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Who Defines the Truth in Science?”

Dietmar Wolfram?!

Commentary

Taswell et al. [1] provide a thoughtful treatment of the importance
of truth in science. The concept of what is fact and truth has been de-
bated over many decades (centuries?). Who gets to define what the
truth is and is there unity in the perspective of what is the truth in sci-
ence? We first need a definition of what truth is, which the authors
provide in framing their discussion of threats to truth in today’s sci-
entific enterprise. This discussion is particularly relevant as we con-
tinue to address the COVID-19 pandemic, and where competing views
regarding the virus, its transmission, and associated preventions and
treatments vie for acceptance by the global scientific community and
general public. What is presented as fact by some is false information
to others, as the authors outline. These threats to truth in science have
been highlighted in the literature for decades [2], [3].

Can one also say that this is the case for science, in general? Is there
unity among scientists in what we perceive or promote as fact? Is there
one truth? Science philosopher lan Hacking [4] discussed the idea of
the disunities in the sciences, identifying two aspects of unity: single-
ness (one scientific world, reality, truth) and harmonious integration,
noting that different styles of scientific reasoning value each aspect
differently, making the idea of one science difficult to define. Hard-
ing [5], in referring to these ideas, points to the social and cultural in-
fluences on science and local knowledge that make an objective truth
ideal problematic.

Taswell et al. [1] discuss threats to truth in science, including false-
hoods and the unintentional or intentional propagation of these false-
hoods, summarized with four concepts based on the intentionality of
the falsehoods and the willingness of the perpetrators to correct those
falsehoods. Their summary provides useful distinctions between dif-
ferent types of false information. In examining the truthfulness or fac-
tualness of information we also need to consider the beliefs of the au-
thors, who may feel they are promoting the truth. In the case of anti-
and caco-information, presumably nothing will convince the authors
to retract their false information. The authors may still sincerely be-
lieve in the truthfulness of their findings and conclusions, or they may
continue to stubbornly perpetuate information they know to be false.

Who, then, defines the truth in science? In an ideal world, the truth
is accepted based on rigorous evidence. As a human endeavor, how-
ever, there will always be interpretation of the evidence, which can
introduce bias. What is put forward as truth will still need to be in-
terpreted and accepted by the scientific community. Ultimately, it is
this community that needs to reach a consensus on what is fact and
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truth, and if there is room for more than one approximation of the
truth. The growing acceptance and implementation of Open Science
practices can help in this regard by promoting accountability, trans-
parency, and reproducibility.
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