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Self Awareness
firststen in protecting yourself from fase information,

US President Abraham Lincoln, who is accredited for liberating the black slaves,
once said, “You can fool all the people some of the time and some of the people

all the time, but you cannot fool all the people all the time.”

The statement has become the motto
for many, as it would alert a person
not to lie out of short-term conven-
ience. Nonetheless, some scholars
are now questioning if Lincoln actual-
ly made that statement, and use evi-
dences from various sources to prove
the point.

To me, whether Lincoln actually said
that is not as important. What is im-
portant is the long-lasting impact the
saying has on many people. An issue
that is more relevant is distinguishing
truth from fabrication, and the ways
to differentiate them. This is particu-
larly important in this age of exces-
sive false information. Whether
something actually happens can be
verified with historical documents.
However history has its own biases,
often restrained by political and oth-
er elements. The resulting account
could be partial, biased, and even
contradictory. With each side hold-
ing firm on its points, the dispute is

often left unresolved.

| remember my son working on a
high school project on distinguishing
between facts and opinions, though |
could barely recall what subject it
was. This shows that the local educa-
tion puts much emphasis on stu-
dents’ dialectical ability. By instilling
the concept early, the student will
have more chances to apply and
practice the skills so he will be more
ready to analyze and deal with com-
plex issues in the future.

Let's use the following two scenarios
as examples to differentiate truth and
falsehood:
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Incident A happened two
days ago - some people
believe it did happen, oth-
ers don’t.

Drug B is effective in treating
a certain disease — some
people believe it, others
don’t

In Scenario |, if the incident real-
ly happens, saying it has hap-
pened is telling the truth, and
denying it would be false. Media
reports, official announcements
and witness accounts will help
assess if the incident did hap-
pen. In Scenario Il, whether the
drug is effective for the disease
can be supported by research
and clinical data. In both cases,
there are bound to people that
would not accept it as true. Of-
ten, opinions carry more weight
than facts in people’s judgment,
as is apparent in politics, justice,
consumption, aesthetic and oth-
er categories of perception.

A person’s opinions are rooted
in his belief system, which is
shaped over time from the indi-

vidual’s life experience and envi-
ronment. This includes such
things as culture, family, educa-
tion, faith, habits, career and
overall exposure. However it is
not something permanent. En-
counters and changes in life will
likely shift one’s belief system.
Belief system by and large is
subconscious, yet it will affect
deeply our behaviours and the
ways we perceive things. There
are many blind spots in the be-
lief system. If we can unearth it
and analyze it, biases in our per-
spectives will likely be reduced.

Some people would espouse a
scientific attitude to differentiate
truth from falsehood. Science
emphasizes evidence and ap-
plies standardized methodology
to prove. This of course is more
accurate than relying on one’s
belief. Yet science has its own
limitations, and there is hardly
any absolute. Research on the
same topic can often generate
contradictory results. The recent
exclusion of the Pluto from the
solar system is a good example
of the ongoing evolution of sci-

ence. Neil deGrasse Tyson, a
NASA scientist, once said, “If
you cherry-pick science so that it
resonates with your belief sys-
tem, you are not understanding
how science works”. He sees his
most vital role as a scientist is to
arouse creativity, and not to
spoon-feed people with infor-
mation, as only creativity will
bring new knowledge.

A popular brain teaser goes like
this: There are two neighbouring
villages. The natives of one vil-
lage only tell the truth while
those of the other village tell on-
ly lies. A traveler intends to visit
one of the villages but he is al-
lowed to ask one question at the
entry to one village only. We can
use logical deduction to find the
answer, as this is simply a theo-
retical deduction. In the real
world, things are much more
complicated and a lot depends
much on your mental power.
With a widened perspective, cu-
riosity for new knowledge, and
an open mind, the chance of you
being tricked by falsehood will
be greatly reduced.
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For more information, please
contact the Volunteer Coordi-
nator at the appropriate Yee
Hong Centre or visit us online
at http://www.yeehong.com/
volunteer_intro.php
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