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DIALOGUE

By Daniel M. Wegner

There are two ways to talk about
science. One is a language of
discovery (Eureka!) the other a
language of debate (Victory!). Each
one captures a truth about science. But
when it comes to science writing,
discovery trumps debate every time.
Here’s why.

Discovery and Debate

Discovery talk is about exploring and
looking and suspecting and learning,
full of images of science as a search. -
We think of Galileo gazing into the
heavens to see what no one had seen
before. Images arise of truth-seekers
through the ages, of Newton, Faraday,
Edison, Pasteur, Curie, each entranced
by the search for knowledge.
Discovery talk produces visions of light
bulbs going on over our heads.

Debate talk is about claiming and
arguing and maintaining and holding, a

language that captures science as a
struggle of competing views. We think
of Galileo incarcerated by the Pope for
his rejection of geocentric theory,
taking a stand and then suffering in its

Discovery talk is about
exploring and looking
and suspecting and
learning, full of images of
science as a search.

Science Talk: Discovery and Debate

both. A discovery not proposed and
defended might as well never have
been found. And a fight that is joined
without any basis in discovery would
soon devolve into pointless bickering.

Science Between the Lines

Still, each of these languages brings

with it a special flavor, a “take” on
science that carries unspoken

defense. Science in this light is value-
laden and personal, a battle with other
scientists in their roles as reviewers and
editors, or a confrontation with the
press, or for that matter, a hasty retreat
from villagers wielding pitchforks.

Which is the real language of science?
Well obviously, both languages
describe parts of the animal. Science
does involve finding things out, as well
as pressing for one’s personal views.
The social pursuit of knowledge needs

Debate talk is about
claiming and arguing and
maintaining and holding,
a language that captures
science as a struggle of
competing views.

implications. Considered in this light,
the language of discovery is much
more convincing.
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