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Summary

Can art can exceed empirical enquiry and transcend the objectivity of 
science towards establishing a greater truth?

Argued here is a purpose of art that understands the world differently 
from science through subjective narrative accounts that embrace an 
uncertainty beyond the possibility of proof.



Sue Liggett: Summary
“Art is a lie, but a lie in which we know the truth” 

Picasso

From my perspective as an artist and academic 

working in UK Higher Education this talk explores the 

philosophical foundations of research and asks  

whether art can exceed empirical enquiry and 

transcend the objectivity of science towards 

establishing a greater truth?



Narratives

Art, unlike science, illuminates a 
deception of truth within the site of 
the artwork itself.  For example, 
Duchamp in 1917 placed a urinal in a 
gallery and titled it “Fountain” 
believing that a readymade object 
associated with bodily waste could be 
considered a work of art. 

Marcel Duchamp, The Fountain,2017



Sue Liggett: Narrative
Narratives are important in shaping truth; they are 

containers that package data to ensure it arrives safely 

at its destination and is easily digested.  Truth, 

however, is constantly obscured and compromised by 

the ‘life world’ in which we live and where truth 

resides and is hidden.

Art embraces the problem of its own fallacy, 

recognising that it is caught in this ‘truth’ trap whilst 

the ‘scientific’ approach forces choices to be made.  

However, art must not be held up as the antithesis of 

rigour despite its slippery concepts, woolliness, and 

fanciful ideas because these traits are demeaning 

when they are strengths.  The challenge is not, as in 

science, finding the right method but more about 

what can research in the arts be?



Francis Bacon’s ‘Novum Organum’ was intended as the ''New 
Tool''(Bacon, F. 1620) but how has this tool has shaped critical thinking 
and the production of knowledge for artists?  Bacon saw the human 
mind as a ‘crooked mirror’ that distorts our ability to reason clearly. 
Through the descriptions of what he called ‘idols of the mind’ he paved 
the way for his Baconian method of induction and became known as 
the godfather of the scientific revolution. His description of the  ‘idol of 
the cave’ are I consider synonymous with subjective experiences. 



Sue Liggett: Narrative

The study of subjectivity presents opposing views to 

Bacon’s claim that what is needed is a single method 

to measure and understand the world, advocating 

instead that what we need today more than ever is a 

range of philosophical positions.  Today ‘idols of the 

mind’ still reflect constraints on the research process 

400 years on. 



Truth

Historically one purpose of art has been to provide a means by which 
we can acquire ‘truth’ by presenting an opportunity to experience 
phenomena not found in everyday life. This view is problematic 
because this concept of ‘truth’ implies that the meaning of any given 
object resides not in the physical manifestation of the object but in an 
unseen or external form. 



“The aim of art is to represent not the outward appearance of 
things but their inward significance”(Aristotle)



S. Liggett . ‘Late July Evening Sky’
(1990) 76 x 91 cm. Oil on canvas.

S. Liggett ‘Tranquillity’
(1990) 152.5 x 244 cm. Oil on canvas.



Sue Liggett: The philosophical views… 

The philosophical views of Kant (1724-1804) and 

Hume (1711-1776) still echo today in debates 

on ‘quality, morality, beauty and form in the 

study of art and I was influenced by this thinking 

as an art student in the 1980s, when painting 

landscapes that held particular emotional 

attachments for me. I wanted the work to evoke 

the feeling of a place rather than a 

topographical description. 



Methods 

The attachment that art has to that which is beyond representation, beyond consensus of opinion, 
beyond factual understanding is what makes art practice problematic. Particular art practices get 
described as sublime, ineffable, indeterminate, unknown, or occupying a space beyond knowledge; 
all which are unhelpful to the artist researcher and perpetuate the myth that there is some magic 
involved suggesting that there is no way of teaching or learning it. I am skeptical of this artistic 
magic because art is a product of the intellect that emerges from a culturally developed practice 
with carefully developed methods refined  through history. 

The primacy of the ‘scientific method’ has been criticised since the publication of Francis Bacon’s 
‘Novum Organum’ but an idealised ‘scientific method’ still retains a privileged position in explaining 
phenomena and generating new knowledge based on experimentation and observation. 



My traditional art education in the early 1990s, at 
the Royal Academy Schools, London still had an 
emphasis on the scientific method with elected 
Professors in Chemistry to help with paint mixing, 
Anatomy for life drawing and Perspective for 
architectural drawing and classes in all three. The 
drawing here I make from life of a fellow student is 
a sight sized measured drawing plotted out over 
weeks; a renaissance method used to study nature 
in a scientific empirical way through careful 
experimentation and observation. 

SS. Liggett, Liz Foster, pencil on paper, 1994



Art as an epistemic study

Today art is no longer purely concerned with aesthetics with the new 
emphasis being on ‘knowledge’ in art.  Artistic knowledge has a social 
function despite its non-instrumental ambitions.



S. Liggett, oil paintings see www.susanliggett.com for details 

http://www.susanliggett.com/


Sue Liggett: The interests scientists … 

The interests scientists have in the fundamental 

properties of materials is different to the artists 

preoccupation with understanding what 

materials can do. In 2010 I turned away from 

making abstract paintings and started on a 

series of representational works of my family to 

question whether, if I heightened the illusory 

quality of the paintings, would they in some way 

get closer to real life experiences? 



The problems with knowledge

According to Bacon ‘The idols of the Cave’ are the 
biases of the individual which are a result of 
nature, education or upbringing and these mean 
we perceive things differently or experiences leave 
different impressions according to what an 
individual’s mind is predisposed to focus on. Bacon 
thought that there was a problem with individuals, 
their passions and enthusiasms, their devotions 
and ideologies,  which led to misunderstandings of 
the true nature of things.



Sue Liggett: legacy of Bacon’s metaphor … 

Are the legacy of Bacon’s metaphor of the ‘idols 

of the Cave limiting factor in human endeavour? 

I don’t think so; we cannot remove the idols but 

we can exploit and manage them as unique  

human qualities.



Conclusions

Arguably the biggest challenge to both 
science and the arts is the legitimisation of 
knowledge. Subjectivity is problematic, 
compounded by the fact that art is a 
project often without the clear claims that 
can be found in science. Personal opinion 
invalidates knowledge, but what art offers 
is something more. 



Sue Liggett: Conclusion

One might think that art practice is a deductive 

process starting with a theory in the mind of the 

artist and then becomes manifest through the 

use of materials to a finished work.  In reality it 

is more often akin to Bacon’s inductive process, 

with the creativity and subjectivity taking place 

in the interval between the starting and 

finishing points. Bacon’s assertions of objective 

truth, rather than subjective truth, paradoxically 

sits comfortably with artistic research that 

consists of artworks that are what they are and 

don’t claim to be other. 



