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Truth and knowledge, lies and 
ignorance. What should you still 
believe?  All doubts are now permitted. 
Yesterday’s certainties and confidence 
have been swept away, expelled and 
made to disappear. Critical thinking 
has become confused. The world 
stage produces misleading discourse, 
the legitimacy of institutions is 
undermined, and social networks, 
which we had hoped would bring about 
more democracy, are manipulated and 
all-powerful. To the benefit of rumours, 
peddled by merchants of lies. And 
citizens are looking for a guide.
The scientific world is no exception 
to these many suspicions. Should we 
then doubt science? With the help of 
our researchers, we provide a series 
of different perspectives on this topic. 
However, please note that the report 
dedicated to the subject in this issue of 
FNRS.news does not purport to cover 
it in its entirety. Not only because it 
is vast and ever-evolving, but also 
because, and this is a good opportunity 
to remind you, our magazine’s primary 
objective is to serve as a showcase for 
the research funded by the FNRS. And 
when we address a topic in the form of 
a report, we do not claim to deal with 
all aspects of it exhaustively. 
This October saw the start of a 
large number of incentive grants 
and fellowships awarded last June: 
251 fellows and incentive grant 
recipients (mainly doctoral and post-
doctoral students) and 33 permanent 
researchers (new appointments of 
Research Associates or promotions 
of Senior Research Associates or 
Research Directors), for an annual 
budget of €19 million. This issue 
also presents the 12 new Research 
Associates. It is a tradition in this 
magazine to showcase young 
researchers who have achieved this 
coveted status after a long career and 
an extremely demanding selection 

procedure. Researchers who are, 
without a doubt, starting their 
incentive grants with passion and 
ambition.
We should also highlight the creation, 
this year, of 18 additional posts 
(doctoral and post-doctoral) thanks to 
additional structural funding  
(€6 million) from the Wallonia-
Brussels Federation. This additional 
funding will also be used to increase 
the budget dedicated to Research 
Projects. 
Something else beginning in October: 
14 new life sciences research projects 
as part of WELBIO, which we cover 
in our “Under the magnifying glass” 
section. These are very high-level 
projects receiving funding of €7.5 
million over 2 years and are in 
addition to 14 other projects already 
underway and funded for a further 
2 years. In total, nearly €15 million is 
being invested by the Walloon Region 
in strategic fundamental life sciences 
research.
Finally, a new feature in this issue: 
we now welcome the Belgian Royal 
Academy of Science, Letters and Fine 
Arts onto our pages. Firstly, in our 
report, with an opinion piece from the 
academic Dominique Lambert. Then, 
with the announcement of a series of 
publications in our “Further reading” 
section. An editorial collaboration 
that promises to be fruitful, without 
the slightest doubt...

The slightest doubt...
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Véronique Halloin,  
Secretary-General of  
the F.R.S.-FNRS 
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1. 2018 figures.

The FNRS in figures
MOBILITY

THE DIFFERENT MOBILITY INSTRUMENTS
The FNRS provides researchers with different instruments to support them financially 
in their projects abroad1. 

In research, mobility is essential: networking 
is a way of acquiring new skills and increasing 
your visibility at international level. Meetings 
are sources of reflection, questioning and 
comparison: they enrich the researcher and 
hone the researcher’s thinking in relation to his 
or her subject of study. This is why the FNRS 
encourages the international mobility of its 
scientists and provides them with financial 
support. But how does this mobility work in 
practice? Here are some statistics to give you a 
clearer picture.

€1,122,369.44 
was invested by the FNRS in 
the mobility of its researchers 
in 2018

46% 48.5% 
of research stays 
are carried out by 
researchers

of mobility instruments 
concern researchers 
in Human and Social 
Sciences

1,158
researchers received a 
credit for a research stay 
abroad
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THE BENEFITS OF MOBILITY

RESEARCHER DESTINATIONS

101-150

51-100

21-50

11-20

6-10

1-5

2018

PhD students Postdoctoral Researchers 

ONE RESEARCHER’S EXPERIENCE 

2.  Study conducted with PhD students and FNRS Postdoctoral Researchers whose funding ended in 2017. 77.2% of PhD students and 84% of 
Postdoctoral Researchers responded to the survey. 

Almost all PhD students (Research Fellows, FRESH and FRIA Grantees) and Postdoctoral Researchers who have had more than three 
months of experience abroad think that this mobility has had a positive impact on them and/or their career2.
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Positive 

experience
Positive 

experience
Negative 

experience
Negative 

experience
No opinion No opinion

95.5% 93.2%

2.7% 5.5%1.8% 1.4%

The Internet offers opportunities for virtual mobility. However, physical mobility remains 
an essential tool: scientific stays and contact with foreign collaborators are driving 
research forward. In my work in physics, interactions with foreign researchers make it 

quicker and easier to understand the steps involved in sample preparation or the assumptions 
used to model a recorded spectrum. Nothing beats spoken interaction when faced with a new 
measurement and parameters that seem strange at first glance. All the important stages of the 
research can be discussed critically, without misunderstanding.

 
 Carla Bittencourt, FNRS Research 
Associate, ChIPS, UMONS

In 2018, FNRS researchers travelled all around the world. The top five destinations are the United States, France, Italy, 
the United Kingdom and Canada.
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Fake
Information, 
knowledge and  
science at risk?
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POST-VÉRITÉ. POURQUOI 
IL FAUT S’EN RÉJOUIR ? 
LE BORD DE L’EAU, 2019.

By Manuel Cervera-Marzal, 
FNRS Postdoctoral 
Researcher at ULiège

Further information
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This report looks at research in the face of misinformation 
and the crisis of devaluation of knowledge. To explain and 
understand. What are the mental flaws that make us vulnerable 
to errors of reasoning, what are the cognitive biases that 
drive us to value unverifiable information, how is fake news 
constructed, disseminated and received? A 21st century malaise, 
the distortion of scientific discourse creates a kind of “grey area” 
that is nothing new.

Sometimes it is the researcher who is groping in the dark. He 
or she is walking a tightrope and then missteps. He or she 
corrects, starts again - researchers are tenacious. A researcher 
rarely cheats. Nevertheless, the share of “false science” in global 
scientific output has increased dramatically in the last decade or 
so. So, can scientists still be believed?  What are the phenomena 
(pressures, temptations, orders, replicability) that sometimes 
push the researcher outside his or her territory? 

Since it is as concerned about all these issues as the general 
public, the FNRS has drawn up guidelines on integrity in 
scientific research and has signed up to the European Charter 
for Researchers. More recently, it has joined a working group 
with universities and academies to examine the by-laws for 
a future body that would be in charge of issues relating to 
scientific integrity. The primary objective of this body would be 
to promote good research practices within the French-speaking 
scientific community.

In the meantime, right now in this issue, ten researchers from 
the FNRS review these issues - in a non-exhaustive manner - 
concluding with a thought: how can trust be restored? After 
all, science must remain the standard of Truth, and research 
must continue to embody progress. So let us cultivate critical 
thinking, distinguish the true from the false, accept nuance 
(until we understand the truth among the false) and maintain 
doubt. After all, isn’t it the hallmark of a sharp scientific mind to 
doubt? 

What a paradox! An epidemic of 
credulity is spreading at a time when 
knowledge has reached unprecedented 
levels. Science is robust, but expertise 
is suffering from a crisis of legitimacy. 
Conspiracy theories, about the risks 
of vaccines, about the dangers of 
electromagnetic waves, about global 
warming (or the lack of it), are spreading 
on the Internet. Passionate debates put 
scientific discourse into perspective while 
public opinion is unashamedly abandoned 
to “alternative” discourse, false theories, 
fake news and pseudoscience. 

Scientific, integrity policy. 
fnrs.be
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Truth and 
knowledge:
philosophical
backup   
with Katrin Solhdju,  
Marc-Antoine Gavray  
and Nicolas Zaks
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«Simply say ‘fake news’,” begins 
Marc-Antoine Gavray, FNRS 
Research Associate at ULiège, 

“and you immediately disqualify the 
content of discourse, without any evidence 
or argument. There is no need to discuss 
it because you will close down the debate 
by placing the person to whom you are 
speaking to in the category of false.” “In 
effect, it serves as a rhetorical tool of 
disqualification, brandished on all sides of 
the political spectrum,” continues Nicolas 
Zaks, FNRS Postdoctoral Researcher 
at the ULB. “But, in reality, this type of 
rhetorical process of questioning the 
credibility of a political adversary already 
existed in Greek cities, as shown by Plato 
and Aristotle.” But how do you assess the 
truth of a statement?

The universal “true” in 
the face of life
For the philosopher of science Karl 
Popper, what allows a theory to enter 
the field of science is the possibility of 
verifying or falsifying it. Could it serve 
as an entry point for distinguishing 
true from false? “Karl Popper does not 

distinguish in this way what is true or false, 
but what meets the scientific criteria or what 
must be rejected,” claims Katrin Solhdju, 
Research Associate at UMONS. “Such a 
condition, useful for defining what counts 
as knowledge, has a certain relevance when 
it comes to understanding what happens 
in a physics laboratory, for example, where 
the entire societal context is removed in 
order to ‘purify’ the object of the research, to 
‘stabilise’ it so that it can be manipulated.” 

“Things become more complex when we 
tackle the life sciences, from biology to 
medicine, which deal with objects that tend 
to resist similar stabilisation and any neutral 
appropriation of their means of existence. 
We can see that the question of true and 
false raises more complex problems than 
the ‘Popperean’ question of distinguishing 
between what belongs to science and what 
does not; and this obviously arises in an 
even more different way in the field of 
human sciences. In this field, the distinction 
between true and non-true seems irrelevant, 
because any non-truth cannot necessarily be 
likened to non-knowledge.”

