of the
Aristotelian causality (in the abovementioned way) can be consid-
ered as a metaphilosophical tool, which presupposes to understand
and use philosophies of technology, philosophies of communica-
tion, philosophies of culture, and philosophies of organization for
producing a complex philosophy of the internet. Additionally, it
is useful to study and use the philosophical views on information,
reality and virtuality, community, system and network, modern and
postmodern, knowledge, human nature, spheres of human being,
etc., in the process of constructing the philosophy of the internet.

As is clear from the statements above, this philosophy of the in-
ternet is not just about an abstract description of the internet, since
it is included in and coexists with natural, human, social, and cul-
tural entities in a complex human world. According to our research
strategy, first, we examine the complex nature of the internet, and
then we can analyze the social and cultural impacts of its use.

4 ON THE NATURE OF THE INTERNET

In the ‘natural philosophical type’ or the Aristotelian philosophy
of the internet, the main task is to understand the nature of the
internet and some of its essential characteristics. Below, a short
outline of the components of this philosophy is presented in the
form of theses. (For a more detailed discussion of the philosophical
issues involved, see [15] or its online English translation [18].)

In the Aristotelian philosophy of the internet, we conceive of the
internet in four — easily distinguishable, but obviously connected
- contexts: we regard it as a system of technology, as an element
of communication, as a cultural medium, and as an independent
organism.

1) Technological context. I propose that we conceive of technology
as a specific form or aspect of human agency, the realization of
human control over a technological situation. In consequence of
the deployment of this human agency, the course and the outcome
of the situation seem no longer governed by natural constraints but
by specific human goals. Human control of technological situations
yields artificial beings as outcomes. With the use of technology, man
can create and maintain artificial entities and, as a matter of fact,
an artificial world: its own “not naturally given” world and she/he
shapes her/his own nature through her/his own activity. Every
technology is value-laden - i.e., technologies are not neutral; they
unavoidably express, realize, and distribute their built-in values
during usage. The internet obviously is a technological product, and
at the same time it is a consciously created technological system,
so, like other technologies, the internet also serves human control
over given situations.
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However, the internet is a specific system of technology; it is an
information technological system. Information is created through
interpretation, so a certain kind of hermeneutical practice is a de-
cisive component of information technologies. In consequence,
information — and all kinds of information ‘products’ - is virtual
by nature. Virtuality is a kind of reality, a reality with a measure,
a kind of reality which has no absolute character, but which has a
relative nature [29].

Thus, from a technological point of view, the internet is an arti-
ficially created and maintained virtual sphere, for the operation of
which the functioning of the computers connected into the network
and the concrete practices of people’s interpretations are equally
indispensable.

2) Communication context. For the characterization of the internet
as an element of communication, we can understand communica-
tion as a certain type of technology, the goal of which is to create
and maintain communities. Consequently, the technologies of com-
munication used on the internet are those technologies with the
help of which particular — virtual, open, extended, online, etc. —
communities can be built. The individual relationships to the com-
munities that can be built, and the nature of the communities can be
completely controlled through technologies of the internet (e-mail,
chat, lists, blogs, podcast, social networks, etc.).

Thus, as regards communication, the internet is the network of
consciously created and maintained extended plural communities,
for the functioning of which the harmonized functioning of com-
puters connected to the network as well as the individual’s control
over his own communicative situations are needed.

3) Cultural context. From a cultural point of view, the internet
is a medium which can accommodate, present, and preserve the
wholeness of human culture - both as regards quality and quan-
tity. It can both represent a whole cultural universe and different,
infinitely varied cultural universes (worlds).

Culture is the system of values present in coexisting communi-
ties; it is ‘the world of” communities. Culture is the technology of
world creation. Culture shapes and also expresses the characteristic
contents of a given social system. Each social system can be de-
scribed as the coexistence of human communities and the cultures
they develop and follow. Schematically, society = communities +
cultures.

The internet accommodates the values of the late modern age, or
the ‘end’ of modernity. That is, it houses late modern worlds. Late
modern culture contains modern values as well, but it refuses their
exclusivity and it favors a plural, postmodern system of values. The
way of producing culture is essentially transformed: the dichotomy
of experts creating traditional culture and the laymen consuming
it are replaced by the ‘democratic nature’ of cyber culture: each
individual produces and consumes at the same time.

Thus, from a cultural point of view, the internet is a network of
virtual human communities, artificially created by man unsatisfied
by the world of modernity; it is a network in which a postmodern
system of values based on the individual freedom and independence
of cyberculture prevails.

4) Organism context. From an organizational point of view, the
internet is a relatively independent organism, which develops ac-
cording to the conditions of its existence and the requirements of
the age. It is a (super)organism created by the continuous activity
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of people, the existence, identity, and integrity of which is unques-
tionable; systems, networks, and worlds penetrating each other are
interwoven in it. It has its own, unpredictable evolution: it develops
according to the evolutionary logic of creation and human being,
wishing to control its functioning, is both a part and a creator of
the organism.

The indispensable vehicles are the net, built of physically con-
nected computers, the web, stretching upon the links which connect
the content of the websites into a virtual network, the human com-
munities virtually present on the websites organized into social
networks, the interlinked human things as well as the infinite varia-
tions of individual and social cultural entities and cultural universes
penetrating each other.

The worldwide organism of the internet is imbued with values:
its existence and functioning constantly creates and sustains a
particular system of values: the network of postmodern values. The
non-hierarchically organized value sphere of virtuality, plurality,
fragmentation, included modernity, individuality, and opposition
to power, interconnected through weak bonds, it penetrates all
activity on the internet — moreover, it does so independently of our
intentions, through mechanisms built into the functioning of the
organism.

Thus, from the organizational point of view, the internet is a
superorganism made of systems, networks, and cultural universes.
Its development is shaped by the desire of late modern man to
‘create a home, entering into the network of virtual connections im-
pregnated with the postmodern values of cyberculture. For human
beings, the internet is a new — more homely — sphere of existence;
it is the exclusive vehicle of web-life. Web-life is created through
the transformation of ‘traditional’ communities of society and the
cultures prevailing in the communities. Schematically, web-life =
‘online’ communities + cybercultures.

5 CONCLUSION

To sum up, the internet as a whole entity is the medium of a new
form of existence created by late modern man, a form that is built
on earlier (natural and social) spheres of existence, and yet it is
markedly different from them. We call this newly formed existence
web-life, and our goal is to understand its characteristics.
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