Conclusions

The arts invite attack and rebellion. 
Paradoxically, it therefore has the power to 
influence. Social media and Journalism 
exploit subjective knowledge in dangerous 
ways, but the arts can help connect 
scientific knowledge to wisdom.  Often we 
fail to see what is happening before our 
very eyes despite the facts, but art can 
help us to stop and think. 



Sue Liggett: Knowledge is poorly understood

Knowledge is poorly understood by general 

populations. There are misconceptions regarding the 

value and significance of artistic research and science 

too comes under attack.  During the global pandemic 

science was seen as a parody of  ‘next slide please’ 

quoted repeatedly by Professor Chris Whitty the UK 

Chief Medical Officer during the daily governmental 

briefings. 



Finally, 

Metaphorically art and science have been travelling in separate 
directions since the height of the scientific revolution. Scientific and 
artistic thinking give us two complementary tools to understand the 
complexity of the world with science reducing experience to essential 
principles and art intensifying and expanding our experiences. Together 
art and science give us harmonising views and explore in different ways 
the complexity of knowing and understanding the world.
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Dave Saum: Introduction

• My background differs from Sue Liggett’s.  I am 
a physicist not an artist, and I am in industry 
not academia.  However we both share an 
interest in Francis Bacon and his influence on 
our world today.  My main interest is in how 
Bacon got science started, and how we can 
extend Bacons method.

• Today I plan to examine Bacon’s ideas on Truth 
and Narrative, and then I will attempt to 
speculate on how Bacon might have extended 
his scientific method to a new philosophic 
method that could analyze the concept “art” 



Dave Saum: Bacon on Truth

• Bacon’s Essays are rightly famous for their 
elegant prose such as we find in his essay Of 
Truth, but there is nothing here that would lead 
me to believe that Bacon would be the person 
to provide an inspiration for the scientific 
method.  

• Bacon lived at the end of the Renaissance and 
the beginning of Modernism, and I like to think 
that there are two Bacons: the Renaissance 
Bacon and the Scientific Bacon, and the Essays 
represents the Renaissance Bacon. 

• I think that we need to look at a modern 
science view of truth to understand Bacon’s 
vision of truth that lead to his new scientific 

method.



What did Bacon think about Truth?

• His famous book Essays starts with “Of Truth”

• “What is truth? Said jesting Pilate, and would not 
stop for an answer.”

• ”no pleasure is comparable to the standing upon 
the vantage ground of truth (a hill not to be 
commanded, and where the air is always clear 
and serene), and to see the errors and 
wanderings and mists and tempests in the vale 
below”



Dave Saum: Would Bacon Agree with Modern 
Science on Truth?
• As a physicist, I am a card-carrying 

“Correspondence Theory of Truth” 
advocate

• That is: Truth is correspondence with 
reality. We demand not just logical 
coherence, or consistence, but there has to 
be a connection with reality.

• I think the correspondence theory is well 
represented by modern aphorisms like this 
"It doesn't matter how beautiful your 
theory is. It doesn't matter how smart you 
are. If it doesn't agree with experiment, it's 
wrong.". - physicist Richard Feynman 

• And I think a good case can be made that 
Bacon was also advocate of the 
correspondence theory of truth. My 
reasons are:

• 1. Bacon advocated of separating science 
from religion

• 2. Bacon advocated inductive experiment 
rather than Cartesian rationalism

• 3. Bacon’s famous "idols" of the mind 
identified ways our thinking could be 
misled away from the facts

• 4. The correspondence theory of truth is 
implied throughout Bacon’s New Organon



Would Bacon agree with Modern Science’s 
View of Truth?

• “Correspondence Theory of Truth” is the view that Truth is correspondence with reality. 

• "It doesn't matter how beautiful your theory is, it doesn't matter how smart you are, 

If it doesn't agree with experiment, it's wrong.". - physicist Richard Feynman

• I think that Bacon was an advocate of the correspondence theory of truth

• 1. Bacon advocated of separating science from religion

• 2. Bacon advocated inductive experiment and experience rather than Cartesian 
rationalism

• 3. Bacon’s famous "idols" of the mind identified ways our thinking could be misled away 
from the facts



Dave Saum: Sample from New Atlantis

• Bacon wrote utopian story about a ship 
encountering an unknown island inhabited by a 
prosperous scientific society.  Just as Star Trek 
influenced a generation of rocket scientists, this 
work of the 1600s attracted new potential scientists! 
Here is one of the descriptions of the marvels found 
on the island:

• “"We have also engine-houses, where are 
prepared engines and instruments for all sorts 
of motions. There we imitate and practice to 
make swifter motions than any you have, either 
out of your muskets or any engine that you 
have: and to make them and multiply them 
more easily, and with small force, by wheels 
and other means: and to make them stronger 
and more violent than yours are; exceeding 
your greatest cannons and basilisks. We 
represent also ordnance and instruments of 
war, and engines of all kinds: and likewise, new 
mixtures and compositions of gun-powder, 

wild-fires burning in water, and unquenchable. 
Also fireworks of all variety both for pleasure 
and use. 

• We imitate also flights of birds; we have some 
degrees of flying in the air. We have ships and 
boats for going under water, and brooking of 
seas; also swimming-girdles and supporters. 
We have divers curious clocks, and other like 
motions of return: and some perpetual 
motions. We imitate also motions of living 
creatures, by images, of men, beasts, birds, 
fishes, and serpents. 

• We have also a great number of other various 
motions, strange for equality, fineness, and 
subtilty.“  - New Atlantis

• Bacon promised flying machines and submarines, 
but no rocket ships.



Dave Saum: Sample from Wisdom of the Ancients

• Bacon’s Wisdom of the Ancients presents ancient fables 
with Bacon’s new interpretation which often involved 
science (surprise!).  One is the fable of Oedipus and the 
Sphinx:

• Summary: The sphinx was a part man,  part beast who 
resided on the road outside of thebes and preyed upon 
travelers who were asked to solve a riddle.  If they failed, 
they were eaten.  Thebes offered to give its kingship to 
anyone who could rid them of this monster.  Oedpus took 
up the challenge and was asked: what animal has for legs in 
the morning, two legs at noon, three legs at sunset, and 4 
legs at night.  Oedipus answered man, who as a baby crawls 
on all fours, as an adult walks on two feet, in old age walks 
with a cane, and at the end of life is in bed or crawling on 
all fours again.  Then he slew the sphinx and claimed the 
kingship.

