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Introduction

The War Against Science

Wars. So many wars. Wars outside and wars inside. Cultural wars, 
science wars, and wars against terrorists. Wars against poverty and 
wars against the poor. Wars against ignorance and wars out of  
ignorance. My question is simple: Should we be at war, too, we, the 
scholars, the intellectuals? Is it really our duty to add fresh ruins to 
fields of  ruins? Is it really the task of  the humanities to add decon-
struction to destructions? More iconoclasm to iconoclasm? What 
has become of  critical spirit? Has it not run out of  steam?

—Bruno Latour, writer, academic

There is no doubt about it, we are in the middle of  a war. The media—print, 
radio, tv and the internet—have all been waging a relentless campaign 
against science with a deluge of  false facts, distorted information and editorial 
opinions that reaches into every household in North America. The lobbyists 
for vested business interests, right-wing fundamentalist groups, government 
agendas and the media have undermined the scientific method and replaced 
it with an amalgam of  hyperbole, aggressive public relations and skewed logic.
 The anti-science media crusade has been highly effective and is reaching 
deeply into every facet of  our society. The results are conclusive. Science and 
scientists are losing the war on almost every front. The percentage of  the 
general populace that understands science, that chooses to study science or 
that even respects scientists and their findings, is plummeting. Every science 
is under assault—medicine by “pseudo medicine,” biology by Christian 
fundamentalists, global warming climatology by deniers funded by powerful 
vested interests. The growing list of  advocates of  bad and pseudo science 
is staggering: ufo proponents, paranormal investigators, psychic healers, 
astrologists, soothsayers, conspiratorialists, creationists, touch therapy counsel-
lors, self  help motivators, anti Big Bang study lobbies. Everywhere we look, 
not only science, but those who practise science—scientists and research-
ers—are being denigrated, misrepresented, portrayed as liars and accused 
of  being self-absorbed and out of  touch with the “real world.” And where 
does information provided by science fit in? It doesn’t. Those in control of  
the media nerve centres—headline writers, op ed writers, newsroom editors, 
documentary commissioning editors, talk show hosts and broadcast execu-
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tives—all wax rhetorical about science, but they rarely understand science 
or the science that scientists do.
 Think this is hyperbole and exaggeration? Not for a second! The fallout 
of  this assault is already taking root and is striking. Fewer and fewer of  our 
best and brightest see science as a career or even worth studying. Our biggest 
problems, including global warming, are mired in reactionary and deliber-
ate obfuscation, because of  work funded by a small group of  well financed 
vested interests.
 And what replaces science? Superstition, pseudo science, opinion, en-
tertainment, endless rounds of  reality shows, manufactured stars looking for 
a moment of  fame, talk shows and twenty-four-hour news shows chasing 
ambulances and manufacturing consent.
 The media screen out real science with talk about “stories” rather than 
“content.” Instead of  reporting science, they anthropomorphize or create 
a spectacle of  the science, looking for hooks to interest an increasingly sci-
ence disenfranchised and science illiterate public. And the feedback loop has 
come a full circle. Dumbed-down stories lead to dumbed-downed audiences 
requiring even more dumbed-down stories, with the science illiterate leading 
the science illiterate in an ever downward spiral.
 As the level of  public science literacy falls, the ability to understand 
content diminishes. The media producers, writers and editors take these 
diminished public expectations and plough them back into new, even less 
scientifically based articles and stories and production for public offering, each 
cycle becoming less and less related to science. And as the literacy levels fall, 
the need for editors, producers and writers to be science literate also falls, in 
an ever tighter anti-science spiral of  media mediocrity.
 How did it get to this? How is it possible for the science community to 
have allowed this to happen? This war against science has succeeded because 
scientists share part of  the blame. Scientists have, by and large, remained silent 
as their public support has plummeted, their image shredded and their work 
and research discredited. Most scientists have opted out of  the scientist-public 
discourse about science. Most scientists have failed to understand the influ-
ence of  the mass media on the public and in turn how that affects science. 
Scientists have for too long watched from the sidelines as the rising waters 
of  public science illiteracy have dissolved the foundations of  their research, 
support and image. Besieged by charlatans, quacks and vested interests, the 
vast majority of  scientists have retreated further and further into their works 
and networks, away from the madding, science illiterate crowds.
 And for those few scientists who do get it, who do venture into the media 
frenzy to participate in furthering science understanding, the price they pay 
is steep. The suffer denigration from the scientific community. They become 
“lesser scientists,” marginalized by their peers.
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 Science has been systematically attacked, both from within and from 
without. And the attack has overwhelmed our society in a matter of  de-
cades and undermined centuries of  progress and enlightenment. From the 
boardrooms to the basements to our governments, we have all lost, and it is 
not an overstatement to say we are on the threshold of  losing five centuries 
of  progress and regressing backwards to a time when fear, superstition and 
vested interests, instead of  science and scientific facts, dominate. Though we 
no longer are burning scientists at the stake as heretics, modern equivalents 
marginalize and even vilify scientists for the knowledge they attempt pass 
on to us, especially when it flies in the face of  powerful concerns. Instead of  
the Catholic Church excommunicating scientists, we now have witch hunts 
by governments, vested interests and the media. Michael Mann, one of  the 
most respected climate scientists in the world, has been the victim of  legal 
harassment, leaked emails and vicious personal attacks by Republican sena-
tors and Fox News, seeking, on behalf  of  the fossil fuel industry, to undermine 
his researches in anthropogenic global warming and bring him to personal 
ruin. Closer to home, the federal Conservatives in Canada have sought to 
muzzle government and government-funded scientists from speaking about 
their work to the public. Break that mandate, and a scientist could find her-