The notion of knowledge, 
the difference between 
opinion and knowledge, 
the possibility of judging 
a statement as “true” 
or “false”, has been 
the subject of debate 
since the beginnings 
of philosophy. Three 
researchers exchange 
views on these issues.
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The pragmatic 
philosopher William 
James emphasised that 
there is no truth in itself, 
but that truth must be 
judged by its effects

“

The multiple 
approaches to 
truthfulness
“There are different ways of thinking about 
true,” continues Marc-Antoine Gavray. “In 
the terms of Pragmatism, for example, the 
beginnings of which can already be found in 
the work of the sophist Protagoras, the truth 
is that which has a certain effectiveness. 
Consider the following (fictitious) proposal: 
‘Getting up at 6 a.m. is good for me’. It is true 
in the sense that it produces positive effects: 
I give myself a routine, I free up time for 
activities, etc. It nevertheless remains limited 
to a particular individual: it is true for me in 
terms of perception and conditions specific 
to me, without taking society, context, etc. 
into account. And yet, its veracity remains 
difficult to test.” 

“So, to compare statements or theories, 
the pragmatic view prefers to distinguish 
between good and ‘not good’ - or, rather, 
the best. Because maybe getting up at 6.30 
a.m. is better for me: this new opinion will 
be better if it has more positive effects (I am 
healthier, I do not disturb the rest of the 
house, etc.). This distinction is more suited to 
the humanities than the distinction between 
true and false, because it is not obvious, in 
the field of human activity, to isolate all the 
parameters underlying a theory in order to 
verify them separately, as a scientist can do 
in the laboratory. On the other hand, it is 
possible to assess the effects.” 

Consistency, 
pragmatism and 
coherence
“But there are other definitions of truth,” 
Nicolas Zaks continues. “According to 
the classical perspective in contemporary 
epistemology, for example, truth is described 
as the correspondence of a judgement (i.e. a 
predictive statement ‘x is p’) with an external 
reality. The judgement ‘the earth revolves 
around the sun’ is then true because it 
indeed corresponds to the movement of the 
earth around the sun. And it is scientific if it 

is also capable of being proved.” “Except,” 
interjects Katrin Solhdju, “there are several 
problems. A common ‘untruth’, for example, 
is that vaccination causes autism. Well, there 
is no evidence to support this. At the same 
time, in the medical community, there is 
no evidence to support the positive effects 
of homeopathy. But should these positions 
be lumped together? Homeopathy is 
practised on a daily basis and benefits from 
experience regarding its effectiveness by 
therapists and users, which the anti-vaccine 
position does not have.” 

“The pragmatic philosopher William James 
emphasised that there is no truth in itself, 
but that truth must be judged by its effects. 
In other words, it must resist what he called 
the ‘pragmatic shift’. Take the example of the 
lie told to a grandmother on her deathbed. 
This lie, which reassures her, will be truer 
than any disturbing assertion even if it 
corresponds with an external reality. But 
be careful: you must account for the effects 
at each stage! In other words, pragmatism 
would not support Trump-style fake news, 
which aims to disqualify everyone. Rather, it 
forces us to be sensitive to the multiplicity of 
regimes of truth!”

“Moreover, to Pragmatism and 
Correspondence,” resumes Nicolas Zaks, 
“we can add a third approach to the concept 
of truth, which is that of truth as Coherence. 
It can be argued that a proposition is true 
if the researcher, or the social group in 
question, is coherent in its thinking. In 
my opinion,” he continues, “if one were 
to dig into the statements of flat-earthers 
or anti-vaxxers, one would find many 
incoherences. On the other hand, while 
psychoanalysis does not strictly fall within 
the ‘Popperean’ scope of a scientific theory 
because it is falsifiable, it enjoys coherence 
in its structure. Some practices can then 
be conceived as true to the extent that they 
offer a coherent view of the world. But this 
coherence is always to be questioned.” 

The distinction between true and false 
is therefore more complex than it 
appears at first and, as the philosophy 
shows, there are no criteria that make it 
possible to decide a priori. For our three 
contributors, the aim of the philosopher 
is not to impose definitive responses to 
an issue. But it is conceivable that he or 
she will intervene with various players in 
society to show them the complexity of 
the areas in which they are operating.

   Adrien Dewez

 
 Katrin Solhdju, FNRS Research 
Associate, Sociology and 
Anthropology Unit, UMONS

 
 Marc-Antoine Gavray, 
FNRS Research Associate, 
Department of Philosophy, 
ULiège

 
 Nicolas Zaks, FNRS Postdoctoral 
Researcher, Centre for Philosophy 
Research, ULB 7
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Our age is said to be one 
of misinformation and 
opinion manipulation. 
As scientific knowledge 
reaches very high levels, 
why and how is fake 
news gaining such 
momentum?  
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Fake news is misleading information, 
deliberately designed to mislead 
and be disseminated in the mass 

media to reach a broad audience. The 
phrase, popularised by Donald Trump 
during his 2016 campaign, then pointed 
to the New York Times which, according 
to the future President of the United 
States, was misinforming the public. 
“The rumour has always existed,” says 
Antoinette Rouvroy, Research Associate 
at UNamur. “However, this rumour is now 
being amplified by computers and social 
networks.” Pierre Delvenne, Research 
Associate at ULiège, confirms that 
this phenomenon is not new: “It is not 
uncommon for politicians to lie. What is 
new is the bullcrap, this disregard to the 
truth.” 

for everything institutional, in favour of 
something more spontaneous: our own 
opinions. We no longer want to be governed 
by anything other than ourselves and 
therefore by our own beliefs.” 

The echo chambers of 
social media
However, today, there is one place 
where you can share your opinions for 
free, unfiltered: social media. Facebook, 
Twitter, and co have undoubtedly caused 
a shift in the information market. “For 
centuries, broadcast information was 
selected and edited by a handful of people. 
With social networks, anyone can express 
themselves and obtain the same visibility 
as a press article,” says Kenzo Nera, 
FNRS Research Fellow at ULB. These 
same social networks gather together 
the same opinions. The manufacturer 

The opinion 
factory 
with Antoinette Rouvroy, Pierre 
Delvenne and Kenzo Nera
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Our opinion, 
first and foremost 
Bullcrap or fake news, why do we believe 
in it? “A fact always conceals the values 
embodied by people. However, there 
may be a desire to believe the narrative 
of political actors whose values speak to 
us, even if this narrative does not make 
sense,” explains Pierre Delvenne. There 
is also “confirmation bias”: we tend to 
consistently favour information that 
validates our worldview, and to dismiss, 
ignore, or minimise information that 
contradicts it. “Fake news plays on the 
common and spontaneous images that we 
have of power, corruption, the ‘deep state’, 
buttering up our opinion,” continues Kenzo 
Nera, who studies the links between 
collective identities and conspiracy 
theories. Antoinette Rouvroy adds: 
“There is a kind of blunting of credibility 



How our researchers feel  
about fake news

 
 Kenzo Nera, FNRS 
Research Fellow, 
CeSCuP, ULB

 
 Antoinette Rouvroy, 
FNRS Research 
Associate, CRIDS, 
UNamur

 
 Pierre Delvenne, FNRS 
Research Associate, 
SPIRAL, ULiège

“The viral nature of fake news leads to a bitter 
realisation: what is plausible and pleasant often 

seems to take precedence over information based 
on a rigorous and scientific approach. This results 

in a realisation of the extent to which the scientific 
method is an affront done to our ‘normal’, everyday 
functioning. In life, we usually rely on our intuitions, 
and they often prove us right. But when it comes to 

information, let alone information about complex 
phenomena, following our intuition often has harmful 

consequences.”

“What worries me is the imperialism of the ‘data 
sciences’ that are eating away at the other disciplines. 
They tend to suggest that having large amounts of 
data is enough for them to speak for themselves. This 
mechanism leads the scientific world toward a kind of 
research laziness. Making assumptions is tiring and 
risky. So why not let the data speak? As researchers, 
we must not allow our own regimes of truth and 
methods of verification to be eroded.”

“In addition to scientific knowledge, there is a whole 
range of other knowledge - secular, indigenous, 

experiential - that must be given the opportunity 
to be heard because they are also bearers of truth. 
Resisting fake news must not lead us to completely 

reject that which does not correspond to the canons 
of scientific output. We as researchers must position 

ourselves in spaces of dialogue that reflect the 
epistemic democratisation we are experiencing today 

and explain how we are patiently working to establish 
a form of truth.”

We live in a reputation economy where quantity is 
more important than quality“
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of fake news only needs to address the 
right target group thanks to the filter 
bubble phenomenon1. Pierre Delvenne 
sees this as a danger: “There are no 
more spaces for shared imagination or 
collective deliberation.” And where is our 
critical thinking in all of this? “People 
allow themselves to be more persuaded 
by content that generates emotions than 
content that rationally convinces them. 
Shocking fake news appeals to emotions 
and urges, and therefore remains etched in 
the memory to a greater extent,” explains 
Antoinette Rouvroy.