• "They relate that Sphinx was a monster, variously formed, having the face and voice of a virgin, the wings 
of a bird, and the talons of a griffin. She resided on the top of a mountain, near the city Thebes, and also 
beset the highways. Her manner was to lie in ambush and seize the travellers, and having them in her 
power, to propose to them certain dark and perplexed riddles, which it was thought she received from 
the Muses, and if her wretched captives could not solve and interpret these riddles, she, with great 
cruelty, fell upon them, in their hesitation and confusion, and tore them to pieces. This plague having 
reigned a long time, the Thebans at length offered their kingdom to the man who could interpret her 
riddles, there being no other way to subdue her. Œdipus, a penetrating and prudent man, though lame in 
his feet, excited by so great a reward, accepted the condition, and with a good assurance of mind, 
cheerfully presented himself before the monster, who directly asked him: “What creature that was, 
which, being born four-footed, afterwards became two-footed, then three-footed, and lastly four-footed 
again?” Œdipus, with presence of mind, replied it was man, who, upon his first birth and infant state, 
crawled upon all fours in endeavoring to walk; but not long after went upright upon his two natural feet; 

again, in old age walked three-footed, with a stick; and at last, growing decrepit, lay four-footed confined 
to his bed; and having by this exact solution obtained the victory, he slew the monster, and, laying the 
carcass upon an ass, led her away in triumph; and upon this he was, according to the agreement, made 
king of Thebes.

•

• Explanation.—This is an elegant, instructive fable, and 
seems invented to represent science, especially as joined 
with practice. For science may, without absurdity, be called 
a monster, being strangely gazed at and admired by the 
ignorant and unskilful...    Sphinx has no more than two 
kinds of riddles, one relating to the nature of things, the 
other to the nature of man; and correspondent to these, 
the prizes of the solution are two kinds of empire,—the 
empire over nature, and the empire over man. For the true 
and ultimate end of natural philosophy is dominion over 
natural things, natural bodies, remedies, machines, and 
numberless other particulars"



What did Bacon Think About Narratives?

Bacon was a big fan of Narratives!  

His New Atlantis and Wisdom of 
the Ancients are prime examples of 
how he used narratives to promote 
his new scientific ideas.



Dave Saum: Bacon’s Unfinished Project

• Sue Liggett talked about the 
influence of Bacon’s scientific 
method on art, but Bacon always 
planned a separate new method 
for philosophy and therefore art.

• And I have some speculations on 
how Bacon would have 
proceeded if he had more time.



Bacon’s Unfinished Project

• Early in life Bacon set a goal for "all knowledge to be his province" 

• Later in life he published a 6 Part plan which included a new scientific 
method, and a new philosophic method.

• He died in 1628 while still working on his scientific method, and 
without starting his goal of developing a new method for philosophy.

• "The completion, however, of this last part is a thing both above my 
strength and beyond my hopes.“ – Great Instauration



Dave Saum: Foundation of Bacon’s Method

• Bacon identifies the root problem of human 
understanding as our confusion over the 
meaning of concepts.  

• Even today, we do not understand how every 
normal human learns to use tens of thousands 
of concepts by the time they are teenagers, but 
precise definitions are not learned by this 
process.

• Socrates noticed this problem over 2000 years 
ago and made his living exploiting it.  We kind 
of think we know what courage, justice, etc. 
mean but when we are asked to explain it we 
have problems.

•



Foundation of Bacon’s Method

• Bacon starts his development of his scientific method by identifying our 
understanding of concepts (notions) as the root problem

• "the primary notions of things which the mind readily and passively 
imbibes, stores up, and accumulates (and it is from them that all the rest 
flow) are false, confused, and overhastily abstracted from the facts; nor are 
the secondary and subsequent notions less arbitrary and inconstant; 
whence it follows that the entire fabric of human reason which we employ 
in the inquisition of nature is badly put together and built up, and like some 
magnificent structure without any foundation."- The Great Instauration

• Socrates made a career of this problem over 2000 years ago 



Dave Saum: How Does Bacon’s Method Work

• Bacon has been criticized for just collecting facts and 
not using hypotheses as modern science does today, 
but I think Bacon was closer to the mark than this.

• In his only example of his method, Bacon analyzes 
heat.  He collects facts about hot objects and cold 
objects and sets up various tables.  Finally he 
concludes "Heat is an expansive motion restrained, 
and striving to exert itself in the smaller particles.“  I 
think that is pretty good from our advanced 
perspective.

• Today when a scientist is investigating a new field, 
they generally try to read the relevant literature, talk 
with experts, and attend conferences.  That is not so 
different than Bacons fact collection.  Next todays 
scientist will attempt to form a hypothesis, similar to 
Bacons conclusion on heat, that will lead to new 

research. 

• Bacon is also criticized for never having made a 
scientific discovery, but I think he came close to it 
here.  Imagine if he had observed that when 
cannons are bored, vast amounts of heat are 
released, and therefore discovered that motion can 
be converted into heat.  So I think he could have 
made a discovery using his method.

• Bacon advised that we should study properties of 
matter like heat and density before attempting to 
study concepts like gold and lions.  This seems 
reasonable from our perspective:  understanding 
gold requires atomic theory, not agreed upon till the 
late 1800s, and understanding lions requires 
understanding DNA, not discovered until the 1950s. 
We stand of the shoulders of 400 years of giants.



How Does Bacon's Scientific Method Work? 

• 1. focus on the facts of the physical world and physical concepts like heat 
and density

• 2. collect a "history" of facts involving the concept of interest - Bacon's 
analyzes "heat"

• 3. perform experiments related to these histories to determine more facts
• 4. analyze these histories to form a hypothesis of the nature (form) of this 

concept, repeat

• Bacon’s only example of his scientific method concludes that "Heat is an 
expansive motion restrained, and striving to exert itself in the smaller 
particles." - New Organon



Dave Saum: Can Bacon’s Scientific Method be Modified to Deal 
With Philosophic Concepts like Art?

• If we apply Bacon’s scientific method to art, we 
end up measuring the temperature of art works 
etc. and that is not useful. 

• Consider that art, and the concepts that Socrates 
considered (courage, justice, etc.) are not physical, 
in the sense of the heat that Bacon analyzed. 

• These “Socratic concepts” depend on human 
minds for their existence, so we will have to 
change our sphere of investigation to the human 
mind, and the body that supports it, and the 
societies humans live in.

• Therefore a Baconian method that deals with 
Socratic concepts must change the domain of its 
focus from the physical world to our mental 
world, our brain, and our society.  

• In summary, we do not want take the temperature 

of an art work, but we do want to measure its 
effect on brain activation, understand how these 
brain processes evolved, etc.  Analyzing other 
concepts like justice may require a focus on 
analyzing human communal behavior rather than 
brain states.

• This new method applied to art could potentially 
lead to new types of art and enhanced artistic 
experiences.

• As you can see, there are many details to be 
worked out, but it appears that this modified 
Baconian method can potentially yield new useful 
knowledge of our world, as Bacon would require. 



Can Bacon’s Scientific Method be Modified to 
Deal With Philosophic Concepts like Art?
• How could we generalize Bacon's scientific method to develop a method for analyzing 

philosophic concepts like art?

