
Collapse of Knowledge - Claude 
test 

 
Chapter 1 

My upbringing in certainty 
Once upon a time, I believed in facts the way other people believe in gravity—utterly, 
unconsciously, and with the profound confidence of someone who has never been 
weightless. 

This was not a character flaw. It was excellent training. 

For forty-odd years, I operated under the delicious certainty that reality had rules, 
that those rules could be discovered, and that once discovered, they would stay 
discovered. Science was not just a method—it was a moral architecture. A cathedral 
built from peer review, replication, and the quietly revolutionary idea that the universe 
might eventually stand still long enough to be properly held. 

The universe, as it turns out, has other plans. But we'll get to that. 

The gospel of falsifiability 
Picture a young Lee Hopkins, fresh-faced and unnaturally optimistic, discovering Karl 
Popper's philosophy of science like other people discover sex or good coffee. The 
notion that proper scientific claims must be falsifiable struck me as the most elegant 
idea humanity had ever produced. 

Here was the antidote to bullshit in its purest form. 

You couldn't just claim something was true—you had to specify exactly how it could 
be proven false. Astrology? Unfalsifiable. Homeopathy? Unfalsifiable. The 
effectiveness of cognitive behavioural therapy for anxiety disorders? Now we're 
talking. Testable hypotheses. Measurable outcomes. The possibility of being 
beautifully, definitively wrong. 

What a gift. What magnificent clarity. 

I threw myself into this framework the way some people throw themselves into 
religion or competitive lawn bowling. Every claim had to survive the falsifiability test. 
Every theory had to specify its own conditions for defeat. If you couldn't imagine 
evidence that would change your mind, you weren't doing science—you were doing 
ideology with lab coats. 



And for decades, this worked beautifully. 

I could spot pseudoscience from three suburbs away. Crystals that supposedly 
aligned your chakras? Show me the controlled trials. Motivational speakers claiming 
thoughts become reality? Where's the replication data? Politicians insisting their 
policies would definitely work this time? Let's design an experiment. 

My bullshit detector was a finely calibrated instrument, and I was proud of it. Properly 
proud. The kind of pride that comes from knowing you've built your worldview on 
solid epistemological foundations rather than hope and marketing slogans. 

I wonder now if that pride was the first crack in the foundation. Pride, as Terry 
Pratchett never tired of pointing out, tends to come before the sort of fall that leaves 
cartoon-shaped holes in the pavement. 

The democracy of peer review 
If falsifiability was the philosophy, peer review was the practice. The beautiful, 
messy, occasionally vindictive practice of having other humans check your work. 

This struck me as democracy at its finest. No single person could declare truth by 
fiat. No authority figure could simply announce what was real. Everything had to 
pass through the gauntlet of professional scepticism—other scientists, equally 
trained, equally biased in their own particular directions, equally invested in not 
looking like idiots in front of their colleagues. 

Of course, I learned early that peer review could be brutal. Reviewer 2 became a 
legendary figure in my imagination—the anonymous academic assassin who would 
inevitably find the one weak assumption in an otherwise solid study and disembowel 
it with surgical precision. 

'The authors have failed to consider...' became the opening line of my nightmares. 

But even that brutality felt reassuring. It meant the system was working. It meant that 
bad ideas would be caught, weak arguments would be strengthened, and the slow, 
grinding machinery of human knowledge would inch towards something resembling 
truth. 

I submitted my first paper to a psychology journal in 1989, full of nervous excitement 
and the peculiar terror that comes from voluntarily handing your intellectual offspring 
to a panel of strangers for judgment. The process felt like a religious ritual. Months of 
research, weeks of writing, careful formatting according to APA style guidelines that 
seemed designed by someone with a pathological fear of creativity. 

And then... waiting. 

Waiting like a parent outside surgery. Waiting like a defendant before verdict. 
Waiting like someone who has voluntarily submitted their professional credibility to 
the tender mercies of academics they've never met and probably wouldn't like if they 
had. 



When the reviews finally arrived—'major revisions required'—I felt oddly grateful. Not 
accepted, but not rejected. Not brilliant, but not incompetent. Just... human. Fallible. 
In need of improvement, but improvable. 

That felt like science. 

The beautiful redundancy of replication 
If peer review was democracy, replication was insurance. The comforting knowledge 
that no single study could overturn the world, no matter how elegant its methods or 
shocking its conclusions. 