How did we 
get here?
For Kenzo Nera, “Credulity is taking root 
in our ultra-complex, hyper-specialised 
society. There is a paradox: since one 
cannot embrace all knowledge, trust in 
experts becomes all the more necessary. 
But the collective growth of knowledge 
generates ignorance at the individual level. 
If experts lose their legitimacy, living in 
such a society produces uncertainty, and 
therefore beliefs of all kinds, including fake 
news...” Antoinette Rouvroy describes this 
society as a “scored society”: “The search 
for truth is no longer so important. The 
user searches for a number of likes. We live 
in a reputation economy where quantity 
is more important than quality. According 
to Facebook’s algorithm, for example, you 
have to post quickly and a lot to exist, even 
if it means sharing inane comments.” For 
Pierre Delvenne, several major trends 
can explain the success of fake news: 
“Although our world has an increasing 
need for experts, a mistrust of political 
and scientific institutions (the so-called 
‘establishment’) has taken hold. At the same 
time, social and economic inequalities are 
increasing. These trends explain why, at 
some point, we want to believe in simplistic 
explanations that resonate with our 
condition and point the finger of blame.”

Combating 
fake news
Artificial intelligence is making 
progress every day in countering this 
misinformation. But, for our three 
researchers, robots alone will not solve 
the problem.  “Combating fake news with 
‘fact checking’ (automated verification 
of information) is not effective. You can’t 

resolve moral issues with a robot,” says 
Pierre Delvenne, “nor distinguish irony or 
humour from fake news,” adds Antoinette 
Rouvroy. Critical media education, 
learning about our own weaknesses 
in reasoning, awareness of algorithms 
or getting internet users involved in 
exposing fake news (“flagging”) seem 
to be more realistic and sustainable 
solutions.  

   Lauranne Garitte

1. According to internet activist Eli Pariser, the coiner 
of the term “filter bubble”, the term refers to both the 
upstream filtering of the information that reaches 
internet users and the state of intellectual isolation 
and cultural isolation in which they find themselves 
following the targeting of the information that is sent 
to them based on their previous searches.



“Fake news is certainly not 
exclusive to the contemporary 
era,” begins Paul Bertrand, 

promoter of the FNRS ChiroN Research 
Project atUCLouvain. “The Middle Ages was 
also an era renowned for its falsehoods 
of all kinds.” The historian, who, as it 
happens, has embarked on writing an 
essay entitled Du faux médiéval aux fake 
news contemporaines (From medieval 
fakes to contemporary fake news), 
believes that the two eras are similar, 
despite the change in scale, due to both 
involving a revolution in technology. “In 
the 21st century, the spread of fake news 
is based on the digital revolution: social 
networks offer everyone the possibility of 
developing their own personal writing. The 
same thing happened in the 12th and 13th 
centuries, as writing began to spread. The 
techniques of writing gave people a sense 
of self-empowerment, a sense of taking a 
certain amount of power and the certainty 
of greater control over the world. Behind the 
construction of fakes lies the appropriation 
of new techniques.”

Political propaganda
The Middle Ages were therefore full of 
false information. Of course, as in all eras, 
it can come from the authorities. “When 
the King of France wanted to get rid of the 
Templars, troublesome political rivals, he 
assured everyone that this congregation was 
rogue, dangerous, even heretical. Ten years 
later, the Templars were eliminated, without 
anyone questioning the - false - foundations 
of the king’s argument,” Paul Bertrand 
recounts. At political and religious levels, 
especially in times of conflict, fabricating 
a false narrative makes it possible to 
justify problematic actions or even 
persecutions. The historical perspective 
shows that the scenarios are often similar 
and the targets are regularly the same, 
whether it is the government or the 
people who starts them.

While the term “fake news” is relatively 
recent, it is just a new manifestation of 
old lies. Misinformation, false news and 
tall stories date back to ancient times, 
sometimes propaganda encouraged 
by the authorities, sometimes rumours 
circulating among the people and even 
feeding genuine fears and rejection in 
the face of innovation... For historians, 
all these “falsehoods” are true messages. 
Let's rewind.

The true story 
of fake news 
with Paul Aron and Paul Bertrand
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From rumours to 
atrocities
In this way, Paul Bertrand ties together 
two events separated by almost 1,000 
years: “Last April, numerous videos were 
circulating on Snapchat and Facebook, 
sometimes amassing more than 100,000 
views. They showed the lynching of one 
or more individuals of Romanian origin 
accused of kidnapping little girls in Seine-
Saint-Denis in order to sell their organs. In 
reality, no abductions had been recorded 
and the hype was the result of mere 
rumours. Similar cases regularly arise all 
over the world and there are hundreds of 
examples from the Middle Ages. Let us look 
at one of them: in 1171, in Blois, a young 
Christian servant claimed to have seen a 
Jew throw a dead child into the Loire. There 
was no evidence (i.e. no body) to back up 
the witness account, but the rumour was 
enough to condemn 40 Jews to the stake. 
The 12th and 13th centuries saw an increase 
in rumours of ritual murders of children 
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resulting in mass executions of Jews.” In 
both examples, the rumour swelled as 
it swept in new believers: the numbers 
made it true. 

Rumour has it...
When it comes to rumour, the ancestor 
of fake news, science is not spared. On 
the contrary, progress is a source of 
anxiety, the unknown is frightening and 
innovation is frowned upon: what fertile 
ground for the rumour narrative! In more 
contemporary times, the emergence 
of the railways has fuelled the most 
irrational fears. Carriage-drivers feared 
the competition, farmers worried about 
their livestock, and travellers got it into 
their heads that the speed was damaging 
to the retina, that it caused breathing 
problems, miscarriages, premature 
births and nervous disorders leading to 
madness. Faced with the “brutal monster” 
embodied by the locomotive, “19th century 
cities refused to install stations in the city 
centre and pushed them into the suburbs,” 
explains Paul Bertrand. “Today, many cities 
such as Tours or Orléans have two stations 
because they have, somewhat late, grasped 
the benefit of having one in the centre of the 
city.” The example is sufficient to prove 
that fake news and rumours are not 
“fake” in the eyes of scientists: they have 
their own truth.

The making of fakes 
as a real phenomenon
Of course, historical criticism, by 
separating reliable sources from 
unreliable ones, should suppress the 
rumour. However, the historian has 
no interest in denouncing the rumour 
narrative: it allows him or her to 
transcend tangible realities, to access 
a public opinion that is always a little 
elusive, and write a history of beliefs 
and representations. “Taking an interest 
in the fake is not searching for what is 
true,” explains Paul Aron, FNRS Research 
Director at ULB. “It is about seeing the fake 
as a historical phenomenon. Historians tend 
to understand how fake news and rumours 
emerge, circulate and evolve, because they 
know how such talk is the result of collective 
dynamics that betray the mentalities, 
fashions, fears and desires of an era. While 
movements of opinion may have been 
provoked by unfounded rumours, they did 
take place and they fully deserve the title 
of historical facts,” the literature historian 
continues. In short, the truth of the 
rumour is independent of its content. 

A critical eye
Rich in lessons on behaviours of the 
past, the study of fake news is also 
salutary for the present. In the face of 
media outbursts, the work of historians 
allows us to take a step back, a critical 
distance likely to understand the issues 
in question. “Historians can decipher the 
processes for controlling and manipulating 

A media rumour
The kidnapping and murder of baby Lindbergh, son of famed aviator Charles 
Lindbergh, in the early 1930s, is a textbook case for the study of “media 
rumour”. This American news item was covered with a particular twist in 
the Belgian press with the spreading of a rumour from the municipality of 
Malèves-Sainte-Marie according to which the young Lindbergh (who was dead) 
had been adopted by a Walloon couple. In a recent article, Paul Aron, FNRS 
Research Director, analysed the construction of rumours around this incident, 
one of the most high-profile crimes of the 20th century, and concludes: “Con-
trary to that which is said today, fake news is not only associated with the viral 
spread of information, or the involvement of ‘non-journalists’ in the flow of 
information, but with the very nature of the media world, with issues related to 
competition between newspapers, distance, management of the unknown or the 
meaningless, as well as with the economic constraints of information.”

Aron P., Gemis V., “Une histoire racontée par la presse, pleine de bruits et de 
rumeurs”, COnTEXTES, 24, June 2019.

 
 Paul Aron, FNRS Research 
Director, Department of 
Languages and Letters, ULB

 
  Paul Bertrand, FNRS Research 
Project Promoter, RSCS, UCLouvain

information. Historical criticism is an 
educational tool that can be used by any 
citizen,” Paul Bertrand assures us. When 
placed back in a historical perspective, a 
social phenomenon takes on a different 
light. “Donald Trump did not invent fake 
news. By understanding that this is an ancient 
concept, that it is based on a technical and 
technological logic, it is easier for us to identify 
it.” 

  Céline Rase
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The truth of 
the rumour is 

independent of its 
content



False beliefs sometimes have harmful 
effects: “vaccination causes autism” or 
“bleach cures autism”. How does this 
sometimes grotesque information worm 
its way into the human mind? Cognitive 
neuroscience provides some answers that 
are sometimes surprising.

Deceiving 
memory, 

not so complicated  
after all 

with Arnaud  
D’Argembeau
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False memories, misinformation or 
pure imagination: sometimes our 
minds get things completely wrong. 

To understand how this phenomenon 
occurs, it is first important to understand 
how our memory works.

Different types of 
memory
Our brain reorganises lived reality. 
Several forms of memory coexist, such as 
semantic memory - the general body of 
knowledge - or procedural memory - the 
body of skills learned. “What most people 
think of as memory is actually episodic 
memory. It enables us to remember 
episodes we have experienced in our daily 
lives,” explains Arnaud D’Argembeau, 
Doctor of Psychology and FNRS Senior 
Research Associate at ULiège. 
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Research in cognitive neuroscience 
has shown that people do not recall 
memories accurately, but reconstruct 
them. “Episodic memory does not record 
life events like a camera would,” comments 
Arnaud D’Argembeau. “An episodic 
memory consists of a set of elements 
processed and stored in different specialised 
areas of the brain. The hippocampus plays 
a particularly important role in linking 
information together. This shows that the 
recollection is a reconstruction.”