• 1. focus on what aspects of human nature gave rise to Socratic concepts like art 

• 2. collect a "history" of facts about the varieties of art phenomena: anthropology, art 
history, psychology, neuroscience, evolution, etc.

• 3. perform experiments to determine what experiences and brain structures gave rise to 
art and how they evolved

• 4. analyze this data to form hypotheses about the nature of art based on human nature.

• This understanding of art as arising from the nature of man would require knowledge of 
the brain and evolution that is beyond current knowledge, but this method could lead to 
new types of art and enhanced artistic experiences.



Conclusion

• I think Bacon would be pleased that his ideas are still being worked 
on 400 years later, and I will give him the last word:

“I have made a beginning of the work — a beginning, as I hope, not 
unimportant: the fortune of the human race will give the issue, such an 
issue, it may be, as in the present condition of things and men's minds 
cannot easily be conceived or imagined. For the matter in hand is no 
mere felicity of speculation, but the real business and fortunes of the 
human race, and all power of operation.” - Francis Bacon
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Narratives, Identities 
and Fake News

Karen Heald
Wrexham Glyndwr University

Narratives, Identities and Fake News
Karen Heald

Charlotte Prodger, Northern Dancer, 2014.



Narrative - the meaning "of or 
pertaining to narration" is 
from c. 1600. narrative (n.) "a tale, a 
story; a way of presenting or 
understanding a situation or series 
of events that reflects and promotes 
a particular point of view or set of 
values; the representation in art of 
an event or story. 

The adjective use of the word 
narrative has its roots in the Latin 

word, narrativus, which means 
“suited to narration.” The noun 
usage of the word appeared in 
the French language in the 15th 
century and is defined as “a tale, 
story.” This etymology derives 
from the Greek word ἐτυμολογία 
(etumología), itself from ἔτυμον
(étumon), meaning "true sense 
or sense of a truth", and the 
suffix - logia, denoting "the study 
of".



As a visual artist and academic who 
creates poetic, non-linear films 
(artists moving image) I position the 
narrative and the fluid nature of 
companionship, gender and freedom 
of expression within societies in a 
cultural and philosophical arts and 
science context. 

The existence of these issues is 
not new as societies and 
attitudes past and present, from 
Roman and Greek civilisations to 
Victorian attitudes develop, 
structure and establish their 
own cultural, social, political, 
philosophical, moral and ethical 
values and norms.



Plato writes of the origin of same 
and opposite sex urges and in 
Symposium, Plato explicitly links 
manliness not with heterosexual 
desire but with homosexual 
desire. Gender roles in current 
societies either in terms of the two 
sexes (male and female) or more

broadly denoting a range of 
identities that do not 
correspond to established ideas 
of male and female is changing 
dramatically especially when 
considered with reference to 
social and cultural differences 
rather than biological ones. 



Companion fluid relationship

Francis Bacon - natural philosophy / field of 
scientific methodology.

Novum Organum.

Renaissance - early modern era. 

Shakespeare’s sonnets.

Authorship of Shakespeare’s works.

Idols of the Theatre.

Bacon renounced qualities of the idols.    



Companion Fluid

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) was one of 
the leading figures in natural 
philosophy and in the field of scientific 
methodology in the period of 
transition from the Renaissance to the 
early modern era. When Bacon 
created his philosophical work Novum 
Organum, published in Latin 1620 it is 
thought that he was a homosexual. 
This companion fluid relationship was 
set in the context of Shakespeare’s 

sonnets, where in 1609 
Shakespeare published his ‘quarto’ 
consisting of 154 sonnets covering 
themes such as the passage of 
time, mortality, love, beauty, 
infidelity, and jealousy. The first 
126 of which are addressed to a 
young man. Speculation over the 
authorship of Shakespeare’s works 
have been rampant over the years 
with Bacon being named as a 
potential author.



In Bacon’s theory of the Idols he 
notes that in the Idols of the 
Theatre that according to the 
insight that the world is a stage, the 
Idols of the Theatre are prejudices 
stemming from received or 
traditional philosophical systems. 
These systems resemble plays in so 
far as they render fictional worlds, 
which were never exposed to an 
experimental check or to a test by 
experience. 

The idols of the theatre thus have 
their origin in dogmatic philosophy 
or in wrong laws of demonstration.

Bacon ends his presentation of the 
idols in Novum Organum, discusses 
that men should abjure and 
renounce the qualities of idols, 
along with the problem of 
information gained through the 
senses, which must be corrected 
by the use of experiments.



Hetrotopic Encounters, video 
installation. 
Karen Heald, 2020



In ‘Dream Films’ Women’s Time 
and Sleep (2014) in ‘Hours like 
Bright Sweets in a Jar – Time and 
Temporality in Literature and 
Culture’ [1] (title devised from 
Slythia Plath’s novel The Bell Jar) 
the chora sets the context for a 
“psychic space” relating to the 
condition and existential situation 
that I was researching from an 
artistic perspective. It begins from 
my encounter with Julia Kristeva

(philosopher, linguist and 
psychoanalysis) terms “semiotic 
chora” and “Women’s Time” 
alongside my original concept of 
“transitory strata.” [2]

In relating the terms semiotic and 
chora, Kristeva argues that the 
chora is the space in which the 
meaning that is produced is 
semiotic, such as: the sounds of 
an infant’s cooing; the psychotic’s



inability to communicate language 
in a meaningful way; or the artist 
who mobilizes the semiotic for 
creative and novel means. These 
meanings are significant and are 
expanded on in “transitory strata,” 
a term which describes preverbal, 
personal spaces, that draw from
Kristeva’s “semiotic chora” and 
through the making of 
experimental “dream films,”

visualize a re-interpretation of 
sleep, the unconscious and 
experiential time. 

[1] Heald, K. (2014) ‘Dream films’, 
Women’s Time and Sleep. In: 
Front, S. & Bemben, A. eds. Hours 
like Bright Sweets in a Jar – Time 
and Temporality in Literature and 
Culture. Cambridge, Cambridge 
Scholars Publishing, pp.143-169.



FRIDAm Series, Karen Heald and Sally Turner, 2003 – present.



The “dream films” are key elements 
and through analogies and cross-
readings between theory and 
practice, I have artistically and 
collaboratively worked through this 
research. The chora has enabled me 
to explore and expand on preverbal 
spaces by the use of subtle 
suggestions within the films. 

I have used this approach as a

method for creating artworks 
and using video as a creative 
tool. The discourses and 
implications around the chora
have assisted me in articulating 
what I am seeking in the 
artworks/practice. In addition to 
“transitory strata” I discuss two 
further key terms of mine –
“being in-between” and “in-
between-ness.”



The first is a space that 
oscillates between the personal 
preverbal “transitory strata” 
and the public places of “in-
between-ness.” The latter is a 
conceptual, reflective public 
space offering a synthesis of 
collaborative arts and science 
practice.



