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The doctors have got it wrong on smoking.





‘Doubt is our product
Source: https://www.industrydocuments.ucsf.edu/docs/psdw0147

1969 memo from Brown & Williamson, a then-subsidiary 
of British American Tobacco



Around 400 
people will have 
died from 
tobacco-related 
illness during the 
course of this 
talk today.



‘Reality is that which, when 
you stop believing in it, 

doesn’t go away.’
Philip K. Dick



RAND Corporation 2018





Principle 1.
Statements are sometimes 
for informing, other times 

for signaling allegiance



Sarah Palin, former Governor of Alaska, holds up a large soda as she speaks about New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg's proposed 
large soda ban, at the 2013 Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC). (Pete Marovich / Getty Images)

Sarah Palin, 2013 
Conservative 

Political Action 
Conference, 

Maryland USA



@Armastrangelo
June 29, 2018





Trump has now made more than 18,000 false 
statements during his presidency 

(Washington Post, Toronto Star, factcheck.org)



US Black youth unemployment, 2016 

Trump: “58%”
Bureau of Labor Statistics: “21%”

“The press takes him literally, but not 
seriously; his supporters take him 

seriously, but not literally.”
Salena Zito, Atlantic Sept 2016





March 2019 







Principle 1.
Statements are sometimes 
for informing, other times 

for signaling allegiance



Principle 2.
Our own cognitive 

limitations play a role in 
truth decay



Confirmation bias



2, 4, 6

Wason (1960)

8, 10, 12
20, 22, 24

// / /

Rule:
Each number is 
higher than the 
previous one.

‘Start with n and 
add 2 each time’?

✅
✅



2, 4, 6

Wason (1960)

3, 6, 9
20, 40, 60

// / /

Rule:
Each number is 
higher than the 
previous one.

‘Start with n and 
add n each time’?

✅
✅



2, 4, 6

Wason (1960)

3, 4, 57
4, 3, 60

// / /

Rule:
‘Start with n and 
add a higher 
number each time’.✅

❌



2, 4, 6

Wason (1960)

3, 4, 57
4, 3, 60

// / /

Rule:
‘Start with n and 
add a higher 
number each time’.✅

❌



We never confirm a 
hypothesis, we can 

only show that it has 
not been falsified.

Karl Popper

Confirmation Bias



We never confirm a 
hypothesis, we can 

only show that it has 
not been falsified.

Karl Popper

Confirmation Bias

So we must always try
to find evidence 

against our beliefs.





Video Clip 1
Video Clip 2



Principle 2.
Our own cognitive 

limitations play a role in 
truth decay



Principle 3.
The truth matters 
because facts are 

reasons for action







March 2003









Principle 3.
The truth matters 
because facts are 

reasons for action



Critical thinking about truth





Critical thinking about truth

Our information is filtered through people



Critical thinking about truth

Our information is filtered through people

- What are their motivations and incentives?
- What do they say, and which words do they use?
- Do you want to believe it? Why (not)?
- What actions could their words be used to justify?
- What do they not say?



Critical thinking about truth

Our information is filtered through people

- What are their motivations and incentives?
- What do they say, and which words do they use?
- Do you want to believe it? Why (not)?
- What actions could their words be used to justify?
- What do they not say?

Never doubt that reality is always there, to provide 
sound reasons for action







Peer-reviewed in top journal, high media impact;
but flawed: conclusion accidentally true, never retracted

Jan 2020



Non-peer-reviewed preprint, huge media and policy impact



Non-peer-reviewed preprint, massive media impact, analysis 
flawed, quickly retracted

Jan 2020



2016

2016

Peer-reviewed in top journals, no impact, disastrous in hindsight



Critical thinking about truth

Our information is filtered through people

- What are their motivations and incentives?
- What do they say, and which words do they use?
- Do you want to believe it? Why (not)?
- What would their words justify?
- What do they not say?

Never doubt that reality is always there, to provide 
sound reasons for action



An optimistic coda

We can be the gatekeepers



Thank you

N. J. Enfield

Sydney Initiative for Truth (SIFT)
The University of Sydney

Sydney Social Sciences 
and Humanities 
Advanced Research Centre
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