I loved this idea with the passion of someone who had seen too many headlines 
claiming scientists had 'proven' something ludicrous based on a sample of twelve 
undergraduate psychology students eating chocolate whilst solving word puzzles. 

Real findings would replicate. False positives would fade. The noise would cancel 
itself out, leaving only signal. It was a self-correcting system, powered by human 
vanity and professional curiosity—the desire to be the person who confirmed 
something important or, even better, the person who discovered that something 
everyone believed was spectacularly wrong. 

My own work in organisational psychology relied heavily on this principle. I would 
read a study about workplace motivation, design a modified version with a different 
population, and see if the results held. Sometimes they did. Sometimes they didn't. 
When they didn't, that was often more interesting than when they did. 

Failed replications weren't failures—they were course corrections. They were the 
immune system of science, protecting the body of knowledge from infectious 
nonsense and publication bias and the eternal human tendency to see patterns in 
random noise. 

I remember the particular satisfaction of discovering that a widely cited study on 
leadership styles couldn't be replicated with Australian managers. The original 
findings had been culturally specific in ways the original authors hadn't considered. 
This felt like detective work. Like archaeology. Like contributing something 
meaningful to the grand project of human understanding. 

The fact that our knowledge was provisional didn't bother me. It energised me. 
Today's best guess could be tomorrow's historical curiosity, and that was as it should 
be. We were building something larger than any individual contribution, something 
that could survive the death of its creators and continue growing long after we were 
all dead. 

What could be more hopeful than that? 

Learning the catechism 
Scientific training in the 1980s and 90s was systematic indoctrination, and I mean 
that in the best possible way. We learned not just methods but methodological 
morality. The proper way to think about evidence, the ethics of interpretation, the 
sacred duty to doubt—especially our own conclusions. 



Statistics became a form of prayer. Correlation does not imply causation. Sample 
size determines power. Control your variables. Define your terms. Acknowledge your 
limitations. Always, always acknowledge your limitations. 

This last point was hammered into us with religious fervour. A good scientist was a 
humble scientist. We were trained to end every paper with a section called 
'Limitations'—a ritualistic confession of all the ways our study might be wrong, all the 
questions we couldn't answer, all the cautionary notes that should prevent anyone 
from drawing conclusions too broad or too confident. 

I took to this like a natural-born penitent. 

My limitations sections grew longer and more elaborate with each paper. I 
acknowledged potential confounding variables I'd never heard of. I worried about 
sample bias, researcher bias, confirmation bias, publication bias, and the possibility 
that the very act of measurement might have changed what I was trying to measure. 

This felt like intellectual maturity. Like wisdom. Like the mark of someone who 
understood how hard it was to know anything for certain. 

But underneath all that careful humility was a deeper certainty: the certainty that the 
method itself was sound. That even if individual studies were flawed, the overall 
process was gradually, inexorably, approaching something real. 

We weren't just studying human behaviour or testing psychological theories. We 
were participating in something magnificent—the collective human project of 
understanding reality. And we had the best tools for the job that had ever been 
devised. 

Hypothesis. Method. Results. Discussion. Limitations. Conclusion. The liturgy of 
empirical inquiry, repeated in journals around the world, building fact upon fact like a 
cathedral of knowledge. 

I believed in that cathedral with every fibre of my professionally trained being. 

The dopamine hit of discovery 
The first time I found something genuinely surprising in my data, I nearly fell off my 
chair. This was 1991, I was researching workplace stress amongst Royal Australian 
Air Force personnel, and the results were nothing like what I'd expected. 

According to every theory I'd studied, higher-ranking officers should have reported 
lower stress levels. They had more control, more resources, more autonomy. The 
literature was clear on this: autonomy reduces stress. 

Except they didn't. 

Senior officers were reporting stress levels that were, if anything, slightly higher than 
junior enlisted personnel. Not dramatically higher—this wasn't a crisis—but 
consistently, measurably higher across multiple indicators. 



My first thought was that I'd made an error. Wrong formula in the spreadsheet. 
Mislabelled variables. Some embarrassing mistake that would reveal me as the sort 
of person who shouldn't be trusted with data or basic mathematics. 

I checked everything three times. The data held. 