Margaret Cavendish
Duchess of 
Newcastle 



Margaret Lucas Cavendish, the 
Duchess of Newcastle, was a 
philosopher, poet, playwright 
and essayist. Her philosophical 
writings were concerned mostly 
with issues of metaphysics and 
natural philosophy, but also 
extended to social and political 
concerns. 

Cavendish was one of the first 
women to write using her 
own name, the only woman 
to publish her own natural 
philosophy in the 17th

century, and the first woman 
to be invited to visit the newly 
formed Royal Society.



In 1667 accounts recall 
Cavendish theatrically travelling 
in a large, black coach through 
Hyde Park towards London’s 
Royal Society to visit at a time 
when women were not allowed 
to be members. In the New 
Atlantis Bacon refers to an 
ancient wisdom that has been 
lost and replaced by impotent, 
inferior philosophies. 

Yet the purpose of the Platonic
myth in “New Atlantis” is to instil 
hope that this knowledge can be 
recovered and the state of 
civilizational excellence restored. Is 
this what Cavendish was 
attempting in her epistemological 
quest and her exclusion from 
education due to her gender 
(although holding a very privileged 
status) from this knowledge? 



Lili Ilse Elvenes (Lili Elbe) / Einar Wegener          The Danish Girl (2015) Director Tom Hooper.



Virginia Woolf was part of the 
Bloomsbury group which 
included a circle of artists writers 
and philosophers. Orlando, 
Woolf’s satirical novel written in 
1928 describes the adventures of 
a poet who changes sex from 
man to woman and lives for 
centuries, meeting the key 
figures of English literary history. 
Woolf was inspired by the 
tumultuous family history of her 
lover aristocratic poet and 

novelist Victoria Mary Sackville-
West, Lady Nicolson (also known 
as Vita Sackville West). Orlando is 
defined not by gender but by 
actions. Considered a feminist 
classic, the book has been written 
about extensively by scholars of 
women’s writing, gender and 
transgender studies. The book was 
adapted into a film by Sally Potter 
in 1992 with stage and opera 
adaptations following in 2010 and 
2016.



Tom Hooper’s film The Danish Girl 
(2015) is based on the novel of the 
same name by David Ebershoff
which loosely charts the 
relationship between Danish 
painters Lili Ilse Elvenes (Lili Elbe) / 
Einar Wegener and Gerda Wegener. 
In spite of criticism for its inaccurate 
portrayal of historical events, the 
actors won numerous awards with 
Hooper’s employing artistic

licence to depict the act of posing 
as a female figure which unmasks 
Einar's life-long gender identity 
as a woman, who names herself 
Lili Elbe. This sets off a 
progression, first tentative and 
then irreversible, of leaving 
behind the identity as Einar, 
which she struggled to maintain 
all her life. Lili was one of the first 
known recipients of 
reassignment surgery.



Jane Campion wrote and directed 
The Piano (1993), a period drama 
which is about a woman becoming 
sexually aware and taking charge of 
that awakening. Set in the 1800’s in 
colonial New Zealand, it portrays 
Ada, a single m/other who has been 
compelled by her father to marry an 
expatriate called Stewart. The initial 
scene commences with a female 
voice-over announcing that the voice 
we hear is Ada’s “mind's voice”, 

having not spoken aloud since 
she was six years old. With no 
further clarification offered, the 
audience is left to imagine why. 
The tensions between Ada’s 
semiotic and Stewart’s 
symbolic language are 
heightened from the start with 
the main passion in Ada’s life 
being her music. A liking that 
references the Kristevan
maternal semiotic.



In its multi-layering The Piano also 
references the “kinesthetic visual 
sphere of communication 
involved in signing that is 
analogous to motion pictures.” 
Campion’s visual figuration in the 
film, locates Ada as the m/other. 
In the scene where Ada 
animatedly communicates with 
her daughter Flora in their private 
sign language, Campion portrays 
them in a “womb like tent 
constructed out of one of 

Ada’s hooped petticoats. This is 
surrounded by a little mound of sand 
decorated with white shells no doubt 
sculpted by both mother and child. 
This scene serves as a visual 
figuration not only of Kristeva’s idea 
of the chora: the container that 
encases and defines a body-centered
“feminine” subjectivity where the 
child is part of the mother’s body, 
but of the “semiotic,” non-linguistic, 
tactile, form of “communication” 
which defines it.”



Mistrust, Misinformation and the Importance of Truth

Real fake news (as opposed to the claim that all news is fake) 
is about serving up falsehood as truth. No news or fake news 
in a democracy can be extremely pernicious, as representative 
government relies on information.

The Nobel Peace Prize 2021 was awarded jointly to Maria 
Ressa and Dmitry Andreyevich Muratov "for their efforts to 
safeguard freedom of expression, which is a precondition for 
democracy and lasting peace.”

MLA style: The Nobel Peace Prize 2021. NobelPrize.org. Nobel Prize Outreach AB 2021. Fri. 8 
Oct 2021. <https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2021/summary/>



How are we communicating 
currently in society when there is 
so much mistrust with politicians 
worldwide and a plethora of 
mis/information generally. The 
phrase ‘Fake News’ morphed 
from a description of a social 
media phenomenon into a 
journalistic cliche and an angry 
political slur despite Trump

claiming ownership of the term. 
Real fake news (as opposed to 
the claim that all news is fake) is 
about serving up falsehood as 
truth. No news or fake news in a 
democracy can be extremely 
pernicious, as representative 
government relies on 
information.



Thucydides and Plato lived 
through the crisis of Athenian 
democracy and, not unlike 
Trump, informed posterity that 
the fate of Athens resulted 
from the systematic 
misinformation and mis-
education of the citizens. We 
are living in a world of post 
truths and fake news which is 
dangerous and confusing. 
What's next in the world of

disinformation and how do we begin 
to dissect and construct the truth? 

Heartingly though the Nobel Peace 
Prize 2021 was awarded jointly for 
the first time to journalists Maria 
Ressa and Dmitry Andreyevich
Muratov "for their efforts to 
safeguard freedom of expression, 
which is a precondition for 
democracy and lasting peace.”



Sarah Sze, Wider than the Sky (Fallen Sky Series), 2021 
Sarah Sze, 360 (Portable 
Planetarium), 2010.



I would like to thank you for 
listening and end with the last slide 
showing images of Sarah Sze art 
works and to contemplate an 
account of her work:

In paintings, sculptures, and video 
installations, Sze grapples with the 
ideas and matter of time and 
entropy, underscoring the precious 
and precarious nature of 
materiality. The works on view 
transform the galleries into a 
unified, image-laden expanse, 

allowing viewers to grasp the formal 
and conceptual breadth of Sze’s 
practice. Cast sculptures Wider Than 
the Sky and Deeper Than the 
Sea (both from the 2020–21 
series Fallen Sky) are directly related 
to Sze’s landmark installation that 
was inaugurated at Storm King Art 
Center in upstate New York this 
summer. Inspired by ancient 
architecture and the language of 
ruins, they catch passing light and 
shadow, appearing as if already 
disintegrated.