self  without work in short order. Today it takes real courage to not only do 
scientific research, but to back up your work when it goes against corporate 
and government interests.
 How is it possible for the most powerful political office in the world to 
have a fortune teller on staff  and at the same time cancel the position of  
science advisor? That was the case with President Reagan, and it happened 
without political fallout of  any sort.
 How is possible for one of  the largest news broadcasters in the world, 
cnn, to dismiss its entire staff  of  science reporters without a murmur in the 
ratings?
 How is it possible to have a debate about the scientific veracity of  global 
warming when 97 percent of  the very people who are behind every shred of  
science in climatology and global warming, the scientific researchers, agree 
it is anthropogenic and we are headed for catastrophe if  CO2 emissions are 
not lowered immediately?
 How is it possible to live in a world so inundated with the fruits of  sci-
ence and yet at the same time, to have so many of  the public dismiss its 
findings?
 The answer to these questions is found in one word: television.
 I had already been involved in television science broadcasting for some 
fifteen years when I had a small epiphany that set me on to the road that has 
led, sometimes slowly, always inexorably, to first my master’s thesis and then 
this book. In 1994, I attended the annual conference of  the World Congress 
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of  Science Producers,1 a small collection of  broadcasters, producers and 
programmers who get together to exchange anecdotes, programming ideas, 
commission new science stories and enjoy a glass of  wine and some good food. 
It was my first year at the conference, which was held in Montreal. There were 
perhaps a hundred in attendance at the four-day event, with representatives 
from broadcasters of  science programming as well as producers with the 
congress. I had just made the leap into independent production after long 
tenures at cbc and ctv as a science reporter, weathercaster, science writer, 
and host and creator of  the nationally syndicated children’s science show, 
Wonder Why? I had been invited to attend by a former work colleague who 
was at the time the vice president of  production at the fledgling Discovery 
Canada cable broadcaster. The sessions were about how to create better sci-
ence programming, what constituted good science programming and how 
to engage the viewers in what was the beginning of  the broadcast expansion 
into cable. The internet was just beginning to stir and was still not seen as a 
broadcast platform or a competitor to television.
 One of  the sessions that had me in a bit of  a quandary concerned The 
X-Files,2 a popular science fiction/fantasy television series in the 1990s. The 
show’s producer had been invited to speak to a plenary session, and I was 
curious what we, as documentary science producers and broadcasters, could 
learn from science fiction that would be of  any interest to factual science 
production. As I listened to the speaker, it became obvious that there was 
very little about science that interested the producers of  The X-Files. There 
was no science advisor, nor was any effort made to adhere to any science. 
The plots, writing and depiction of  the science in the scripts were not even 
science fiction, not in the traditional sense of  writers like Asimov3 or Clarke,4 
but closer to fantasy and superstition. However, there was no arguing with 
the success of  the series. It went from being a small Vancouver production 
to one of  the most popular series in Hollywood, worth billions as a franchise. 
As I looked around the room, I realized that most of  the broadcasters and 
producers in the room were interested in the show’s financial success and 
how its model could be incorporated into television factual science produc-
tion. My eyes went from person to person seated around the gigantic round 
table, and it occurred to me that I was alone. Even though all around me 
there were people who had interests in science that ranged from passionate 
to expedient, almost all were from the arts, journalism and broadcasting. 
Not one other person in that group, called the World Congress of  Science 
Producers, had even an undergraduate degree in one of  the core sciences of  
biology, chemistry and physics. A few, all Europeans, like the commissioning 
editors from zdf, the German broadcaster, and the bbc, the British icon, 
had degrees in science, but not in what is termed the core sciences.
 At the close of  the session, when the question period opened up, I asked 
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why the producer of  The X-Files had been asked to come and speak to us? 
There was no science at all in The X-Files, they had no science advisor and 
much of  the show’s premise was designed to promote false science stereotypes 
and promote the public’s fascination with the occult and superstition. It was 
not the most politic thing I could have done. My question rippled through 
the audience like a splash of  cold water. To the broadcasters, it was all about 
eyeballs, ratings and ultimately dollars. To the other producers, besides the 
obvious access to fame and fortune, it was about how far the science envelope 
could be pushed into fantasy and still be categorized as science.
 It was an epiphany for me when I realized that science television produc-
tion, especially in North America, whether it is in the news, documentaries, 
children’s production, shorts or long series, is also a financial enterprise, and 
the role of  science in many venues is merely to act as a lens for other interests 
to bring in an audience, which meant increased revenues. Was science just 
a vehicle for the business of  television? Was this a dangerous dalliance, one 
that had the potential to subvert the whole idea of  what science is and what 
it is not?
 I wondered to what degree this type of  science programming affects the 
viewer. Does this representation of  science, by television, have ramifications 
for children’s and adults’ educational choices, for how the viewers see science 
and for what is considered to be science? Does such programming influ-
ence the choices that are made by our governments and businesses on our 
behalf  in this increasingly complex, scientific world? Skewed and inaccurate 
representations of  science could mean skewed and inaccurate perceptions 
of  science by the viewers. Stereotypes of  scientists and what they do means 
educational choices made on incorrect perceptions. Or perhaps not. Is televi-
sion an entertainment medium that doesn’t fit into the peer-reviewed mould 
of  the scientific method? Is it the thin edge of  the wedge that spurs interest 
and education just by showing any science at all? Is any science better than 
no science? And is the viewer savvy and sophisticated enough to understand 
how television works? Television is a powerful and influential medium. Does 
it also have the capacity to teach, present ideas and inform the public?