Then came the interpretive work—the delicious puzzle of figuring out what this 
meant. Senior officers had autonomy, yes, but they also had responsibility for other 
people's lives. They had access to information that junior staff didn't, including 
information about budget cuts, restructuring, and strategic decisions that could affect 
everyone under their command. 

Autonomy, it turned out, wasn't a simple stress-reducer when it came bundled with 
the weight of other people's wellbeing. 

This felt like genuine discovery. Not earth-shattering, Nobel Prize-winning discovery, 
but real nonetheless. A small addition to human knowledge. A finding that might 
actually matter to people trying to design better workplaces or understand the hidden 
costs of leadership. 

The paper that resulted from this work was eventually cited 127 times. People found 
it useful. It influenced other studies, prompted new questions, contributed to the 
ongoing conversation about workplace stress and organisational design. 

This was science working as advertised. Puzzle-solving. Knowledge-building. The 
slow, collaborative accumulation of reliable insight. 

I was addicted. 

The unspoken promise 
Nobody ever explicitly said this, but embedded in all the training was an unspoken 
promise: if we just followed the method, if we were careful enough and honest 
enough and persistent enough, truth would eventually stand still long enough to be 
held. 

Not complete truth, obviously. We weren't naive. But reliable partial truths. 
Provisional but robust findings. The kind of knowledge you could build things on. 

The scientific method was our guarantee against chaos. Against superstition. 
Against the terrible possibility that human existence might be fundamentally 
meaningless and that our desperate need to understand the world might be nothing 
more than an evolved quirk with no relationship to what was actually true. 

Science said: no, it's not meaningless. Reality has structure. That structure can be 
discovered. And once discovered, it will help. It will make medicine more effective, 
technology more powerful, societies more just, and individual lives more worth living. 

This wasn't just methodology—it was theology. A faith-based system that happened 
to work so spectacularly well that you could mistake it for pure rationality. 

And for decades, it did work spectacularly well. 



Vaccines eliminated diseases that had terrorised humanity for millennia. Computers 
evolved from room-sized curiosities to pocket-sized necessities. We discovered the 
structure of DNA, split the atom, walked on the moon, and figured out how to perform 
surgery on beating hearts. 

In psychology, we mapped the basic mechanisms of learning, memory, and 
perception. We developed treatments for depression, anxiety, and schizophrenia that 
actually worked. We identified cognitive biases, social influences, and environmental 
factors that shaped human behaviour in predictable ways. 

The method was delivering on its promises. Slowly, sometimes. With setbacks and 
false starts and embarrassing reversals. But delivering nonetheless. 

Why wouldn't I have faith in it? 

The identity of certainty 
By my forties, being a scientist wasn't just what I did—it was who I was. My 
professional identity had merged with my personal identity so seamlessly that I 
couldn't tell where methodology ended and personality began. 

I was the person who asked for evidence. Who wanted to see the data. Who 
remained sceptical of extraordinary claims until extraordinary evidence appeared. 
Who could explain why correlation didn't imply causation to anyone who would listen, 
and quite a few people who wouldn't. 

This made me insufferable at dinner parties. 

Someone would mention that they'd heard coffee was bad for you, and I'd launch 
into a lecture about confounding variables and publication bias and the difference 
between observational studies and randomised controlled trials. Someone would 
share an anecdote about alternative medicine, and I'd explain why the plural of 
anecdote isn't data. 

I thought I was being helpful. Educational. A beacon of rationality in a world 
increasingly prone to magical thinking. 

What I was actually being was evangelical. I had become a missionary for the 
scientific method, spreading the good word about empirical thinking to anyone within 
earshot. And like most missionaries, I was absolutely convinced that my message 
was not only true but urgently necessary. 

The world was full of people making decisions based on intuition, tradition, authority, 
and wishful thinking. They needed to be saved from their epistemological sins. They 
needed to learn the proper way to evaluate evidence and form beliefs. 

They needed to think like scientists. 

This evangelical impulse wasn't unique to me. It was endemic among professionally 
trained researchers, especially in psychology where we were constantly confronted 
with popular ideas that were demonstrably false. The notion that people only use 



10% of their brains. The belief that venting anger reduces aggression. The 
assumption that opposites attract in romantic relationships. 

We had better information. More sophisticated methods. Proper controls. Why 
wouldn't we want to share that knowledge? Why wouldn't we feel duty-bound to 
correct misconceptions and promote better thinking? 