Memory distortions
It is in this phenomenon of 
reconstruction that distortions or biases 
can appear. Some of them are purely 
functional, like the phenomenon of time 
compression. Without it, we would spend 
hours remembering the details of Gran’s 
last birthday... “When you remember an 
event, you summarise it. And temporal 
discontinuities can be seen in the course of 
the recall,” the researcher explains.

Time discontinuities and reconstruction 
inevitably lead to other biases. “Research 
shows that to judge the truthfulness of 
information, one relies on its content. But to 
process this content quickly and efficiently, 
one uses ‘heuristics’, i.e. mental shortcuts 
that are used to assess the probability 
and likelihood of information at the least 
cognitive cost. And it is then that a series of 
biases and distortions are possible.”

The misinformation 
effect
One such bias is the misinformation 
effect that aims to manipulate our 
memories after the fact in order to distort 
them. Far from being pathological, this 
bias has the potential to invade our 
memories in various situations - when we 
talk to other people or when we read or 
watch media coverage of an event that 
we may have experienced, for example. 
Memory is even more easily changed as 
time passes, with the original memories 
gradually fading1.

This misinformation effect plays on two 
major memory biases: suggestibility - 
the influence of others’ expectations 
on our memories - and misattribution 
- information attributed to an incorrect 
source. “Eyewitness accounts demonstrate 
the power of the suggestion effect,” explains 
Arnaud D’Argembeau. “For example, a 
subject watches a video of an accident 
involving a green car. We then ask him a 
question that infers false information: “How 
fast do you think the blue car was going?”. If 
the subject is subsequently asked about the 
colour of the car, the chances of mentioning 
the wrong colour will be increased.” 

Repeat to better 
deceive
The misinformation effect is obviously 
not the only possible bias. “Other studies 
show, for example, the effect of inflation 
by imagination (‘inflation imagination’), 
according to which imagining an event that 
never happened can increase the feeling 
that it actually happened,” explains Arnaud 
D’Argembeau. This could also explain why 
some memory recovery therapies used 
by psychiatrists to bring back memories 
buried just below the surface sometimes 
result in false and altered memories.

These memory distortions are reinforced 
by the effect of repetition. “People 
generally assume that repeated information 
is truer than new information,” the 
researcher agrees. The strength of this 
effect can be disturbing if we consider 
that information nowadays is not 
repeated randomly but strategically2. In 
combination with other biases, manifestly 
false information can therefore “become 
fixed in the mind in such a way that it is 
ultimately accepted as a proven truth”, as 
the French psychologist Gustave Le Bon 
explained in 1895 in his book The Crowd: 
A Study of the Popular Mind. This has been 
a topic of fascination for a long time.

We are also wrong... 
about the future
Yes, memory is fallible. But researchers are increasingly finding that its flaws, far 
from being defects, are actually functional. “The main function of memory is not 
only to remember the past but also to be able to use information from our past to 
prepare for the future,” explains Arnaud D’Argembeau. “The constructive nature of 
memory is partly due to this phenomenon. It enables mental representations to be 
created of what might happen. This makes it possible to anticipate certain events 
and prepare for them.”
There are therefore also biases in anticipating the potential future. “Generally 
speaking, there is a bias of optimism. In relation to positive events, there is 
a tendency to overestimate what will happen to us, while we underestimate 
the probability of negative events, such as cancer.” The consequences? “This 
may, for example, lead a patient not to carry out useful screening because they 
underestimate the probability of negative events.”

1.  Loftus E., “Creating False Memories”, Scientific American, September 1997, vol 277 #3, 70-75.
2.  Unkelbach, C., Koch, A., Silva, R. R., & Garcia-Marques, T., “Truth by Repetition: Explanations and Implications”, Current Directions in Psychological 

Science, 2019, 28(3), 247-253.

Manifestly false 
information can 
become fixed in the 
mind in such a way 
that it is ultimately 
accepted as a proven 
truth

“
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 Arnaud D’Argembeau, 
FNRS Senior Research 
Associate, PsyNCog, ULiège 
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What can be done to 
change false beliefs?
With repetition and other biases, 
certain false information therefore 
becomes rooted in common knowledge, 
sometimes to the detriment of science. 
To complete the circle, let us use the 
example of “vaccination causes autism”. 

If we want to combat this false belief, it 
would be wrong to deny it (“vaccination 
does not cause autism”): researchers 
believe it would be counterproductive3. 

They instead recommend addressing 
other information involving references 
to the targeted theme. For example, 
“vaccinations are common while autism 
is a rare disorder”. New information can 
also be brought in to enhance knowledge 
of the subject. Illustration: “Infectious 
diseases are at an all-time low for children.”

   Laurent Zanella

People generally assume 
that repeated information 
is truer than new 
information 

3.  Unkelbach, C., Koch, A., Silva, R. R., & Garcia-Marques, T., “Truth by Repetition: Explanations and Implications”, 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 2019, 28(3), 247-253.

Memories of the afterlife
Beyond any deception of memory, there are truly 
extraordinary memories that critical events - a stroke, 
a car accident - sometimes conjure up. These memories 
are very specific. “Some people who find themselves 
in such a critical situation will remember events called 
NDE - a near-death experience,” explains Charlotte 
Martial, postdoctoral student at ULiège and former 
FNRS Research Fellow. “They are extraordinary mental 
perceptions - leaving your body, seeing a light or meeting 
people that are dead - that are particularly detailed. 
People who have lived through these events remember 
it as if it were yesterday, when sometimes 40 years have 
passed.” These events are all the more incredible because 
they occur in extreme situations where the brain has 
limited capacity.

Unfortunately, analysing the underlying mechanisms 
is complicated. “We’re not present during these extreme 
moments. We don’t therefore know when the subjects went 
through these experiences. Is it when the heart stopped? Is 
it upon waking up? The response clearly changes the focus 
of the research.” 

Charlotte Martial’s work results in replicating these 
events in the lab, mainly by inviting healthy participants 
to undergo induced fainting that allows some of them 
to have a similar experience. Drugs are also used. 
“This allows us to study the memories reproduced in the 
laboratory, but obviously it is limited,” she concludes. 

‘‘
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Memories of the afterlife

1,452
That’s the number of publications, 
across all research areas, that have 
been removed from the literature in 
2018, according to the Retraction Watch 
website, which reports on the retraction 
of scientific articles.

Six publications co-authored by Belgian 
university researchers are included. The 
reasons for these retractions range from 
copyright claims to plagiarism. 

Were the researchers  
unconscious?
Although the risks involved are high, 
some people do not hesitate to cross 
the red line and, in the process, forget 
their professional integrity. However, 
consciousness and morality remain 
two very different concepts. “Morality 
is an abstract concept rooted in culture 
and actually represents a heightened 
form of consciousness,” says Axel 
Cleeremans, FNRS Research Director 
at ULB and specialist in consciousness. 
“In my opinion, it is impossible to cheat 
‘unconsciously’. Acting morally, or amorally, 
presupposes that I am conscious of my 
actions and the consequences they have 
for me and others. Fraud is therefore more 
often than not intentional.”

That said, errors can also be 
made through ignorance, through 
misunderstanding of the rules in force or 
even due to lack of attention. “Maintaining 
integrity, essentially, requires a certain 
discipline. Over time, scientists can convince 
themselves that they are not doing anything 
wrong by finding justifications. In the 
business, we talk about  ‘self-deception’,” 
says Axel Cleeremans. This was also the 
reason given by Diederik Stapel: he got 
caught up in an unavoidable chain of 
events. In 2011, this very highly-regarded 
Dutch professor of social psychology 
was accused of fraud. The subsequent 
investigation shows that Stapel actually 
invented and tampered with a lot of 
study data. To date, 58 of his publications 
have been retracted, including in the 
prestigious journal  Science.

A cascade of 
consequences
For accused scientists, fraud generally 
results in an end to their research career. 
Their peers may also be impacted if 
they relied on the fraudulent data. 
Not forgetting the students: “At the 
time, Stapel had overseen several theses, 
and the uncovering of the fraud directly 
compromised the work of his PhD students,” 
recalls Axel Cleeremans.

Beyond the research community, the 
revelation of fraud also affects the 
credibility of scientific discourse. “They 
damage the public image of scientific 
journals and experts, and clearly influence 
the status of truth within society, feeding 
into the problems of fake news,” notes 
the FNRS researcher. Even worse, these 
frauds can directly threaten the health 
of citizens. In 2010, Scott Reuben, an 
American anaesthetist with a worldwide 
reputation for his work in the field, 
acknowledged that he had invented data 

 
 Axel Cleeremans, FNRS 
Research Director, CRCN, 
ULB

Stapel, Reuben... These 
researchers are sad 
textbook examples, famous 
not for their scientific 
discoveries but for their 
frauds. Rare misconduct 
with serious repercussions. 

When researchers’ 
moral compass
loses its 
bearings 
with  Axel Cleeremans  

for several years in clinical trials that 
determined the marketing authorisations 
for drugs. These have since been 
withdrawn from sale and Dr Reuben has 
been dismissed and convicted.

Uncovering such frauds also damages the 
reputation of institutions within society. 
France’s CNRS, the FNRS, universities: 
any organisation funding research has 
already suffered the repercussions. 
But disclosure of fraud has at least 
one positive consequence: it puts the 
problem on the table. “For example, 
after Stapel, there was a real movement 
to review methods and practices in social 
psychology,” Dr Cleeremans confirms.  
The Society for the Improvement of 
Psychological Science was founded in 
2016. “This introspection by the profession 
is as useful as it is necessary,” the scientist 
concludes.

