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For this Theory of Knowledge exhibition, I have selected the prompt, “Can new knowledge
change established values or beliefs?” I will focus on the beliefs portion of this prompt, as I
believe that new knowledge conflicting with prior beliefs is something that happens constantly in
our world. For the purpose of this essay, I will define beliefs as what is thought to be true within a

given community, no matter what those opinions are based on.
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Object 1: The Index Librorum Prohibitorum

Figure 1: An old
copy of the Index

Librorum
Prohibitorum1

The Index Librorum Prohibitorum (“Index of Forbidden Books” in English)
was the Roman Catholic Church’s list of banned books. Its publication
stopped in 1966, more than 400 years after its initial publication2. Essentially,
it was the Church’s way to prevent the spread of erroneous, heretic or immoral
ideas. Some of mankind’s greatest writers and thinkers were silenced in this
way, with Victor Hugo’s Les misérables and Notre-Dame de Paris being
notable examples1.

In fact, this was how the Church reacted to a wide range of new ideas
and to evidence backing those ideas, in domains ranging from philosophy
to natural sciences. The Church argued that true believers do not need
proof, that faith is what matters. This approach to knowledge is particularly
interesting, because it argues that factual observations about our world are
less important than our convictions. Essentially, the idea is that theological
knowledge is the fundamental building block of understanding and that what
goes against it must therefore be false.

This highlights a first interesting point about whether new knowledge
changes established beliefs: in areas of knowledge and communities where

convictions and tradition are more important than current observations, new knowledge can often
be dismissed as completely irrelevant.

Object 2: J. J. Thomson’s Article Cathode Rays

Figure 2: The first
page of J. J.

Thomson’s Article
Cathode Rays3,4

In 1897, Sir Joseph John Thomson published the results of his experiments
on cathode rays in The London, Edinburgh, and Dublin Philosophical Maga-
zine and Journal of Science4. At the time, there was no scientific consensus
amongst the scientific community about why cathode rays behaved in the
way that they did3. Whereas German physicists mainly believed that the
observed behaviours were “produced by occurrence in the ether,” French
and British physicists believed that particles were at cause5. Then, came
along Thomson, who was able to show, in his now-famous paper Cathode
Rays, that their behaviour was in fact due to the existence of negatively
charged particles.

But what was so convincing about this paper? Well, it was a perfect
example of the utmost scientific rigour. Thomson filled the holes in the
previous experiments, notably those accomplished by Perrin, by laying down
a clear set of experimental observations leading to the above conclusions
and by addressing all assumptions he made. He repeatedly set testable
hypotheses and then verified them to narrow down the cause of the observed
behaviours, sometimes even using multiple methods. In truth, it is not
Thomson’s paper that changed the beliefs as much as his rigour in writing
it.

The scientific community, which bases its pursuit of the truth on that
very high standard of proof and rigour, was convinced by his discoveries
and most of those who originally disagreed with him changed their opinions
about the explanation behind the behaviour of cathode rays in less than a few years5.
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This is a perfect example of how new knowledge can change prior beliefs: in areas of knowledge
and communities where evidence and proof are the most important concepts, new knowledge can
often be quite quickly accepted and used as a basis for further investigations. In those areas of
knowledge, it often doesn’t matter if old ideas are disrupted, as current empirical evidence is the
basis of knowledge.

Object 3: Gilbert N. Plass’ Paper “The Carbon Dioxide Theory of
Climatic Change”

Figure 3: Gilbert N.
Plass’ Paper The

Carbon Dioxide Theory
of Climatic Change6

In The Carbon Dioxide Theory of Climatic Change, Gilbert Norman Plass
outlines the relation between the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere
and the Earth’s average surface temperature, while pointing out the
possibility that the rise in temperature observed in the last century may
have been caused by the industrialization of human activities. However,
the real object here is not paper in itself, but rather its publication year,
1956. Papers like this show that the scientific community has been aware
of the climate change phenomenon for almost 75 years, yet the public
interest and the research boom on this topic only dates back to the last
few decades.

I do not believe that this is due to a lack of rigour in the scientific
method of this paper, as it has since been quoted in numerous others. I
rather believe that the explanation for this lies in the concrete impacts
knowledge can have. In this case, recognizing that we humans were at the
source of a phenomenon threatening our planet and our lives would imply
needing to make changes to our daily lives and habits. It would require

a complete shift in perspective relative to the long-term impacts of our actions as a society. This
realization would have been and now has been, painful. I believe that this fear is one of the key
factors in the gap between the public opinion and the foremost scientific evidence. When accepting
a truth is painful, the pill is often harder to swallow.

This highlights a third key idea of whether new knowledge changes our beliefs: it seems to
be that when new knowledge would require the average human to change his behaviour in his
day-to-day life, humankind can be slow to change his beliefs.

Conclusion

In summary, when new knowledge doesn’t require us to change our fundamental beliefs or our
day-to-day life, we can be quite efficient at changing our beliefs, especially in the field of the natural
sciences. However, we can also be quite stubborn when new truths do not fit with what we want
them to be, may it be sciences or in religion.
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