 In North America, television has been and remains a media juggernaut, 
in spite of  the advent of  computers and the internet and changing viewing 
habits. Television shows signs of  adapting to the changing technological 
landscape and remains a powerful mass medium. How science is portrayed 
on television influences and ripples through all media and public forums. As 
an example, take the creationist5 stance. Through the skillful manipulation 
of  television news programming and documentary-format television, the 
fundamentalist Christian right has successfully created lobbies to pressure 
school boards across North America to include intelligent design6 in the 
educational curriculum, as a scientific alternative to Darwinian theory. Even 
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though virtually all biologists who teach at the university level agree that 
intelligent design is not a scientific theory, nor has any basis in science at all, 
and is just a rebranding of  creationism, made infamous during the Scopes 
Monkey Trials7 more than fifty years ago, the intelligent design lobby has 
succeeded, through the media, in making it an educational issue.
 Using the same methods, the tobacco lobby presented its pseudo scientific 
version of  the medical effects of  tobacco to television viewers for decades. 
These conflicting messages obfuscated the real science and influenced the 
choices of  viewers; many became smokers, and almost all paid a steep price 
in the end.
 In my thirty years in television programming, I have seen wholesale 
changes in the technology and programming of  television and the mindsets 
in television science. I have watched television science production drift from 
traditional Nova-style8 presentations to “reality show” productions, with the 
host’s performance replacing science and becoming a mainstay of  almost 
all science broadcasters. Science on television is now more spectacle driven 
and anthropogenic. Science production has pushed aside pure science 
in the rush for increased ratings as the network owners of  the cable and 
digital channels seek to hold their audiences and advertising revenue. Video 
gaming and the internet, with their immediate gratification, have eroded 
viewer attention spans, making thoughtful presentation of  difficult scientific 
concepts increasingly unlikely. In today’s television world, if  a scientist’s clip 
isn’t succinct and pithy, its fate is the cutting room floor. Has this changed 
the way we understand science? Has it changed the way we look at scientists 
and science education?
 In this book I explore the relationship between so-called science television 
programming and science itself. My wish to do so arises from my involvement 
in almost every kind of  factual science production on television. It also comes 
from my education in physics and mathematics and my profound interest in 
helping to solve one of  the greatest crises that besets our society today, global 
warming, through the mass media, through education and through science. 
From this, it could be construed that mine is a positivist stance, and though 
it does play a role in my perspective regarding information and data, I also 
believe that data and information have a subjective nature. Non-scientists, 
viewers, producers and broadcasters all contribute to how science is portrayed 
on television. In fact, it could be argued that non-scientists, through the 
popular media such as television, and in politics, have a significant impact 
on scientific study and outcome.
 The discussions in this book are not only important in relation to televi-
sion. In the current dynamic, where the internet and other social media are 
being driven by television-like programming, they become crucial, if  we are 
to surmount the current scientific crisis. Because of  television and television 
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programming, increasing numbers of  adults believe what they see on tv, 
especially pseudo science presented as science. Examples abound: pseudo 
medical practices such as faith healing and such claims as that anthropogenic 
climate change is a conspiracy, that vaccinations cause autism, and that 
intelligent design is a scientific theory and creationism is an alternative to 
Darwinism and should be taught in our schools. The public perception that 
authors like von Däniken9 and Velikovsky10 use the scientific method comes 
from a misunderstanding of  that method. Both authors were able to construct 
arguments that resonated with their readers because publishers had so little 
understanding of  the scientific method and how it worked. And when such 
arguments are believed by viewers in spite of  their lack of  veracity, they have 
a powerful influence over our world. Television is a lens through which we 
see the world. How does that lens influence science and affect education and 
educational choices? Does it change the way we perceive world issues, deal 
with scientific crises and make decisions ?
 Why is this important? Without putting too fine a point it, it is a matter 
of  our survival. This statement is not hyperbole. We, individually and as a 
society, are beset by problems from all sides, over-population, diminished 
agricultural output, nuclear power, global warming, pandemics, ocean acidi-
fication, just to mention a few, and almost all these issues have their roots in 
science. The solutions to these and most of  our societal threats are equally 
based in science. How we respond to these problems is in a large part based 
on how well we understand the science behind these issues. Given the fact 
that so much of  our understanding of  the science and the issues based in 
science potentially comes from television, television becomes an important 
intermediary between society and its understanding of  science. How televi-
sion portrays and represents science is vitally important.
 Television is many things to many people. It is entertainment, a friend, 
a source of  trusted information, a guide and a reflection of  the nature of  the 
world and society we live in. Many of  the great benchmarks of  our society 
are television benchmarks: the first landing on the moon, the Desert Storm 
war against Iraq and the bombing of  the World Trade Center. Television, 
for many people, is their primary source of  information, an educational 
role model, and it moulds their educational perspectives. Television is seen 
as truthful and trustworthy. Walter Cronkite was “the most trusted man in 
America” because he was seen nightly delivering good news and bad, reli-
ably and predictably. Today’s television personalities, though perhaps not as 
influential as Cronkite, continue to advertise the mantel of  trustworthiness 
that television brings. Commercials for ctv news called their anchor, Lloyd 
Robertson, recently retired, the most trusted news anchor in Canada.
 If  television colours issues relating to science, that skewing of  what is a 
fundamental component in the fabric of  our society, becomes important. If  



