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Scientific Objectivity?

by Dave and Mary Jo Nutting

Scientists are careful, objective researchers who are
able to separate their emotions from their scientific
theories and investigations — right? Ideally this might
so, but the truth is, scientists are human too, and
as such are susceptible to their biases just like anyone
else. In the area of creation and evolution, these biases
can often be very strong and can significantly affect
a scientist’s view of the evidence.

History has proven over and over again the intol-
erance frequently exhibited by people with strongly
held biases. This has been re-enacted in recent years
with creationist scientists as victims. For example,
scientist Robert Gentry has been carefully investigating
radioactive decay in rocks for over 30 years. For thir-
teen years he worked as a guest scientist at Oak Ridge
National Laboratory and published-numerous articles
in well-known scientific journals. He was respected by
colleagues as a careful scientist and regarded as an
authority in his specific field of research. However, all
that changed when he became convinced that his
research pointed to a young age for the earth and
published his ideas.

As the implications of his findings became known,
Gentry and his research began to come under attack.
His findings were brushed off as a “tiny mystery,”” while
he himself was shunned by former colleagues. Even-
tually, he lost his position at Oak Ridge and his
National Science Foundation funding. Evolutionary
bias had claimed another victim.

We run into this kind of intolerance frequently. For
example, we have recently had the opportunity to
lecture at several public high schools. We usually
stress the topic of bias, and warn students of how bias
can affect the interpretation of scientific data. We
encourage them to carefully search out underlying
assumptions and try to separate facts from inferences
before drawing conclusions. At one high school, the
students had a live exhibition of bias in action.

One of the teachers asked why creationists never
publish in *“‘reputable” scientific journals, so Dave used
Gentry as an exampie. He explained how Gentry had
lost his position, his research funding, and the ability
to get his research published because his findings had
contradicted the accepted norm. At this point the
teacher exclaimed, *‘Serves him right!”” Amazed, Dave
replied, ‘“‘“They practically burned him at the stake,”
to which the teacher retorted, ‘‘Yeah, burn the
guy!’’ Scientific objectivity? Hardly! Academic
freedom? No way! Hopefully the students got the
message!

{See Spotlight on Science for more information on Gentry's work.
For a fascinating account of his story, see Creation’s Tiny Mystery,
Robert V. Gentry, 1986, Earth Science Associates, Knoxville, TN.)
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