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Empirical research in post-truth societies: Any old Western
epistemology or fruitful approach to ontological uncertainty?
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Living in a post-truth age poses serious challenges to democracy, because this form of
organising collective coexistence relies on public and accountable discourse. The particular
guestion that this conference pursues is, what living in post-truth times means for science
itself and what role science plays in a post-truth society and how this can remain democratic
or become democratic in the first place. This contribution will explore in particular, what
role empirical research plays in this situation.

The answer to this question seems straightforward. Science has brought about consensual
concepts and procedures to produce valid knowledge. They range from fundamental
considerations, e.g. Descartes’ doubt, to epistemological principles, e.g. Popper’s notion of
falsification, and to praxeological considerations, e.g. Peirce’s idea of scientific discourse
within a scientific community or Kuhn’s notion of paradigm shift being driven by social
mechanisms rather than mere epistemological considerations. Within this, empirical
research is considered a way to arrive at valid, functional, and evidence-based knowledge.

In the post-truth age, this conceptualisation and practice of science is challenged. First, by
the mechanisms of knowledge dissemination and knowledge consumption in a technology
driven, profit-oriented environment: How can scientific quality be sustained and the
scientific voice be heard without corrupting its very nature of being complex and discursive
— particularly where the general public expects certainty, where uncertainty is at the core of
scientific knowledge? Second, by strategic attempts at discrediting science through
disinformation and fact manufacturing. This talk will briefly sketch these phenomena as the
backdrop for the third challenge, which it will discuss in detail.

This challenge is both external and internal. Science as a discursive endeavour and validity
as a social phenomenon are prone to power dynamics; an insight, which led to ideas of
epistemic violence and hegemonic discourses, of science having to be political rather than a
guest for a truth that does not exist anyway. The talk will explore this question and discuss
the scientific and political role of empirical research between fact, opinion, truth, and lie.