   Camille Stassart

Over time, scientists 
can convince 
themselves that they 
are not doing anything 
wrong by finding 
justifications. In the 
business, we talk about 
‘self-deception’ 
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Cheating, falsifying, deceiving one’s 
community and oneself: scientists 
sometimes have an ambiguous 

relationship with the truth. All the more 
ambiguous because truth, veracity 
and evidence are at the heart of their 
work. “Despite the safeguards intrinsic to 
science (peer review scientific debate, etc.), 
there have always been people who have 
sought to assert themselves or ensure that 
their point of view prevails fraudulently,” 
says sociologist Bernard Fusulier, 
FNRS Research Director at UCLouvain. 
Examples include Johann Gregor Mendel 
(1822-1884), the father of modern 
genetics, who is suspected of having 
manipulated his data, or the British 
psychologist Cyril Burt (1883-1971), 
who allegedly produced false statistical 
correlations between the intellectual 
quotients of real twins in order to 
champion the role played by heredity.  

Doping approach
In recent years, the German physicist Jan 
Hendrik Schön, the Japanese biologist 
Haruko Obokata, the South Korean 
veterinarian Hwang Woo-Suk, and the 
Dutch psychologist Diederick Stapel 
have had the spotlight shone on them 
spectacularly in similar cases. But these 
extraordinary frauds, orchestrated 
by troubled personalities, should not 
hide the otherwise systemic nature of 
“ordinary” fraud. “Instances of major fraud 
consisting of intentionally falsifying results, 
inventing data or passing off someone 
else’s research results as one’s own are 
rare,” comments Bernard Fusulier. 
“On the other hand, the publication of 
several articles on the same subject with 
minimal variations, the adjustment of a 
research protocol to meet the expectations 
of a sponsor, the deliberate omission 
of not citing work that contradicts one’s 
own results or the tendency to mask the 

weakness of certain data to give the illusion 
of robustness are types of misbehaviour, 
blunders or negligence that are a lot more 
common.” The consequences are no less 
damaging, both for the object of the 
research itself and for the relationship 
of trust between scientists and society. If 
scientists can lie, how can we not believe 
that we have indeed entered the era of 
“post-truth”? 

In 2014, the CNRS estimated that “even 
if the means of measuring it are by nature 
approximate”, the frequency of fraud, 
large and small, seems to have increased 
significantly in recent years. “It is now 
recognised that the demand for excellence 
puts researchers under severe pressure,” 
says Bernard Fusulier, co-author of a 
publication on the subject1. “Of course, 
excellence is hardly a problem as long as it 
expresses a concern for quality. However, 
the explicit requirement for excellence 
has the particular characteristic that it 

1.  FUSULIER Bernard, DEL RIO CARRAL Maria, Chercheur-e-s sous haute tension ! Vitalité, compétitivité, précarité et (in)compatibilité travail/famille,  
Presses universitaires de Louvain, 2012.

Publish or Perish 
with Bernard Fusulier  
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Why are “minor” frauds multiplying in the scientific 
world? Hyper-competition, career insecurity, 
competition for the largest number of bibliometric 
indicators: outside individual responsibility, the 
context is highly conducive to ethical differences. 
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equates ‘good’ with ‘more’, with the ‘good 
researcher’ always being more productive 
in terms of results and publications, 
more internationally mobile and more 
competitive in terms of research credits, 
in the shortest possible time frame,” the 
sociologist adds. Career insecurity and 
the reduced number of permanent 
positions further encourage strategies 
for maximising measurable signs such 
as bibliometric indicators, leading to 
ethical disparities. “The system implicitly 
encourages deviant practices, as is seen in 
sport with doping.”

A scientific ethos 
under threat
Does this mean that the scientific ethos 
- that is, the way we think about what 
is right, normal, and desirable in terms 
of research - has changed? According 
to the American sociologist Robert King 

Merton (1973), the scientific ethos is 
based on four fundamental norms: 
disinterestedness (research is primarily 
a contribution to science for science), 
universalism (a scientific proposal is 
valid according to criteria universally 
accepted by the scientific community), 
communalism (research is conceived as 
a public good involving the pooling of 
knowledge), and organised scepticism 
(research requires constant debate). 
“For Merton, sharing this ethos reduces 
opportunistic temptations and the risk of 
deviance. Now, the question is whether the 
Mertonian-type scientific ethos remains 
active.”

In the survey he conducted with Nathan 
Gurnet in 2017-2018 of people who had 
recently been awarded doctorates in 
four universities of the Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation (ULB, UMons, USaint-Louis 
and UCLouvain), Bernard Fusulier 
analysed the degree of importance given 
to different propositions reflecting a 
standard and its opposite. Is it important 
to openly share new findings with 
other researchers working on the same 
themes? Is it important to select research 
findings that bolster your career? Etc. “The 
results showed that researchers very clearly 
value standards that promote knowledge 
sharing, disinterestedness, debate, field 
autonomy, quality of output and that 
they disparage those that favour quantity, 
managerialism, careerism or opportunism.” 

Everyone guilty 
except me?
Reassuring? Yes and no. Because the 
same survey showed that researchers, 
in contrast, have a poor appreciation of 
the ethos of their peers. Many felt that 
other researchers “mainly evaluate the 
work of other researchers based on the 
number of publications and the amount 
of grants obtained”, “select their research 
topics according to the economic/social/
political/media interest they generate”, 
etc. “In other words, young researchers 
appear virtuous when they talk about 
their own practices (this is, of course, only 

The system implicitly 
encourages deviant 
practices, as is seen in 
sport with doping

“

 
 Bernard Fusulier, FNRS 
Research Director, GIRSEF-
CIRFASE, UCLouvain

Publish or Perish 
with Bernard Fusulier  

declarative), but they perceive contrary 
trends in their environment. This is an 
interesting image. Because when they 
consider that others act differently, that 
is, that the system becomes different, then 
they might doubt the importance of being 
virtuous, especially if the context suggests 
that virtue is no longer rewarded by the 
institution.” According to Merton, the 
ethos is acquired through professional 
socialisation, i.e. through permeation 
within the research community. Assuming 
that this specific socialisation is nullified 
by hyper-competition and the infiltration 
of certain corporate norms into the 
university, should consideration not 
be given to introducing ethics courses 
in scientific curricula? “It might be 
interesting to formalise and declare some 
grand principles,” says Bernard Fusulier 
approvingly. “But if they are contradicted 
by the structural and institutional 
conditions, it would be like playing a clarinet 
on a battlefield...”

   Julie Luong
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Reconciling science 
and religion with the 
priest who “created” 
the Big Bang
Is it really necessary to choose between 
belief and knowledge? Once you 
remember that the father of the Big 
Bang, Georges Lemaître, was a Catholic 
priest born in Charleroi in 1894, it does 
not have to be an either/or scenario. 
In 1927, the astronomer and physicist 
published an article developing the 
“hypothesis of the primeval atom”. This 
explanation for the origin of the universe 
laid the foundations for the Big Bang 
theory and had a revolutionary effect.

This daring take on Einstein’s theory 
shook up the scientific community. While 
the German physicist clung stubbornly 
to the idea of an immutable and static 
universe, the Belgian priest proposed 
the theory of an expanding universe - 

using calculations of general relativity to 
back it up. However, many criticised him 
for a theological vision of the creation 
of the universe. According to Georges 
Lemaître, if the universe was inflating 
and expanding in all directions, this 
meant that, by rolling the film of events 
backwards, the entire mass of matter 
that it contains must have been, in a 
very distant past, compressed to the 
dimensions of a “primeval” atom. This is 
the “Big Bang” theory. This theory, despite 
the room it potentially left for a form of 
creationism, was confirmed a few years 
later by the observations of the American 
astronomer Edwin Hubble.

Emilie Caspar is FNRS Postdoctoral 
Researcher in Psychology and 
Cognitive Neuroscience at the ULB 

Cognition and Neuroscience Research 
Centre (CRCN). After her PhD thesis, she 
focused on the factors that reduce the 
sense of agency - the awareness that 
we have of being the author of our own 
actions and their consequences. In 2017, 
she obtained, at the Social Brain Lab of 
the Netherlands Institute for Neurosciences 
(NIN) in Amsterdam, a European 
scholarship to further this research topic. 
She is currently working to understand 
the mechanisms by which obeying an 
order modifies people’s moral behaviour. 
She is using neuroscience to explore the 
questions of empathy and belief in free 
will. Free will: an essential concept in 
order to consider oneself an individual 
accountable for one’s actions, ensuring 
the independence necessary for scientific 
research.
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Can our beliefs, faith or 
personal history influence 
our scientific results? 
How can science distance 
itself from this? For 
neuroscientist Emilie 
Caspar, only the scientific 
method can guarantee 
results that are detached 
from the features specific to 
particular individuals. 

Belief or knowledge, 
an ongoing debate  
with Emilie Caspar 

When you are unable to 
listen to contrary arguments, 
we speak of cognitive 
dissonance

“
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Flat-earthers, 
conspiracy theorists, 
anti-vaxxers... 
cognitive dissonance 
in action
“Father Lemaître, who successfully 
reconciled scientific and religious vocation, 
shows that belief does not necessarily 
harm knowledge,” begins Emilie Caspar. 
“In fact, any type of belief can influence 
research. From creationism to anti-vaxism, 
flat-earthers to conspiracy theorists... 
All individuals are guided by their life 
experiences, their past. It is not just a 
question of religion. Everything you have 
experienced can influence what you study. 
It is the principle of scientific research to 
overcome these individualities.”

