
Satta 1 
 

Epistemic Exhaustion and the Retention of Power 

EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION: cognitive fatigue generated by efforts to determine, retain, or 
communicate what one believes under conditions that make doing so especially taxing.  
 
CORE CLAIM: The creation and maintenance of epistemic exhaustion is a tool that the socially and 
politically powerful can and do use in order to retain power.  
 
KEY FEATURES OF EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION 
 

• Epistemic exhaustion is not inherently good or bad. It depends on what kind of epistemic 
agent you are and what kinds of beliefs you have.  

• The effects of epistemic exhaustion can be mental, emotional, or physical. For example, it may 
manifest as follows: 

o Finding that epistemic activities that used to feel attainable, enjoyable, or worthwhile 
now feel unattainable, unenjoyable, or not worthwhile, 

o Feeling overwhelmed by the prospect of undertaking epistemic activities that you 
once found manageable, 

o Feeling detached from or apathetic about epistemic matters you once cared deeply 
about, 

o Experiencing anxiety or depression in response to epistemic conditions, 
o Becoming less effective at certain epistemic activities because you rapidly fatigue, 

easily become overwhelmed, or are pessimistic about your prospects of success, 
o Experiencing burnout in connection with certain epistemic activities. 

• The fatigue generated by epistemic exhaustion often is developed along with other forms of 
exhaustion or burnout. 

 
CONVERSATIONAL TACTICS THAT COMMONLY CREATE EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION 
 

• Burden-shifting maneuvers 
o Firehosing/Gish galloping 
o Sealioning  
o Bullshitting 

• Asymmetric assessments 
o Selective skepticism 
o Selective gullibility 
o Selective grace/accommodation 

• Increasing the emotional cost of conversation 
o Hurling insults 
o Trolling 
o Gaslighting 

 
COMMON ENVIRONMENTS FOR EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION 
 
Socio-politically polarized environments: divisions along political lines strongly correlate with other aspects 
of identity such as race, religious affiliation, national origin, socioeconomic status, or education level. 
(Especially when there are high levels of negative partisanship.) 
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Epistemically chaotic environments: when a society experiences a glut of conflicting information while 
lacking widely agreed upon epistemic authorities to resolve the conflicts. 
 
Epistemically oppressive environments: “persistent epistemic exclusion that hinders one’s contribution to 
knowledge production,” where epistemic exclusion is “an unwarranted infringement on the 
epistemic agency of knowers. (This comes from Kristie Dotson, 2014.) 
 
The epistemic exhaustion created in these environments often helps powerful people retain power 
by making certain types of progress difficult through increasing the cognitive and emotional burden 
of the underlying epistemic work. 
 
COMMON RESPONSES TO EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION 
 

• Reactive Partisanship (i.e. doubling down on tribal epistemology) 

• Skepticism (i.e. assuming you cannot discover the truth or to have justified beliefs) 

• Disengagement (i.e. not participating and/or not caring) 

• Pressing On (i.e. continuing to work for knowledge and change as usual) 
 

SUGGESTIONS FOR DEALING WITH EPISTEMIC EXHAUSTION 

• conceptualize epistemic exhaustion as a tool of the powerful 

• Be selective in how you expend your energy 

• Be intentional about your epistemic goals 

• Be considerate and cultivate awareness of the epistemic demands you put on others 

• Account for your epistemic position 
 

“The tension is draining. The need to pay constant attention to the lies is exhausting, and it is 
compounded by the feeling of helplessness in the face of the ridiculous and repeated lies. Most 
Americans in the age of Trump are not, like the subject of a totalitarian regime, subject to state 
terror. But even before the coronavirus, they were subjected to constant, sometimes 
debilitating anxiety. One way out of that anxiety is to relieve the mind of stress by accepting 
Trumpian reality. Another—and this too is an option often exercised by people living under 
totalitarianism—is to stop paying attention, disengage, and retreat to one’s private sphere. 
Both approaches are victories for Trump in an attack on politics.” Masha Gessen, 2020 

 
“But I’m tired. I’m tired because this is the conversation I’ve been having since the 2016 
election ended…And although I’m tired, because I have just had this conversation with 
multiple people for multiple hours the evening before, here I am having it again, hearing what 
I have always heard: the problem in American society is not race, it’s class.” Ijeoma Oluo, 2019 

 
“[It] tends to overwhelm and numb people while simultaneously defining deviancy down and 
normalizing the unacceptable. Outrage gives way to outrage fatigue, which gives way to the 
sort of cynicism and weariness that empowers those disseminating lies. As the former world 
chess champion and Russian pro-democracy leader Garry Kasparov tweeted in December 
2016, ‘The point of modern propaganda isn’t only to misinform or push an agenda. It is to 
exhaust your critical thinking, to annihilate truth’.” Michiko Kakutani, 2018 


