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What do we want?

What is / should be the goal of a philosophical account of science
communication?

Account of what distinguishes good science communication from
bad science communication.
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Norms of assertion

Compare literature on norms of assertion:

An assertion is good (as an assertion) only if the speaker
knows that the content is true. (Williamson 2000)

Williamson provides a criterion or standard by which to judge
assertions; ideally, we’d like the same for science communication.

Lots of people treat this problem as a matter of extending accounts of

assertion; see Dang and Bright (2021), Dethier (2022), and Gerken (2022).
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The Hockey Stick graph

– Generated in R using data from PAGES 2k Consortium (2019)
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Simplifications and idealizations

– SkepticalScience.com

SkepticalScience.com
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Upshot

What distinguishes good science communication from bad science
communication can’t be truth, belief, knowledge, etc.

(Or, better: can’t be that the vehicle of communication is true, etc.)

Goal for the talk:

1 Lay out an account of science communication that doesn’t
turn on truth, belief, or knowledge.

2 Apply the account to cases of misinterpretation.
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Positive View of Science Communication



Intro Positive View Misinterpretation References

The Problem

What distinguishes good science communication from bad science
communication isn’t truth, belief, knowledge, etc.
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Analogy: maps



Intro Positive View Misinterpretation References

What differentiates transportation maps?

Necessary: stations placed in the right order.

Necessary: (clear) information about which train and stop to use.

Not necessary: accurate placement of any other feature.
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Why these conditions?

Necessary for the rider to use the map to understand how to get
from point A to point B.

(Importantly: different riders have different starting points and destinations.)

Communication using maps isn’t a matter of telling information.
(“Give a man instructions ...”)
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Analogical upshot

Simplifications / graphs as maps of the underlying science / data.

:

:
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Implications

Slogan: (Science) Communication as Cartography.

Good science communication is often distinguished by

1 choosing the right idealizations / simplifications.

2 choices that are strictly-speaking truth-neutral.

3 sensitivity to user purposes.
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(Mis)-Interpretation and Science Communication
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The many faces of misinterpretation

An incomplete typology of science misinterpretation:

Unintentional misinterpretation

Intentional misinterpretation
Hype

Expert-driven
Audience-driven

Political misinterpretation

Expert-driven
Audience-driven
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What should scientists do?

Two kinds of answers to this question:

1 Advice. e.g., take these actions in this order...

2 Goals. i.e., results to aim for.
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John’s goal

John (2018): scientists should tell the
audience whatever will lead them to the
right beliefs.

Where “right” = “most accurate.”

Honesty, transparency, etc. are
irrelevant and even harmful insofar as
they promote misinterpretation.
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Alternative goal

Honesty etc. are always conditions of
good communication.

But there are cases in which bad
communication is preferable to good.

(Resulting picture: we have potentially conflicting reasons for

different actions, and what we should do is determined by the

balance of these reasons; see, e.g., Schroeder (2021).)
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Recall

Whether science communication is good depends on how it lines
up with the objectives of the audience.

But sometimes audience has objectives that are bad or evil.

Question then is simply: is being a good communicator more
important than not supporting or facilitating bad / evil objectives.
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In other words

What should scientists do in the face of intentional
politically-motivated misinterpretation?

is like

What should scientists do in the face of other ill-intentioned
misuses of their research?
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Conclusion

Two main results from today’s talk:

1 Account of the standards / criteria to use in evaluating
science communication.

2 Account of standards / criteria to use in cases where
misinterpretation is at issue.
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