Looking back, I can see the dangerous arrogance embedded in this attitude. Not the 
arrogance of being wrong—the arrogance of being right. The arrogance of believing 
that having better methods automatically made us better people. That scientific 
training inoculated us against the biases and blind spots that afflicted everyone else. 

We had become True Believers. And True Believers, as history repeatedly 
demonstrates, are capable of spectacular self-deception precisely because they're 
so convinced of their own righteousness. 

When the system worked 
But here's the thing that makes this story complicated rather than simply cautionary: 
for most of my career, the system really did work. Not perfectly, not without bias or 
politics or human fallibility, but well enough to distinguish itself from mere opinion. 

I watched colleagues discover genuine insights about human behaviour. I saw bad 
theories get discarded and good ones get refined. I participated in research that led 
to better treatments for depression, more effective training programmes for 
managers, and clearer understanding of how social environments shape individual 
outcomes. 

The peer review process, for all its flaws, did catch errors. Replication studies did 
expose false positives. The gradual accumulation of evidence did produce 
knowledge that was genuinely useful rather than merely fashionable. 

When I started my career, the prevailing wisdom in psychology was that mental 
illness was primarily caused by unconscious conflicts and repressed memories. By 
the time I finished, we had solid evidence for the role of genetics, neurotransmitter 
imbalances, cognitive patterns, and environmental stress. That shift didn't happen 
because of fashion or ideology—it happened because of better data and more 
rigorous methods. 

Similarly, when I began studying organisational behaviour, management theory was 
dominated by intuitive ideas about motivation and leadership that sounded plausible 
but often didn't work. Gradually, through careful research, we developed more 
nuanced understanding of how different people respond to different management 
styles, how team composition affects performance, and how organisational culture 
shapes individual behaviour. 

This wasn't just academic progress—it was practical progress. Companies that 
implemented evidence-based management practices really did see improvements in 
productivity and employee satisfaction. Therapists who used empirically supported 
treatments really did help more people recover from mental illness. 



Science was working. Not as a perfect system for discovering absolute truth, but as 
a reasonably reliable method for distinguishing better ideas from worse ones. 

My faith wasn't misplaced. It was just... incomplete. 

The ritual of academic conferences 
If peer review was the private face of scientific culture, academic conferences were 
the public face—and what a face it was. Part trade show, part religious gathering, 
part intellectual gladiatorial arena where careers were made and theories went to 
die. 

I attended my first psychology conference in 1988, clutching my registration folder 
like a talisman and wearing a suit that made me look like someone playing dress-up 
in their father's wardrobe. The experience was overwhelming in the way that first 
encounters with professional culture always are—equal parts inspiring and terrifying. 

Hundreds of researchers from around the world, all gathered in a generic hotel 
conference centre to share their latest findings, argue about methodology, and 
engage in the sort of intellectual networking that passes for socialising among 
academics. 

The keynote speakers were gods to me then. Distinguished professors with decades 
of publications, names I'd encountered repeatedly in the literature, now standing at 
podiums explaining their latest thinking to rooms full of respectful silence punctuated 
by carefully worded questions during the Q&A sessions. 

I absorbed it all with the enthusiasm of a convert. The debates about statistical 
significance. The gentle savaging of poorly designed studies. The ritualistic 
acknowledgment that 'more research is needed'—the academic equivalent of 
'thoughts and prayers'—that concluded virtually every presentation. 

What struck me most forcefully was the shared commitment to evidence-based 
thinking. Here were people from different countries, different theoretical orientations, 
different research traditions, but all united by common methodological principles. All 
speaking the same epistemological language. All committed to the idea that truth 
emerged from careful observation, systematic analysis, and honest interpretation. 

It felt like belonging to something larger than myself. Something important. 
Something that mattered in ways that extended beyond individual careers or 
institutional politics. 

By the time I started presenting my own research, I'd learned the unwritten rules of 
academic discourse. How to phrase criticisms diplomatically ('The authors might 
consider...'). How to acknowledge limitations preemptively. How to position new 
findings within existing theoretical frameworks whilst still claiming novelty. 

These weren't just social conventions—they were epistemological safeguards. Ways 
of ensuring that knowledge grew incrementally rather than through dramatic 
overturning of established wisdom. Ways of maintaining the collegial atmosphere 
necessary for sustained scientific collaboration. 



