The Weight of Scientific Evidence

Surely, we would expect that when, during the 1600s, Galileo demonstrated his telescope to the scientists of Italy all were quick to embrace and applaud the newfound technical achievement.  But some of Galileo's noted peers insisted that the images seen in the telescope did not exist because the images could not be seen with the naked eye.  In essence, some of the scientific elite of his day dismissed Galileo's telescope because the concept ran contrary to conventional wisdom and the apparent observations were not supported by adequate scientific evidence.


From where do such rogues as Galileo come?  Why does it seem that throughout all of recorded history humankind has been beset with these unconventional researchers who would turn all of scientific learning on its ear with no more basis than an experiment or new hypothesis grasped like an ethereal fog from their own minds.  And yet the list, seemingly endless, continues and includes the likes of Copernicus, Da Vinci, our friend Galileo, Columbus, Pasteur, Einstein, and the Wright brothers, Orville and Wilbur.


Galileo ran afoul of "scientific wisdom" and "religious wisdom" on other points as well.  The most noted of these was his avant-garde teaching that the earth was not the center of the universe.  Religious and scientific scholars of that time could easily debunk Galileo's foolish opinions because they, the learned scholars, had the collected work of all previous scientific investigation, cogitations, and religious dogma to prove that Galileo was wrong.  The "weight of scientific evidence" proved that Galileo was wrong.  Thence with the decrees of the scientific community and the Roman Catholic Church the foolish notions of Galileo ended and the scientific method, practiced through the analytical filter of peer review, quietly resumed its work.


But wait a minute!  That's not the way this issue was resolved.  All of those researchers were right!  In each instance it was the scientific basis that was wrong.  And so it is and always has been with new thought.  The process of scientific evolution or revolution is not neat and orderly.  It is often a ruthless, messy struggle.  While individual researchers may seek innovation and theorize novel concepts the scientific community is not receptive to change.  It basically is not a scientific process at all and the reasons are deeply rooted in areas not at all scientific.  For the most part to accept a change of belief requires scientists, researchers, and theologians to admit that they have previously been wrong.


If, for example, the medical community had been prescribing pine needle tea (remember Euwell Gibbons?) as a cure-all for the last one hundred years each present member of that august body would be reluctant to admit that they had been wrong about that remedy's medicinal qualities compared to antibiotic medicines.


How much more simple to sweep a recalcitrant scientist, and his "new science", under the rug or out the door?


There is no basis for any argument that simply the "weight of scientific research" should be enough to preclude acceptance of new thinking or new experiment.  If that were the case then civilized humans might still be wearing loincloths and carrying clubs for protection.  In truth it has always been the innovator, the visionary, sacrificed for the advancement of society - sacrificed under the "weight of scientific evidence" - who has carried scientific knowledge to each new level.


The "weight of scientific evidence" is the burden of the independent researcher.  It is a burden evidenced by lack of funding, orchestrated attacks by corporate interests, and a judicial process skewed to judge on the basis of quantity.


Whenever the argument using "the weight of scientific evidence" is employed one might ask, whose vested interests are being jeopardized by a new idea or experimental finding?  Typically, the answer will be corporate interests. Centuries ago the answer was religious interest for organized religions wielded the greatest power in society.  Today corporations surpass governments in power and control and have supplanted religious organizations to become the greatest debasers of creative endeavor. 


Remember, virtually all of our present day understanding of the physical world and our physical selves has evolved by using the novel idea and experiment, not the preceding weight of scientific evidence.  But more importantly, how many discouraged or frustrated scientific researchers have been effectively barred from disclosing meaningful findings or theories by those with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo - maintaining the existing scientific evidence?


We'll never know the answer to that question. But we do know that, in spite of the tactics of organized power: the earth is round; telescopes do allow us to see things invisible to the naked eye; cigarette smoking causes cancer; and so does exposure to electromagnetic energy.


Sometimes it takes years for the truth to be borne out. But even Galileo received his recognition and apology - 350 years late.


Who is the "weight of scientific evidence" burying today?  As in the past it is those researchers who dare report experimental findings and hypotheses adverse to corporate interests.  They are the non-funded and under-funded members of the bioeffects research community and not to be confused with corporate sponsored researchers.


Surely it seems ludicrous to commit hundreds of billions of dollars annually for the defense of United States citizens from foreign aggression when, at the same time, our own government permits and actively encourages domestic aggression by refusing to commit to unfettered sponsorship of scientific research without control by industry or the military.


It is often said that freedom of speech is only free to those who own the printing press.  We can add that freedom of scientific data is only free to those who pay for the research.


If the current occupant of the White House were to seek a single meaningful accomplishment by which future generations could measure his value, it might be to unshackle independent scientists and free them from the bonds of the adversarial morass through which they plod so that free thought, not tied to corporate or military interest, will reach the light of day.


Who can know but by so doing we may avert the seemingly endless corporate cover-ups of adverse scientific findings such as has happened with tobacco, asbestos, auto safety, silicone, and electromagnetic fields.  Who can know but by providing publicly funded independent scientific research we may prevent you, your son or your daughter from becoming one of the victims of a corporate cost-benefit decision.


Perhaps the concept itself is too novel.  Perhaps the "Weight of scientific evidence" argues against it. 