The researcher explains: “When you 
remain convinced of your positions, and 
are unable to listen to contrary arguments, 
we speak of cognitive dissonance.” This 
concept, first formulated in 1957 by the 
American psychologist Leon Festinger, in 
his book A theory of cognitive dissonance, 

Belief or knowledge, 
an ongoing debate  
with Emilie Caspar 

Benjamin Libet’s experience
Are you really sure you voluntarily chose to read this article...? 
Benjamin Libet’s 1980 experiment challenged beliefs about free will: its 
participants had to indicate on a fast-moving clock when they had made 
the conscious decision to press a button. The American neuroscientist 
noted that the electric signal of motor readiness potential started 
almost a second before participants realised they wanted to press the 
button. These results, replicated several times, mainly via Magnetic 
Resonance Imaging (MRI), show that our brain therefore triggers our 
actions before we have consciously decided to do them. Is free will a 
myth? Things need to be put into perspective: in any decision-making 
process, there is an unconscious component. But what would happen 
if measurement techniques become increasingly sophisticated? Even 
today, there is no consensus among specialists on how to interpret 
these results.

theorises a very human peculiarity: 
“Continuing to believe in something when 
it can be shown to be false,” explains 
Emilie Caspar. “Supporters of conspiracy 
theories are a case in point. Even though 
any scientific argument could be made 
to demolish their belief, their cognitive 

dissonance will prevent them from listening 
to counter-arguments or indeed, on the 
contrary, make them persevere in their 
belief. Education and trust in the scientific 
method are two major elements for 
opposing and stimulating the opposite: 
cognitive consonance...”
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Subjective biases 
and free will: for 
a “conscious” 
researcher
Because we all have a more-or-
less developed degree of cognitive 
dissonance. “It’s human,” Emilie Caspar 
observes. “But what matters is that the 
researcher is open to all possible results, 
regardless of his or her beliefs. Avoiding 
any subjective bias, i.e., in our case, the 
influence of the researcher’s subjectivity 
in our interpretation of the results of a 
study.” A way of seeing what happens 
to us all, every day: a dispute about 
the meaning of a sentence because of 
a misinterpretation, for example. “We 
are not always conscious of this. Yet, for 
researchers, there must be awareness of 
these influences to detach themselves from 
them and view their results with fresh eyes.”

Knowledge is 
constantly evolving: 
no one knows what 
science has in store for 
us! That’s what research 
and its exciting never-
ending journey is all 
about

 
 Emilie Caspar, FNRS 
Postdoctoral Researcher, 
CRCN, ULB

“But even within research, it’s not always 
easy to divest oneself of prior knowledge 
for new... sometimes surprising results, the 
researcher explains. For example, studies 
have questioned the notion of free will, 
showing that the conscious will to decide 
and act is actually the result of specific 
brain activity, and not the cause (see box).”

One solution only: the 
scientific method
So how can we ensure that the results 
are objective? “Using the scientific 
method,” Emilie Caspar suggests. “This 
is the only way to ensure results that are 
detached from particular beliefs and 
specific individualities.” Starting from 
theory, building hypotheses, testing them 
through experiments before observing 
the results, are the crucial steps in this 
method. Ensuring its reproducibility, 
as well as review by academic peers, 

makes it possible to scientifically validate 
results. “The academic world has grown 
incredibly in recent years,” the researcher 
observes. “The number of PhD and post-
doctoral students continues to increase: it is 
impossible to conduct research in one’s own 
corner, which makes it possible to avoid 
fraud such as the rare cases reported with 
much clamour by the press.” This increase 
encourages scientific collaboration and 
increases the possibilities for review 
by other researchers, ensuring shared, 
more reliable knowledge. “But any result 
can also be disrupted by another,” Emilie 
Caspar concludes. “Never resting on your 
laurels is also part of a scientist’s principles. 
Knowledge is constantly evolving: no one 
knows what science has in store for us! 
That’s what research and its exciting never-
ending journey is all about...”

   Marie Thieffry

‘‘
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 Dominique Lambert, Professor at 
UNamur, Member of the Belgian 
Royal Academy of Science, Letters 
and Fine Arts (Science category)

The Academy’s view
By Dominique Lambert,  
Member of the Belgian Royal Academy of 
Science, Letters and Fine Arts 
Today, truth seems to be in crisis! However, the fundamental principles of the empirical sciences 
include a requirement for truth, without which they would lose all meaning. In these disciplines, 
truth can be seen as the characteristic of a relationship, which manages to establish itself between 
thought (and/or language) and otherness (a reality that thought has neither invented nor fully 
constructed), therefore revealing something of the richness of reality and sometimes making 
it possible to control it. It is the long and laborious verification procedures, the testing of the 
theoretical statements, which are themselves patiently developed, that make it possible to qualify 
them as true, when these procedures are successful, or as false when they are not. 

However, taking one’s time is no longer 
tolerated in our era, and this is certainly 
one of the causes of the truth crisis and 
the worrying proliferation of errors and 
truncated results. Justifying and verifying 
certain essential scientific claims, refuting 
errors, takes time. But, often the scientist 
who takes the time to justify, explain and 
demonstrate is excluded from the media 
sphere. We want to know everything in 
two mouse clicks and a thirty-second 
soundbite on the radio or television. It is 
understood that oversimplification and 
vague analogies, quickly articulated, are 
sometimes more successful than the 
challenging and rigorous sharing of solid 
knowledge. Perhaps, it is in this nervous 
impatience that we should also look for 
a possible cause for the publication of 
scientific results that are insufficiently 
verified, or even false. Giving students 
time and easing the pressure on 
researchers could be remedies against 
the production of meaningless or wrong 
results! 

A certain philosophy may also bear some 
responsibility for this crisis of truth. By 
insisting on the “constructed” nature of 
knowledge, one could give the impression 
that thought could only ever be in line 
with its own constructions. However, 
we should reflect on how knowledge 
establishes its connection with 
reality, detecting “invariants” that give 
themselves, as Husserl correctly noted, 
when the perspectives, representations, 
observation and experimentation 
procedures vary. These “invariants” - 
indicators of a successful “attachment” 

of thought to reality, that is, a truth - do 
not fall within the realm of invention but 
rather discovery! While always situated 
(in an era, in a culture, in a specific mental 
structure), thought is not enclosed within 
the confines of its representations or 
in the particular expressions of the 
languages that translate it. It is able to 
imagine the changes in perspectives, 
ideas and actions that will enable it to 
glimpse elements of reality. It is therefore 
necessary to restore confidence in 
reason, demonstrating through facts that 
it is capable of achieving truths (including 
about itself) and of uncovering errors by 
teaching a well-established epistemology 
that refuses to reduce truths to mere 
constructions shaped by arbitrary 
pressure groups and consensus. And we 
could also remind those who are starting 
out as researchers, as well as the general 
public who are always legitimately eager 
for explanations, that depriving oneself 
of the truth (by weakening it, denying it 
or distorting it) is also depriving oneself 
of one of the most powerful joys: that of 
wonder in the face of the unexpected, in 
the face of the unprecedented which, in 
the intersections of our constructions, 
of our linguistic representations, of our 
experimental procedures, reveals on the 
mode of the trace, the depth of a reality 
that does not depend on us and which 
nevertheless, at least in part, lends itself 
to our comprehension.   

The requirement for truth that conditions 
the admission of a statement into actual 
scientific knowledge makes empirical 
science an activity that is much more than 
a coherent construction of speculative 
statements and that often requires 
diversification and cross-checking of 
verification procedures, because a 
coherent statement verified by a single 
type of observation may not correspond 
to any reality, as the famous example of 
the epicycles of Greek astronomy shows. 
With the result that revealing what is 
true (and false) inevitably requires effort 
and time. It also requires a willingness to 
move away from the internal coherence 
of thought (with its prejudices, biases, 
assumptions and beliefs) in order to 
gradually come closer to the reality that 
resists and sometimes exceeds it. 
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Climate change scepticism and, especially, rejection 
of vaccines: two areas where scientists have to 
confront denials of science. To what extent, then, is 
the researcher’s role one of “reframing”? 

“Doubting everything or believing 
everything are two equally 
convenient solutions, both of 

which spare us from having to think.” When 
he wrote this in 1902, in the introduction 
to his book Science and Hypothesis, 
mathematician and physicist Henri 
Poincaré most likely did not imagine that 
his remark would still be relevant more 
than a century later. The “Merchants of 
Doubt”1 have a bright future ahead of 
them!

“As a doctor, as a parent, I am very sad 
to see the re-emergence of diseases like 
measles, which could easily be prevented, 
and to see children and young adults 
suffering, being hospitalised. It’s so 
upsetting to see this in 2019 in a country 
that has all the resources to prevent it.” Dr 
Nicolas Dauby, FNRS Post-doctorate 
Clinical Master Specialist in the 
department of infectious diseases at 
CHU Saint-Pierre (ULB), doesn’t mince 
his words. After all, it is here in Western 
Europe - particularly France - and the 
US that rejection of vaccination is 
most virulent. This is a phenomenon 
that is very difficult to explain. “Studies 
have shown a link between distrust of 
governments - the populist vote - and the 
belief that vaccines are neither important 
nor effective,” comments Nicolas Dauby. A 
rejection of the state (often accompanied 
by a sense of conspiracy) that does not 
explain everything, however. 