I became quite good at this game. Good enough to be invited to serve on conference 
organising committees, to chair sessions, to provide peer reviews for journals. Good 
enough to feel like I belonged in rooms full of people whose work I'd been reading for 
years. 

This success reinforced my faith in the system. It wasn't just that the scientific 
method produced reliable knowledge—it also created communities of people 
committed to pursuing that knowledge responsibly. Communities that transcended 
national boundaries, cultural differences, and personal ambitions. 

Or so I believed at the time. 

Statistics as moral philosophy 
If there was a bible for our particular brand of scientific faith, it was statistics. Not just 
as a mathematical tool, but as a moral framework for thinking about evidence, 
uncertainty, and the proper relationship between data and conclusion. 

P-values became our sacrament. The magical threshold of 0.05 that separated the 
probably true from the probably false, the publishable from the unpublishable, the 
career-advancing from the career-stalling. We learned to worship at the altar of 
statistical significance with the devotion of monks reciting vespers. 

But it wasn't mindless worship—it was principled worship. We understood what these 
numbers meant. The p-value represented the probability of obtaining results at least 
as extreme as our observed results, assuming the null hypothesis was true. In other 
words, it told us how surprised we should be by our data if nothing interesting was 
actually happening. 

This felt like magic to me. Like having access to a universal truth-detector. Raw data 
went into statistical analyses and came out transformed into statements about 
reality. The messy, subjective business of human observation became objective, 
quantified, mathematically precise. 

I learned to think in terms of confidence intervals, effect sizes, and power analyses. I 
memorised the assumptions underlying different statistical tests and the conditions 
under which those assumptions might be violated. I developed an almost mystical 
appreciation for the Central Limit Theorem and its promise that, given enough data, 
sampling distributions would approach normality regardless of the underlying 
population distribution. 

This wasn't just technical training—it was philosophical training. Statistics taught us 
how to live with uncertainty whilst still making defensible claims about reality. How to 
distinguish between meaningful patterns and random noise. How to quantify our 
ignorance in ways that made that ignorance productive rather than paralysing. 

The beauty of it was that statistical reasoning protected us from our own biases. 
Humans are terrible at detecting patterns in data. We see faces in clouds, 
conspiracies in coincidences, and causal relationships in mere correlations. But 
properly applied statistical analysis could correct for these cognitive failings, 
revealing what was really there beneath our projections and expectations. 



Or so we believed. 

Looking back, I can see that we'd created our own form of technological 
fundamentalism. We trusted the mathematics so completely that we forgot statistics 
is ultimately a human enterprise, embedded in human institutions, serving human 
purposes that aren't always aligned with pure knowledge-seeking. 

But that realisation was still years away. In the meantime, I had work to do, papers to 
publish, and a career to build on the solid foundation of empirical evidence and 
mathematical rigour. 

The architecture of authority 
One of the most seductive aspects of scientific culture was its meritocratic promise. 
In principle, anyone could contribute to scientific knowledge regardless of their 
background, connections, or social status. All that mattered was the quality of their 
evidence and the rigour of their reasoning. 

This felt revolutionary to someone who'd grown up in working-class Adelaide, where 
authority was often inherited rather than earned. Science offered a different model—
authority based on competence rather than birthright, credibility earned through 
demonstrated expertise rather than granted by social position. 

The PhD system embodied this promise beautifully. Years of intensive training, 
comprehensive examinations, original research culminating in a thesis defence 
where your work would be scrutinised by experts who had no obligation to be kind. If 
you survived this process, you'd earned the right to call yourself a doctor and to 
speak with authority on your area of expertise. 

I threw myself into this system with the fervour of someone who believed absolutely 
in its underlying logic. The hierarchy made sense to me—research assistants 
learning from postdocs, postdocs learning from lecturers, lecturers learning from 
professors, everyone contributing to a great chain of knowledge transmission that 
stretched back to the founding figures of empirical inquiry. 

When senior colleagues pointed out flaws in my methodology, I didn't feel 
defensive—I felt grateful. They were helping me become a better scientist. When 
journal reviewers demanded major revisions to my papers, I saw it as quality control 
rather than personal attack. The system was working exactly as designed. 

This respectful relationship to expertise shaped not just my professional behaviour 
but my entire worldview. In areas outside my competence, I deferred to people who 
had earned the right to speak with authority. Climate scientists on global warming. 
Economists on monetary policy. Medical researchers on vaccine safety. 