Jonathan Powers 
Emeritus Professor, University of 
Derby, formerly Senior Pro Vice-
Chancellor. 

Truth & 
Narrative
Panellist 3:



TRUTH AND NARRATIVE

• It is by inhabiting NARRATIVES that we give meaning to our lives.

• ‘Science’ is not merely a collection of supposed FACTS and THEORIES

• It is also a web of intersecting ACTIVITIES

• These activities cluster in a network of NARRATIVES which draw on accounts of 
past activity to give meaning to current activity
• These accounts of the past are not necessarily Historically Accurate
• They are re-constructed to embody an image of How Science Should Be Done

• Aristotle remarked the purpose of Art is not to represent the outward appearance 
of things but their inward significance

• This applies to the representation of the Narratives of the Sciences

• So can the Arts illuminate meaning of the Sciences ?



AN ILLUSTRATION

IF ART TRIES TO SHOW THE INNER MEANING OF SCIENCE

CAN IT TELL ‘THE TRUTH’ ?  



Joseph Wright of Derby (1734-97)

The Alchymist, in Search of the Philosopher’s Stone, 
discovers Phosphorus, and prays for the successful 
Conclusion of his Operation, as was the Custom of the 
Ancient Chymical Astrologers 

Originally painted 1771    Unsold in Wright’s lifetime
Parts reworked in 1795    Now in Derby Museum and Art Gallery

Scene expresses religious awe and wonder of scientific discovery

We see it as the first discovery of new Element since antiquity

But when this was first painted Phosphorus was thought to be a
combination of Muriatic Acid and Phlogiston

By the time Wright reworked the painting, Lavoisier had abolished
‘phlogiston’ elevating Phosphorus to the status of a new Element.
So the meaning of the painting had changed.

Typical of Wright’s chiascuro work:  inner and outer sources 
of Light express the idea of Enlightenment



PETER PEREZ BURDETT’S 
ADVISORY SKETCH

FEBRUARY 1771



Dear Wright                                                                                            4th February 1771
Dr Turner will in his letter be more particular than I can possibly be on a subject to which I
am a Stranger . I have conceived that the Chemist should be sitting on this side of the
Table turning his head towards the Glass upon his assistants exclaiming upon the first
appearance of the Phenomenon of the luminous exhalation from ye Retort into ye Rec.
The lamp is still under the influence of the blast of wind remaining in the bellows below
which the Chemist has been using in another process. Whether the Idea of the flame will
in the least answer your purpose you alone can judge.



J-P. MACQUER’ S ELEMENTS OF CHYMISTRY

DR MATTHEW TURNER

PETER PEREZ BURDETT

JOSEPH WRIGHT

Studied by

Explains to

Later correspondence
about The Alchymist

possibly after publication 
of the Mezzotint

(now lost) ?

Letter sent
Feb. 1771
(now lost)

Letter and Sketch
sent 4th February

1771

Paints original version of
The Alchymist in Derby

Starting Feb. 1771

Society of Artists of GB Exhibition @ Spring Gardens: 26th April to 8th June 1771 

Requests advice

Requests advice



Article on Phosphorus transcribed from  
paper by J.Hellot
Mémoires de l’Académie des Sciences  1737

Pierre-Joseph MACQUER.  (1718-1784)



HENNIG BRAND  (1630-1710)
Hamburg 1669

Sells secret to chemist named Krasst (Kraast)
KUNCKEL (c.1680, d.1702)

ROBERT BOYLE FRS (1627-1691)
GODFREID HANKWITZ FRS

(Ambrose Godfrey: 1660-1741)

Chronology of the Discovery of Phosphorus



1. 950    g WATER  H2O

2. 20    g UREA          (NH2)2CO

3. 6    g SODIUM Na +

4. 6    g CHLORINE Cl -

5. 1.8 g SULPHATE SO4
--

6. 1.5 g CALCIUM Ca ++

7. 1.5 g POTASSIUM K +

8. 1.2 g  PHOSPHATE PO4
---

9. 0.5 g AMMONIUM  NH4
+

10. 0.1 g MAGNESIUM  Mg ++

COMPOSITION OF 1 LITRE OF URINE

PHOSPHORUS PER LITRE 0.23 g
After Brand’s extraction process (0.5%) 0.0012g



One Hogshead is about 54 Gallons or  250 litres

1/3 hogshead of Urine will yield 1 dram of Phosphorus



24 Hogsheads of Urine  = 1,300 gallons or 5,800 litres

Allow to ferment for 5 to 6 days



Boil down in iron pans to ‘clotted’ residue (1/60th weight)
One 9 gallon pot boils off 10%  in an hour. Six pots evaporates hogshead in 10 hours.

24 hogsheads takes 240 hours = 10 days



‘Calcination’: brisk fire, red hot pans: stir until ‘volatile salt and
fetid oil’ is dissipated. 
No smoke: smell of Peach Blossoms. Weight 2/3. 



Cool, pour in twice weight of warm water, stir and leave to 
soak for 24 hours



1. 2 Ca3 (PO4)2 Tri Calcium Phosphate

2. 6 SiO2 Sand

3. 10 C Charcoal

4. At 1500º C  yields

6   CaSiO3 Calcium Silicate

10 CO Carbon Monoxide

P4 White Phosphorus

5. Requires crucible or retort of refractory ceramic

Modern interpretation of Brand’s probable chemical reaction



Health and Safety Notice (Macquer)

As certain accidents may happen in the course of the
operation, some precautions are to be taken against them

The furnace must therefore be erected under some vault,
or upon a bed of brick-work, raised under some chimney
that draws well: Nor must any furniture or utensil of wood be 
left near it.

Does this imply the advice about the setting in Wright’s painting 
was simply concerned with safety?
Was the idea of the Alchymist praying derived from the architecture ?



4 am  Rise and light furnace with charcoal. 
Maintain moderate heat for 4 HOURS.

‘Phelgm’ of mixture distils over 

“THE OPERATION” BEGINS



8 am Add coal to increase heat. Balloon fills with
White vapours smelling of fetid oil

Noon   Vessel clears. Increase heat for 2 MORE HOURS



2 pm Volatile salt on surface of balloon, smells of Peach
Kernels. Avoid salt blocking the hole.

2.30 pm vapours from water dissolve deposit and balloon
clears. Keep on heating.



5 pm  New white vapours appears smelling at first like 
Sal Ammoniac and then like Garlic   

7 pm White vapours cease. Keep furnace burning.



8 pm Stream of blueish light from the hole.
Light will adhere to fingers.

