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Abstract

The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence (AI) has brought the question of the
“subject” back into the spotlight within the fields of epistemology, the philosophy of science and
technology, and technology governance studies. Unlike traditional Al—which primarily performs
functions related to recognition, retrieval, and automated processing—generative Al has become
deeply involved in processes such as text generation, knowledge organization, problem formulation,
argumentation, and meaning construction. Consequently, classic philosophical inquiries—such as
“who knows?”, “how is knowing achieved?”, and “what constitutes knowing?”—have been reani-
mated within this new technological landscape. In response to this shifting reality, existing scholar-
ship has gradually coalesced around three representative conceptions of the epistemic subject: the
intentional subject, the interactive subject, and the distributed subject. The intentional view em-
phasizes whether a subject possesses an intentional structure regarding the world, attempting to
establish “understanding” or “semantic directedness” as the core criterion for subject status. The
interactive view conceptualizes the subject as a role structure forged within specific collaborative
practices, highlighting the dynamics of epistemic agency, the division of responsibility, and norma-
tive arrangements within human-machine interactions. The distributed view, conversely, elevates
the question of the subject to the level of platforms, institutions, and network structures, under-
scoring the systemic subject-effects that emerge when generative Al is embedded within distributed
cognitive networks. While each of these three perspectives captures a distinct dimension of epis-
temic activity in the era of generative Al, no single standpoint suffices to fully account for the actual
reconstruction of the subject occurring in reality. Accordingly, this paper advocates for an approach
to the epistemic subject in the generative Al era characterized by “complementary checks and bal-
ances”: it rejects both the mystification of Al as a novel subject endowed with independent will, and
its simplistic reduction to a completely neutral tool; instead—while firmly upholding the primacy
of human agency and responsibility—it acknowledges the profound influence that algorithmic sys-
tems, platform architectures, and institutional frameworks exert upon cognitive activities. Such a
synthetic perspective helps transcend the abstract, binary debate over whether Al constitutes a
“subject,” thereby enabling a more precise grasp of the subject’s positioning, the boundaries of re-
sponsibility, and the normative implications inherent in the evolving modes of contemporary
knowledge production.
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