It seemed like the only rational approach. Why would I trust my uninformed intuition 
over the collective expertise of people who'd spent decades studying these issues? 
Why would I privilege my personal experience over carefully controlled empirical 
research? 

This deference wasn't blind—it was informed deference. I understood how scientific 
knowledge was produced, how peer review worked, how replication studies 



functioned as quality control. I knew the difference between preliminary findings and 
established consensus, between correlation and causation, between scientific 
authority and mere credentialism. 

Or at least, I thought I did. 

What I didn't fully appreciate at the time was how much this entire system depended 
on shared cultural assumptions about what counted as legitimate knowledge, who 
was qualified to produce it, and how disagreements should be resolved. 
Assumptions that seemed obviously correct from inside the system but might look 
quite different from outside it. 

Assumptions that were about to be challenged in ways I couldn't imagine. 

The transformation of uncertainty 
Perhaps the most profound gift that scientific training gave me was a way to live 
productively with uncertainty. Not by eliminating it—that was impossible—but by 
transforming it from a source of anxiety into a source of possibility. 

Before I learned to think scientifically, uncertainty felt like failure. Not knowing 
something meant I was ignorant, unprepared, intellectually inadequate. The world 
was full of people who seemed confident about things I found confusing, and I 
assumed their confidence reflected superior understanding. 

Science taught me that uncertainty could be precise rather than vague, productive 
rather than paralysing, honest rather than shameful. The phrase 'we don't know' 
became not an admission of defeat but a starting point for investigation. 

More importantly, I learned to distinguish between different types of uncertainty. 
There was the uncertainty that came from insufficient data—a problem that could 
potentially be solved through better research. There was the uncertainty that came 
from measurement error—a problem that could be quantified and controlled for. And 
there was the uncertainty that came from the inherent complexity of the phenomena 
being studied—a feature of reality rather than a limitation of method. 

This taxonomic approach to ignorance was liberating. Instead of feeling generally 
confused about complex issues, I could be specifically confused about particular 
aspects of them. Instead of dismissing my own questions as signs of intellectual 
inadequacy, I could frame them as legitimate research problems worthy of 
systematic investigation. 

The scientific literature became my guide to productive uncertainty. Papers didn't just 
present findings—they mapped the boundaries of current knowledge, identified gaps 
where future research was needed, and demonstrated how to think rigorously about 
problems that didn't have obvious solutions. 

I learned to appreciate the phrase 'more research is needed' not as an evasion but 
as an honest acknowledgment of the limits of current understanding. It meant we'd 
reached the edge of reliable knowledge and were peering into territory that required 
careful exploration rather than confident declaration. 



This comfort with provisional knowledge extended beyond my professional life into 
my personal worldview. I became someone who could hold multiple competing 
hypotheses in mind without needing to choose between them prematurely. Someone 
who could update their beliefs in response to new evidence without experiencing this 
as personal failure or ideological betrayal. 

It felt like a superpower. Like having access to a more sophisticated way of thinking 
about reality that most people lacked. Like being part of a community that had 
figured out how to make progress on difficult questions through disciplined collective 
effort. 

What I didn't anticipate was how this same capacity for productive uncertainty would 
eventually become a vulnerability. How the ability to tolerate ambiguity—so useful 
within the controlled environment of academic research—might become problematic 
in a world where ambiguity was being weaponised by people with less noble 
intentions. 

Citizens of the republic of science 
By the mid-1990s, I'd developed what I can only describe as a patriotic attachment to 
the scientific enterprise. Not blind patriotism—I was well aware of the flaws and 
limitations—but the kind of deep loyalty that comes from believing you're part of 
something genuinely important. 

The phrase 'republic of science' wasn't just a metaphor to me. It described a real 
community with real values, shared practices, and mutual obligations that 
transcended national boundaries. We had our own language (statistical jargon, 
methodological terminology, theoretical frameworks), our own institutions (journals, 
conferences, professional societies), and our own system of governance (peer 
review, editorial boards, grant committees). 

Most importantly, we had our own ethical code. Honesty about data. Transparency 
about methods. Acknowledgment of limitations. Respectful treatment of colleagues, 
including those with whom we disagreed. Commitment to the long-term 
advancement of knowledge rather than short-term personal gain. 