Vaccinate... against 
beliefs?
For Nicolas Dauby, a lack of historical 
memory also plays a role. There are no 
more polio victims on the streets and 
measles is inconspicuous. Furthermore, 
we do not see the effect of a vaccine 
since its action is to prevent the disease 
from occurring. “Yet, getting vaccinated is a 
civic act: you protect others, you contribute 
to the health security of everyone.” It is 
therefore a very profitable investment 
for society as a whole since it helps 
to save a lot of expenditure on health 
care. “A Harvard study,” adds Nicolas 
Dauby, “shows that, in the USA, polio 
vaccination has provided one of the best 
returns on investment! A study conducted 
in low-income countries shows a return 
on investment that is two times higher 
than investments in education and three 
times higher than investments in public 
infrastructure.”

Not all words are  
the same! 
with  Nicolas Dauby and Romain Weikmans

However, such arguments are unlikely 
to convince sceptics. So, it is necessary 
to listen to the patients and then 
explain relentlessly. And also maintain 
a presence online and on social media 
to counter negative opinions. Being 
critical of how information is constructed 
is perhaps what is most lacking in 
today’s education system. What if it 
was, ultimately, possible to... inoculate 
young people against the beliefs that are 
spreading online? Nicolas Dauby was 
struck by the results of a psychological 
study conducted by Dutch researchers 
at the University of Cambridge. They 
designed an online game in which 
players must fabricate and disseminate 
false information. To do so, they must 
use common techniques for spreading 
online rumours: polarisation, invoking 
emotions, spreading conspiracy theories, 
trolling people, deflecting blame, and 
impersonating fake accounts. The result 
of the study conducted on 15,000 people? 
Whatever the player’s profile, his or her 
ability to spot and resist misinformation 

1.  The book by Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway, The Merchants of Doubt, shows, based on an examination of hundreds of files, how lobbies discredit science and sow 
confusion, whether in relation to tobacco, DDT, the ozone layer, acid rain or global warming.
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improved after the game. “The media 
also have a role to play in educating the 
public,” says Nicolas Dauby. “I remember 
that during the H1N1 pandemic in 2009, 
representatives of anti-vaccine movements 
were put on the same footing as health 
ministry experts in televised debates. It 
seemed inappropriate to me.”

Place in the media
“The place given to both in the media 
is an important factor,” adds Romain 
Weikmans, FNRS Postdoctoral Researcher 
at the ULB Centre for Sustainable 
Development Studies, who is not faced 
with anti-vaccine movements but with 
the discourse of climate change sceptics, 
even though, thankfully, there are fewer 
and fewer of them. “A major difficulty in 
the public debate is the demand, or even 
requirement, imposed on the media to give 
an equal footing to all arguments. This is 
difficult to fight because it is an ideal of 
democracy. However, it must be said that 
not all words are the same in the sense that 

it is problematic to give equal standing to 
an opinion - everyone can have their own 
- and reason, a scientific approach.” For 
the general public, more often than 
not, the expert’s words will therefore 
be counterbalanced by the opinions of 
opponents. This is all the easier because 
this opinion is often painted with a 
scientific veneer that will give the illusion 
that it, too, is the result of a scientific 
approach. To support their theory, the 
“sowers of doubt” have no hesitation in 
only cherry-picking data from recognised 
studies that are favourable to their 
arguments.

Romain Weikmans highlights other 
methods used by these sowers of 
doubt. An appeal to “common sense” is 
therefore frequently used: “We can’t even 
predict the weather one week in advance, 
let alone consider predicting it decades in 
advance...,” climate sceptics claim. Not to 
mention the tried-and-trusted formula 
of using outdated scientific studies, long 
discredited, which inconvenient fact they 
are careful not to mention.

But what motivates such an attitude? 
“Numerous studies, including those by 
Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway in the 
United States, and by Stéphane Foucart 
in France, have extensively documented 
how fossil fuel linked lobbies finance the 
dissemination of climate-sceptic ideas. To 
explain the success of some climate-sceptic 
theories, the Australian philosopher Clive 
Hamilton also points to the existence of 
psychological protection strategies in 
individuals. Faced with the scale of climate 
disruption highlighted by scientists, there 
are certainties that can collapse, such as 
the fact that technological advances can 
solve everything, that economic growth can 
too, etc. This crisis questions the certainties 
that are deeply rooted in us all; one way 
of reacting is to deny. The changes ahead 
are so significant that we prefer to bury our 
heads in the sand.”

   Henri Dupuis

Not all words are  
the same! 
with  Nicolas Dauby and Romain Weikmans

A major difficulty in 
the public debate is the 
requirement imposed 
on the media to give 
an equal footing to all 
arguments. It is an ideal 
of democracy. However, 
it must be said that 
not all words are the 
same in the sense that 
it is problematic to give 
equal standing to an 
opinion and a scientific 
approach

“

 
 Nicolas Dauby, FNRS Post-
doctorate Clinical Master 
Specialist, IMI, ULB

 
 Romain Weikmans, FNRS 
Postdoctoral Researcher, IGEAT, 
ULB 23
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“Science Outreach Teaching”. The welcome message on her personal page sets the tone: 
The threat of a loss of trust in science does not easily fluster Yaël Nazé, FNRS Senior 
Research Associate and professor of astrophysics at ULiège.  

What is causing this 
loss of trust?
For Yaël Nazé, far from being simple, 
the problem to be solved has multiple 
factors.

“Nowadays, audiences are increasingly 
captive on the Internet. If you’re not 
interested in science while browsing, the 
algorithms will take care of eliminating such 
information from the channels you view.” 
Unlike analogue, digital offers many more 
options. “Before, we were very limited in 
the channels available. If there were only 

two TV channels, and one of them was 
broadcasting a science programme, there 
was a very high chance that you would 
watch it,” the researcher observes. 

Isn’t there also confusion between how 
science and religion work? “Yes,” says 
Yaël Nazé, “and this is partly due to the 
way science is taught. The result is shown, 
full stop, and Newton’s Law becomes a bit 
like one of the Ten Commandments. This 
is neither the fault of the teachers nor the 
programmes: we cannot go over the entire 
history of science in a few years. But we 
need to explain that science is evolving, with 
a process of constant questioning.”

Rebuilding trust 
with Yaël Nazé

The loss of trust in science is also due 
to its own mistakes, according to the 
researcher. But, while they are necessary 
for its development, this requirement is 
probably misunderstood by the general 
public thereby reinforcing the mistrust. 
Certain mistakes are made in good faith. 
For Yaël Nazé, this was the case with the 
physicists and chemists behind the myth 
of cold fusion in the 1990s. “They thought 
they were seeing a nuclear fusion reaction, 
which usually occurs with heat, under 
very precise conditions that are difficult to 
achieve. It was the dream of a perfect, easy-
to-generate source of energy.” However, no 
one has ever been able to replicate the 
event under these conditions.
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In 1998, Andrew Wakefield, a British 
medical researcher and physician, 
published a scientific paper suggesting a 
causal link between inoculation with the 
triple-dose measles, mumps and rubella 
vaccine, and autism. In 2010, he was 
banned from practising medicine in the 
UK. “Wakefield was actually looking to sell 
his own, aluminium-free, vaccines. It was 
therefore a case of real fraud for financial 
reasons.”

But why risk losing credibility for the 
rest of his career? “Today,” believes the 
researcher, “you need something dramatic 
to secure funding more easily. Normally, in 
science, that shouldn’t go to the one that 
shouts the loudest... But, unfortunately, 
sometimes it does.”

How can trust be 
restored?
Using a two-pronged approach: outreach 
and training of scientists.

Since errors, whether intentional or not, 
exist, it is reassuring to see that mistrust 
persists. “What scientists have to do is set 
up systems so that the public realises that 
they can trust them, in their field.” Scientific 
outreach is one such example.

To reach a different audience, Yaël Nazé 
likes to approach outreach in a different 
way. This has resulted in her book Art 
et astronomie1 (Art and Astronomy). “A 
lot of people are interested in art, but few 
in astronomy, or it scares them a little. 
And because people are interested in 
art, they come to astronomy. I’ve tried to 
combine two areas of interest to see how 
they resonate.” In her show La co(s)mique 
(Co(s)mic), the researcher takes to the 
stage in Milky Way patterned leggings 
and presents her craft as the oldest 
in the world. Relying on humour, she 

relaxes. Outreach also means attracting, 
without being sensationalist. “I try to 
explain things with well-chosen analogies, 
simple experiments, interactions with the 
audience.” 

To communicate effectively, the 
researcher recommends honesty. “When 
scientific subjects are controversial, when 
there is no consensus, we must say that we 
do not know, and explain why.” Doubt, a 
key part of the scientific process, is often 
misunderstood by an uninformed public. 
“It’s important not to take a stand, to give 
way to doubt, but it’s often interpreted 
as ignorance.” However, pseudoscience 
wears the same clothes as science, with 
the vocabulary but not the content. It is 
smoother, less prone to doubt. And also 
dangerously more seductive.

Yaël Nazé recognises this; the path to 
outreach and scientific communication is 
littered with pitfalls. The most pressing: 
the development of critical thinking 
by researchers. “Some students leave 
university and are unable to tell you what 
a real experiment is, how knowledge is 
obtained. They are the ones who will 
become susceptible to pseudo-scientific 
discourse.”

Critical thinking is a non-innate social 
construct, a skill that has to be learned. 
Even though she has studied the hard 
sciences, the researcher has never 
been confronted with the “errors” in the 
working of her brain. “I was never told 
about these things, about cognitive bias, 
etc. But it’s important to know about them.” 
The solution: systematic training in critical 
thinking from the very start of university. 
“I think sometimes you have to get a bit of 
a shock and realise that you’re doing things 
wrong. And I think it’s better to get that 
shock while you’re young.”

This is why, in her communication and 
scientific criticism courses, Yaël Nazé 
encourages critical thinking by her 
students and confronts them with their 
own cognitive biases. She sometimes 
shows the French documentary Opération 
Lune, which casts doubt on the 1969 
moon landing. 