Media Mediocrity — Waging War Against Science

8

the television message we receive compels us to ignore science because televi-
sion places a low priority on science and on science education, if  television 
tells us that science is less vital than sports or entertainment or other news, 
that is important.
 Television has been and remains a very powerful medium, and as it 
merges with the internet, social media and communications, it is able to 
present programming of  all types on demand in a huge number of  formats. 
Understanding how television represents science currently helps us under-
stand how it will represent science as it adapts to technological change, how 
that technological change will affect programming and in turn affect our 
understanding of  science.
 And last, but certainly not least, the importance of  television’s impact 
on education in today’s society is hard to overstate. Right from its inception, 
television was intended to play a role in education and information. In its 
modern form its role in education is, if  anything, even more pronounced 
than in the past. Throughout this book, I list studies that illustrate the im-
pact that television has in the educational processes. It is a primary source 
of  science information for the layperson. Research shows that what appears 
on tv is taken to be true and that people make their decisions about the 
impact, importance and immediacy of  science based on what they see on 
television.11 Its relationship to science and to science education is important 
because of  how it influences what the layperson thinks about science and 
science education and in turn how that influence is acted upon and how it 
is passed down to children. 
 I am happy to say my master’s thesis, which provided much of  the re-
search for this book, was finished, presented, defended and accepted. But 
while the thesis is finished, my thoughts about how the media, especially 
tv and its internet incarnations, moulds us and our society continues. The 
tendrils are long and deep. I am now moving on to my doctorate and doing 
more research I hope will help improve my understanding of  how to deal 
with an almost intractable and devastating phenomenon that is having an 
enormously detrimental impact on our understanding of  science.