This code wasn't enforced by external authority but maintained through professional 
socialisation and community pressure. Young researchers learned not just technical 
skills but professional values from senior mentors who had learned those same 
values from their mentors in an unbroken chain stretching back to the founders of 
modern empirical inquiry. 

When I collaborated with researchers from other countries, I was struck by how 
seamlessly we could work together despite coming from different cultural 
backgrounds. The shared commitment to evidential reasoning created a common 
ground that made communication possible even when language barriers existed. 

I remember a particularly memorable collaboration with a team of Japanese 
organisational psychologists studying cross-cultural differences in management 
styles. Despite significant differences in our native languages and cultural 



assumptions, we found ourselves in immediate agreement about research design, 
statistical analysis, and the interpretation of results. 

This felt like a glimpse of humanity's potential. If people from different cultures could 
cooperate this effectively when united by shared methodological principles, perhaps 
other forms of international cooperation weren't as impossible as they seemed. 
Perhaps the scientific method offered a model for how human beings might work 
together to solve complex problems. 

These weren't naive thoughts—I understood that science operated within political 
and economic systems that shaped research priorities and funding decisions. But the 
core methodological commitments seemed to exist at a level above politics, 
providing a foundation for cooperation that transcended ideological differences. 

I genuinely believed we were building something that would outlast any individual 
career, any particular institution, any specific national or cultural context. Knowledge 
that would accumulate across generations, becoming humanity's permanent 
inheritance rather than temporary fashion. 

The seductive power of being right 
There's something intoxicating about having a reliable method for being right. About 
possessing tools that can cut through confusion and identify what's actually true. 
About being part of a professional community that values evidence over authority 
and argumentation over assertion. 

For decades, I lived inside that intoxication. I breathed it. I built my identity around it. 
I defended it against critics who didn't understand its power and evangelised it to 
anyone who would listen. 

The satisfaction wasn't just intellectual—it was moral. When I corrected someone's 
misunderstanding about statistical significance or explained why anecdotal evidence 
couldn't establish causal relationships, I felt like I was performing a public service. 
Fighting the good fight against ignorance and superstition. 

This righteousness was reinforced by the genuine usefulness of scientific thinking in 
countless domains. When alternative medicine practitioners claimed their treatments 
were effective, we had tools for testing those claims and discovering that most 
alternative treatments performed no better than placebos. When politicians claimed 
their policies would achieve certain outcomes, we had methods for evaluating those 
outcomes and holding politicians accountable for their promises. 

The world genuinely needed more people who could think critically about evidence, 
distinguish correlation from causation, recognise confirmation bias, and resist the 
appeal of simple explanations for complex problems. 

But somewhere in this entirely reasonable commitment to evidential thinking, 
something more problematic was taking root. A kind of epistemological arrogance 
that confused methodological sophistication with moral superiority. 



I began to view scientific training not just as useful professional development but as 
a form of enlightenment that separated the rational from the irrational, the educated 
from the ignorant, the trustworthy from the deluded. 

People who accepted scientific consensus on issues like climate change or vaccine 
safety weren't just making good evidential judgments—they were demonstrating their 
fitness to participate in serious conversations about public policy. People who 
questioned that consensus weren't just mistaken—they were revealing themselves 
as fundamentally unreliable sources of information about anything important. 

This binary thinking made me feel wonderfully clear about who deserved my 
intellectual respect and who didn't. It simplified the complex work of evaluating 
competing claims by providing a quick heuristic: trust the experts, distrust the 
amateurs, and dismiss anyone who couldn't demonstrate fluency in proper 
methodological reasoning. 

What I didn't recognise at the time was how this heuristic was making me vulnerable 
to manipulation by people who understood how to mimic the surface features of 
scientific authority whilst pursuing entirely non-scientific agendas. 

And then, gradually, almost imperceptibly at first, the world began to change in ways 
that my beautiful system hadn't prepared me for. 

The cathedral of knowledge I'd helped build was still standing. But something was 
different about the light coming through the windows. Something was shifting in the 
foundations. Something was happening to the very ground on which the whole 
magnificent structure had been erected. 

What happens when a person whose entire professional identity is built around being 
systematically right discovers that being right might not be enough anymore? What 
happens when the tools that once distinguished signal from noise begin to 
malfunction in ways that are subtle but unmistakable? 

What happens when certainty itself becomes the problem? 

That's where the real story begins. 