Danger as stream starts spitting. Manage fire warily 
For 2 HOURS until spout of light contracts.



10 pm Increase heat until furnace is white hot.

True Phosphorus distils over like oil or melted wax



Midnight upper part of balloon glows red – operation
Complete. Shut off furnace. Seal hole with beeswax.
Early hours of the night empty upper part of balloon
filled with beautiful blue light for 7 – 8 hours
Retire to bed. Leave apparatus to cool for 2 days



WILLIAM PETHER MEZZOTINT OF ORIGINAL 1775 JOSEPH WRIGHT REWORKED PAINTING 1795



Pether avoids a left-right reversal of 
the numerals. The lower dial has 
just one hand showing the hours, so 
the upper one shows the minutes. 
Thus the time is 
10 minutes to Midnight.

In Wright’s final painting the 
lower dial  has two hands, 
meaning the upper one shows 
seconds.
Thus the precise time is 
20 seconds past 8 o’clock.



MANUSCRIPT IN
PETHER’S MEZZOTINT

MANUSCRIPT IN
WRIGHT’S FINAL
PAINTING



WRIGHT’ S FINISHED PAINTING
1795

PETHER’S MEZZOTINT
1775



Valentinus (1559)

Alchemical Processes and Astrological Signs



Crucible

Calcination



THE ALCHEMIST’S JOURNEY ?
AN INTERPRETATION OF THE SYMBOLISM 

Calcination– Starting material roasted in a Crucible

Distillation - Essence extracted by boiling off water

Ceration - Residue is softened

Multiplication  – Addition gravel, charcoal and water

Fixation - Fusing of paste by heating 

Sublimation of Volatile Phosphorus gives BLUE LIGHT

Route to the ultimate  goal of making GOLD is hidden



WHAT SHOULD WE MAKE OF THIS ?

• Wright constructs a narrative about an actual scientific discovery

• He makes meticulous attempts to get details correct, even when we are unlikely to 
notice

• In his scientific paintings the primary source of illumination is from within the scene 
depicted

• With the Alchymist this illumination is the product of the scientific quest

• The real purpose of the painting is to show the quest’s inner meaning

• Wright was unable to sell this painting in his lifetime – despite being half the price 
of his paintings of The Orrery and The Air Pump

• Does this mean his contemporary Chemists did not wish to be reminded of their 
Alchemical heritage ?

• Can Art illuminate the meaning of Scientific Activity and Discovery, or must it distort 
and mislead ?





Alison McMillan
Professor in Aerospace Technology, 
Wrexham Glyndŵr University, UK.

Truth & 
Narrative
Panellist 4:



Alison McMillan: 
Re-visiting the entrenched methodological “rigours” of science? 

The pompous notion of modern science in its belief that 
current theories are “true” thereby implying that older ones 
are “false”, e.g. “Newtonian gravity” vs “Relativity”, whereas, 
the latter is a refinement, not a DISPROOF.  It is we scientists 
who are at fault for poor use of words.  

Hence: 

• This false understanding causes a 
misunderstanding in the uneducated population, and thus 
confuses or leads to a disbelief in science.  

• I would go further to say that when condemning 
the science of the ancient Greeks, (the archetypal “every 
schoolboy† knows...” type statements), we damage the basic 
tenet of science – OBSERVATION.  

† Even the wording of the trite expression is offensive in its 
suggestion of gendered knowledge and harking back to an 
era of social privilege.

• The Greeks were correct in their 

observations, but their measurement 

capabilities were poor, and better measured 

observation can lead to a more refined 

“theory” i.e. model for generalising the 

observation.  

• This is also where we fall over with 

Bacon’s idea of Novum Organum (new 

approach to science) as opposed to the 

Organon of the Greeks - again, the simplistic 

(schoolboy) interpretation is that Bacon 

disagreed with the Greeks rather than the 

reality that he was inspired by them and added 

method where he thought there was a gap.



Alison McMillan: 
Re-visiting the entrenched methodological “rigours” of science? 

Then there is a chance to stop and consider 

“branch-theories”.  This is my own made-up 

terminology, so if anyone has seen this notion 

expressed by a “proper” philosopher, please set 

me straight!  What I mean here is that the 

observations at some point in time might point 

towards multiple, but mutually incompatible, 

“theories”.  An instance of incompatible theories 

might be “Steady State” vs “Big Bang” for 

universe evolution.  Or “Higgs” or “not Higgs”?  

Eventually, sufficient new OBSERVATION leads to 

a definitive selection: a.k.a. TRUTH.

(Another example would be “phlogiston” vs 

“oxygen”.) 

And this also has connections to heliocentric vs Earth-

centric views of planetary motion.  This case is different, 

since one can argue that if all one is doing is finding a 

model in which Earth observation prediction works, then 

who cares which understanding is adopted: the crucial 

point is that the Earth frame of reference is the 

pertinent one.  Here, I don’t care about TRUTH but 

about PRAGMATISM or FUNCTIONALITY.

In each case, we roll out the word THEORY, and while 

our general prattle teaches of the importance of precise 

meaning in science, the very fabric of science rests on 

this appallingly badly used word!



Sue’s rejoinders: 

“… It is we scientists who are at fault for poor 
use of words.”

Agree - dualisms reduce things to simple 
understandings that often complicate theories 
and lead to misunderstandings. Two possibilities 
are easy to grasp and therefore make it easy for 
people to stake out and argue a position on 
misinformation.

• “This false understanding causes a 
misunderstanding in the uneducated 
population, and thus confuses or leads to a 
disbelief in science.” 
Science is ‘heavy is the head that wears the 
crown – art doesn’t have to worry about that 
responsibility’ 

• “I would go further to say that when condemning the 

science of the ancient Greeks, …, we damage the basic 

tenet of science – OBSERVATION.” 

Interesting as observation is at the heart of art 

practice but being changed by developments in AI and 

VR and ideas around the post human condition. Is art 

entering a realm where observation of the world 

around us is less important? 

† “Even the wording of the trite expression is offensive 

in its suggestion of gendered knowledge and harking 

back to an era of social privilege.” 

One dimensional understanding – surface understanding 

rather than a deep understanding – leads to dogmatism 

that we see around us – I could go on!



Sue’s rejoinders: 
• “The Greeks were correct in their 

observations, but their measurement 

capabilities were poor...”  

Interesting thought – you make a good point 

here that being able to see clearly is 

important but you need to know what you 

need to see clearly – history can help with 

that as we collectively learn about human 

nature so not to repeat the sins of the fathers. 

• “This is also where we fall over with … the 

simplistic … interpretation … that Bacon 

disagreed with the Greeks rather than … that 

he was inspired by them ….”

That is the important point that we can learn 

from standing on the shoulders of giants.

“Then there is a chance to stop and consider ‘branch-

theories’…” 

I like the term branch theories but I’m not a philosopher –

this idea breaks down dualisms. 