Gradual in its nature, the documentary 
begins by giving accurate information, 
only then switching to lies. And all her 
students get caught up in the narrative. 

1.  NAZÉ Yaël, Art et astronomie : impressions célestes, Omniscience, Mouans-Sartoux, 2015.
2. The teaching kit Initiation à l’esprit critique, ou comment ne pas s’en laisser conter ! can be found on the ULiège website Réjouisciences.be, under the “Ressources” tab.

Finally, the credits roll; and the shock 
comes. “A cast? In a documentary? 
Bloopers? It is only at this point that we 
understand that it is a ‘mockumentary’.” 
Usually, 90% of her students are taken in 
by it. “You should have heard the deathly 
silence and seen the faces of the students... 
Clearly, after that, they’ll think twice when 
faced with information. They’ll be wary.” 
Bingo. They were sucked in and got 
caught. “It’s a different approach instead 
of explaining. When you’re confronted with 
your own mistake, your own lack of critical 
thinking, it’s much more striking, much 
more educational.”

Her method is defined by her use of 
diverse approaches. Her most recent 
initiative is the publication, in February 
2019, of a teaching kit on an introduction 
to critical thinking for secondary school 
science teachers.2

   Céline Husson

When scientific 
subjects are 
controversial, when 
there is no consensus, 
we must say that we do 
not know, and explain 
why

“

 
 Yaël Nazé, FNRS Senior 
Research Associate, GAPHE, 
ULiège
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WELBIO:  
Moving from fundamental 
research to industry 

This October marks the launch of 14 
new WELBIO projects. WELBIO is an 
inter-university institute that supports 
strategic fundamental research in 
the fields of life sciences, the calls 
for proposals of which are organised 
within the framework of the Fund 
for Strategic Fundamental Research 
- FRFS, a specialised FNRS fund. It 
has been in existence for ten years. 
What sort of track record has it had? 
Invention disclosures, patents, spin-
offs: WELBIO proves that fundamental 
research is the foundation of any 
industrial application.

History. On paper, WELBIO was 
created, at the instigation of the 
Walloon Region, in 2009. The aim 

was to secure funding from the Region, 
traditionally channelled into the fields 
of applied and industrial research, for 
fundamental research upstream of 
innovation. WELBIO was therefore tasked 
with supporting strategic fundamental 
research with a view to exploiting any 
discoveries in industrial applications in 
the fields of biotechnology. 

The first call for proposals was launched 
in 2010 and the first scientific teams 
began work in 2011. WELBIO was 
established as a non-profit association, 
based on the model of the Vlaams 
Instituut voor Biotechnology, and is fully 
independent. But fragile. It was funded 
on an irregular basis, depending on 
available resources. A few years later, a 
desire to secure the long-term survival 
of WELBIO and provide it with stable 
funding led to a major restructuring: the 
non-profit association was integrated 
into the Fund for Strategic Fundamental 
Research - FRFS, a specialised FNRS fund 
specifically created in 2015 to finance 

fundamental research of excellence 
in strategic areas. In concrete terms, 
the FRFS handles calls for projects and 
administrative and financial management 
while WELBIO acts as the “Coordination 
and Promotion Platform - PAVA”.

Commercial 
exploitation strategy
“This is one of the unique features of 
WELBIO,” explains Pierre Van Renterghem, 
Managing Director of the non-profit 
association. “Given the need to exploit the 
discoveries industrially, WELBIO invests in 
personalised support for its researchers 
and explores the prospects for commercial 
exploitation of the results with each one of 
them. This regular monitoring as part of 
a funding instrument is fairly unique and 
helps to foster a kind of ‘WELBIO culture’ 
among investigators. They think differently 
and they more naturally consider the 
industrial and economic possibilities for 
their fundamental research.”

Another distinctive feature of WELBIO 
is its share of self-financing. Its legal 

framework stipulates that industrial 
revenue arising from the commercial 
exploitation of the results of a WELBIO 
project must be returned to the FRFS 
for reinvestment in new projects. 
“Recently, the work of Pierre Coulie and 
Sophie Lucas led to an agreement with the 
Belgian company ARGEN-X (Ghent) and to 
the granting of a sub-licence to a global 
biopharmaceutical company (AbbVie), 
generating the first commercial exploitation 
revenue for WELBIO,” notes a pleased 
Pierre Van Renterghem. 

New investigators
Thanks to the Walloon Region, €15 million 
are currently committed to 28 WELBIO 
projects. Half of these projects, selected 
in June by a panel of experts managed 
by the FNRS, started in October. Of the 
28 investigators, 12 are FNRS incentive 
grant recipients (Research Associates, 
Senior Research Associates or Research 
Directors) and 11 are former incentive 
grant recipients (from Research Fellows 
to Research Directors). All researchers 
receive different types of funding: 

 
 Pierre Van Renterghem, 
Managing Director of 
WELBIO

 
 Véronique Halloin, 
Secretary-General of the 
F.R.S.-FNRS
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WELBIO project: iCone aims to create an 
industrial activity based on technologies 
for producing human cortical cells from 
induced pluripotent stem cells.”

Sustainable 
financing?
Pierre Van Renterghem is convinced 
that WELBIO proves the usefulness of 
strategic fundamental research for the 
socio-economic development of a region. 
It is the very reason why he is hoping 

Starting Grants support high-quality 
projects presented by young researchers. 
Advanced Grants fund experienced 
researchers whose exceptional 
talent is recognised internationally. 
Continuation Grants, finally, are devoted 
to research with a high potential for 
commercial exploitation and which 
is a direct continuation of a previous 
WELBIO project. Since 2011, 65 projects 
have been funded in areas such as 
cancer biology, immunology, immuno-
oncology, microbiology, the vascular 
system, neurological diseases, intestinal 
microbiota, diabetes and cardiology. 
All areas awaiting new treatments or 
biotechnological applications. 

WELBIO’S success 
stories
While, by their very nature, fundamental 
research projects have an uncertain 
outcome, WELBIO tends to maximise 
the potential for commercially exploiting 
the results. Therefore, after ten 
years of activity involving 47 principal 
investigators, the association can be 
proud of its track record: 29 invention 
disclosures have been submitted and 10 
patent applications are being examined. 
One step further, the collaboration 
agreement with AbbVie has allowed 
for the commencement of clinical trials 
for a therapeutic antibody as part of a 
new type of cancer immunotherapy. 
Another project led to a proposal for 
the treatment of a rare disease via “drug 
repurposing”1: the first children are being 
treated this year as part of a clinical 
study. The ChromaCure spin-off, active 
in the field of cancer therapy, stems 
directly from the WELBIO project of 
Cédric Blanpain, Honorary FNRS Research 
Associate and ULB professor. “These 
successes are cited by way of illustration 
but, more generally, I believe that the 
objective is achieved when WELBIO hands 
over to another partner. The CICLIBTEST 
project was, in this way, selected after the 
3rd WALInnov call for proposals from the 
Walloon Public Service Research. With 
the OncoDNA company as an industrial 
partner, this project aims to develop 
companion diagnostics for CDK4 inhibitor 
drugs suitable for different cancers,” the 
Managing Director notes. “The BioWin 
competitiveness cluster has also approved 
an initial project directly capitalising on a 
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€15 million

€67 million

projects underway in 2019

currently committed to 
WELBIO projects

invested by the Walloon 
Region since 2011

 
 Alain Chariot, FNRS 
Research Director at 
ULiège, winner of a 
WELBIO-FRFS Continuation 
Grant

 
 Regis Hallez, FNRS 
Research Associate at 
UNamur, winner of a 
WELBIO-FRFS Starting Grant

 
 Anna Maria Marini, FNRS 
Senior Research Associate 
at ULB, winner of a 
WELBIO-FRFS Advanced 
Grant

Testimonials from researchers

 “WELBIO funding makes it possible to 
develop more expensive experimental 
models and to cover the salaries of 
experienced researchers. The research 
projects carried out are therefore more 
ambitious, generating more powerful 
results published in more competitive 
journals. We can then secure 
other financing: it is a positive and 
stimulating loop. Finally, WELBIO also 
enables us to launch projects aimed at 
enhancing our discoveries with greater 
ease.” 

“I feel a certain pride in joining the very 
select group of WELBIO investigators. 
This instrument gives me significant 
respite from the constant demands 
for funding by allowing me to run the 
lab for at least two years. This funding 
also gives my group the opportunity to 
reach a critical size because three new 
WELBIO researchers have been added to 
the team. Furthermore, the potential for 
commercially exploiting our research 
will be increased, an approach rarely 
developed in fundamental research.”

 “The Advanced Grant from FRFS-
WELBIO offers unprecedented 
financial peace of mind that broadens 
the horizon, opening a window to 
otherwise unattainable challenges, 
serving as a powerful brain stimulator 
and conferring an awareness of 
responsibility.”

for “a clear commitment to the future of 
WELBIO”. “This year,” points out Véronique 
Halloin, Secretary-General of the FNRS, 
“WELBIO is financing 14 new projects while, 
out of the 65 applications submitted, 21 
were deemed to be of exceptional quality 
by the Scientific Commission. Despite the 
restructuring in 2015, despite the additional 
€12 million injected by the Walloon Region 
for 2019-2021, the budget is insufficient. 
And uncertain... We can only hope for a 
stable and ambitious commitment in the 
next parliamentary term.” 

   Céline Rase

1.  Drug repurposing is the reuse of a drug, already 
approved for the treatment of a first condition 
(for example), but the safety of which has been 
demonstrated, in order to treat a disease completely 
different from that for which it was originally 
developed. 27
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