“And this also has connections to heliocentric vs Earth-

centric views of planetary motion… Here, I don’t care 

about TRUTH but about PRAGMATISM or 

FUNCTIONALITY.”  ☺

“…we roll out the word THEORY, and … [teach] … the 

importance of precise meaning in science, the very fabric 

of science rests on this appallingly badly used word! “

It’s a scary word, particularly for students or art students 

who are asked what art theories relate to their work and 

then try to ascribe a scientific theory rather than realising 

all concepts have theories even subjectivity for example.



TRUTH: Re-visiting the entrenched 
methodological “rigours” of science? 

The pompous notion of modern 
science in its belief that current 
theories are TRUE thereby implying 
that older ones are FALSE, 

e.g. “Newtonian gravity” vs 
“Relativity”, the latter is a 
REFINEMENT, not a DISPROOF.

It is we scientists who are at fault for 
poor use of words. 

This false understanding 
causes a misunderstanding in 
the uneducated population, 
and thus confuses or leads to 
a disbelief in science. 

Dualisms reduce things to simple 

understandings that often complicate theories 

and lead to misunderstandings. 

Two possibilities are easy to grasp and 

therefore make it easy for people to stake out 

and argue a position on misinformation.

- Susan Liggett



TRUTH: … observation?

When we condemning the science of 
the ancient Greeks, (saying, “every 
schoolboy† knows...”), we damage the 
basic tenet of science – OBSERVATION.  

The Greeks were correct in their 
observations, but their measurement 
capabilities were poor, and better 
measured observation can lead to a 
more refined “theory”, i.e. model for 
generalising the observation.  

† Even the wording is offensive in its suggestion of gendered 
knowledge and harking back to an era of social privilege.

Galileo’s point was about objects 
falling in a vacuum.  

The Greeks were not wrong, as their 
observation was in accordance of the 

terminal velocity attained.



TRUTH: … observation?

This is also where we fall over with 
Bacon’s idea of Novum Organum 
(new approach to science) as 
opposed to the Organon of the 
Greeks 

• The simplistic interpretation is that 
Bacon disagreed with the Greeks 

• The reality is that he was inspired 
by them and added method where 
he thought there was a gap.

...but Deduction

remains useful: 

Induction does 

not replace 

that...



TRUTH: Consider “Branch Theories”

Some observations might point 
towards multiple, but mutually 
incompatible, “theories”.  

• An instance of incompatible 
theories might be “Steady State” vs 
“Big Bang” for universe evolution.  

• Or “Higgs” or “not Higgs”?  

Eventually, sufficient new 
OBSERVATION leads to a definitive 
selection: a.k.a. TRUTH.

How would a universe 

with Higgs differ to 

one without?  

Can this be made 

into an Experiment? 

This idea breaks down dualisms.  - Susan Liggett



TRUTH: Reconsider Earth-centric “theory”

If we think again about heliocentric vs 
Earth-centric views of planetary motion…  

We can argue that if all one is doing is 
finding a model in which Earth observation 
prediction works, then who cares which 
understanding is adopted: the crucial point 
is that the Earth frame of reference is the 
pertinent one.  

We don’t care about TRUTH but about 
PRAGMATISM or FUNCTIONALITY.



Truth: Failure of the word “Theory”

When scientists roll out the 
word THEORY, while our general 
prattle teaches of the 
importance of precise meaning 
in science, 

• we undermine the very fabric 
of science,
and 

• we invalidate our work to the 
outside observer!



NARRATIVE: Changing how scientists 
communicate to the world?
In the previous section I tried to highlight 
a problem of science communication.

We need to address this before we, as 
scientists can start to build a TRUTHFUL

and HELPFUL NARRATIVE.

Before we set about that, we should first 
look at the war-zone of PERNICIOUS

NARRATIVES.  If we don’t position 
ourselves right, then we only add to the 
false messages.



Narratives: Pernicious Narratives

We have all seen how Narratives 
have become pernicious: the rate of 
flow of information has increased, 
and everyone is swamped.  There 
are three types of problem,

• Disinformation / Misinformation 
aspects

• Volume of information: the 
information bombardment

• Coercion by stealth

There’s lots said about the distinction 
between Dis- and Mis-information.  
The line can be easily blurred, because 
misinformation is not deliberate, and 
as such is deemed to be “forgivable”.  

Disinformation is deliberate and 
manipulative: but easily dressed as 
misinformation – and of course it 
would be, as it is the nature of 
manipulation to exploit uncertainty.



Narratives: The Information Bombardment

The question of Volume is not so 
generally discussed.  

Of course, most people are aware of 
the manipulative impact of the 
selection algorithms used in Social 
Media.  

My conclusion is that it has become 
too much akin with gambling, where 
the House always wins, and on 
average, the players lose. 

I used to think that if I put interesting 
items out on Social Media, then they 
would be spread, in proportion with 
the interest level.  

My immediate friends have shared, 
but the spread decay-rate is much 
higher than an inverse-square law: I 
think these things are actively 
suppressed.  

Meanwhile paid advertising, and 
clickbait fill the gap.



Narratives: The Information Bombardment

We see a similar dynamic in the way that 
we are harassed and harangued by phone 
and by email.  

• Hoaxes and attempts to steal from us.  

• This weight of junk, and the IMPLICIT

ABUSE OF OUR OUTDATED SENSE OF ETIQUETTE.  

“No, I don’t want to change my energy 
supplier, even if you tell me I will save 

money.  [I just want you to go away and 
leave me alone.]”

We have an amazing 

deal for you!

I want you to 

leave me 

alone!

No, 

thank you!



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

• Over thousands of years of civilisation, 
humans have learned etiquette.

• Etiquette is a mechanism for maintaining 
civility at times of anger.

• Etiquette can save your life.

• Etiquette can also constrain you.

• In modern times, have we become so inured 
to etiquette that we have become unable to 
express legitimate anger?

• How many of us has to courage to call out 
injustice when we see it?

Etiquette is weaponised against us!

How difficult it is to articulate 
discomfort or dissatisfaction, 

when presented with 
FAKE COURTESY



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

Fake

• Listening Skills
I hear what you say  

Demonstrate listening skills



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

Fake

• Consensus
Everyone else agrees with me  

Form a consensus



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

Fake

• “Parent” voice

I heard you suggest that

I might be wrong

Be firm about boundaries



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

Fake

• Compassion

You are evidently upset at

the moment so let’s 

discuss this next 

week

Be compassionate



Narratives: Coercion & Gas Lighting

Fake

• Inclusivity

What you think is not important

because you are not bame, female,

lgbt+ ... or one of our

elite “in” crowd

Don’t forget diversity



Vincent Smith 
Honorary Senior Research 
Fellow, School of Physics, 
University of Bristol, UK.

Truth & 
Narrative

Chair:



Join us next week for


