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Appendix

Truth and Consistency in Media and Politics


They didn’t cheat because of who you are. 
They chose to cheat because of who they are not.

—CHARLES J. ORLANDO



Feel free to read this section if you want to explore some more general areas. I’ve chosen to delve a little deeper into media, politics, and statistics—you might find that to be quite a mixture, but it’s interesting to study this stuff when you have a moment to spare. Sometimes lies don’t look the way you might expect them to. Sometimes everything just feels dandy, and you’re not at all expecting to be deceived. There are many places and situations in this world in which lying and deception are commonplace—and there are some phenomena that some would place in the gray area between truth and consistency. Social media is one such area where it can be difficult to determine whether something is true or false. Statistics is another supposedly “deception-proof” subject, but a wise person apparently said that numbers may not lie, but liars do use numbers.

MORE ON SOCIAL MEDIA

Of course, in any conversation about undue influence and lies in general, we need to take a closer look at social media as well. In this context, I’m actually most concerned about young people’s ability to distinguish truth from lies. Sure, Gen Zers are well aware that social media contains unimaginable amounts of fakery, but at the same time, they have—at least compared to my own generation—a lot less life experience. This can present challenges for anybody who’s trying to judge what’s real and what isn’t.

None of the things I’m about to highlight can be said to be absolute truths, but I think it’s vital for our mental health that we actually take the time to look at these issues. So stay tuned, and we’ll find out what your reaction will be.

Deepfakes and Manipulated Media

In the good old days, the camera was considered an impartial witness. The camera doesn’t lie, they said. I’d like to welcome you to a different reality.

Maybe you’ve seen that Tom Cruise clip? I saw these little film clips myself on Instagram in which Tom Cruise was walking around doing ordinary things. Naïve as I am, I thought that for some unknown reason Tom Cruise had chosen to post bits of his life on social media. I soon realized that this couldn’t be true. My next thought wasn’t that this must be fake, but instead, Wow, this guy really looks like Tom Cruise!

Curtains for Erikson. I had been deceived by a deepfake.

In case you don’t know, deepfakes are hyper-realistic, computer-generated video or audio clips that present a person doing or saying something that they actually never did. It’s a new kind of technological deception that will allow your Aunt Berit to suddenly “prove” her claims to have been a disco-dancing superstar back in the 1970s. It’s deeply disturbing.

The potential consequences of this are almost impossible to fathom. While a disco-dancing Aunt Berit might be a lot of fun, imagine a fictional video of a political leader declaring war, or a CEO announcing the bankruptcy of a company. The real-world repercussions—before the truth has even got its running shoes on—could be catastrophic. And rest assured that many people who possess both technological expertise and psychopathic personality traits are going to try to fool the world.

In 2019, a video of Mark Zuckerberg appeared online in which he seemingly said, “Imagine this for a second: One man, with total control over billions of people’s stolen data, all their secrets, their lives, their futures.” The video was eerily realistic, from the vibrations of Mr. Zuckerberg’s voice to the details of his facial expressions. The post was widely shared, and many believed the video to be authentic.

The problem? It was a deepfake, created by two artists as part of an art project. Their goal? To draw attention to the subject of digital manipulation and its consequences. Although the video was eventually confirmed to be fake, it served its purpose and became a compelling demonstration of the capabilities of deepfake technology and the potential dangers of falsehoods being spread this way.

Last week, I saw the latest Indiana Jones film and I couldn’t believe how young they made the eighty-one-year-old Harrison Ford look. The technology is stunningly realistic. It’s nothing short of impressive and terrifying at the same time.

For the savvy web surfers among us, the rise of deepfakes emphasizes the need for a new kind of digital awareness. We can no longer rely on our eyes and ears; we need to equip ourselves with tools that can distinguish genuine content from sophisticated fakes. As technology continues to evolve, a healthy dose of super-skepticism and new verification tools will be our best defenses against digital fraud attempts.

While deepfakes open a veritable Pandora’s box full of countless ethical dilemmas, they also serve as a timely reminder. In the ever-changing environment of the digital landscape, it’s imperative that we be particularly careful and research everything we see before we trust anything at all. Far from everything we see—however convincing it may seem—has any connection to truth or reality.

My own very simplistic solution? I spend a minimal amount of time on social media, and I spend significantly more time in the real world.

On Echo Chambers, Filter Bubbles, and Confirmation Bias

Imagine snuggling up in a warm, comfortable bubble in which everyone agrees with you, pats you on the back, and assures you that your view of the world is the only right one. Whatever you happen to say about this or that, however outlandish your opinions might be, everyone agrees with you. You never have to listen to anyone who disagrees with you. You can forget everybody like that. It sounds inviting, doesn’t it? Welcome to the world of echo chambers, filter bubbles, and confirmation bias on social media.

At first glance, an echo chamber may seem like an innocent, harmonious, and essentially pleasant community. However, these are places—often on social platforms—where shared opinions are reinforced over and over to the point where if someone were to offer a dissenting opinion, you would be quite taken aback. What? That group doesn’t think like we do? Let’s destroy them!

Dissenting views are muted or excluded altogether. You might think of this as an orchestra in which only one instrument plays and drowns out the rest of the musicians. Someone plays the trumpet so loudly that no other instrument can be heard. Or played.

Should we call this a lie? If we emphasize the deliberate distortion of reality, that is, withholding of the truth (whatever that is), or other related perspectives, then yes, certainly.

Confirmation bias refers to our brain’s sneaky bad habit of favoring information that confirms our preexisting beliefs and conveniently ignores everything else. Simply put, it’s that inner voice that says, See? That’s what I told you!, every time we stumble upon a post that agrees with the views we’re used to seeing. Whether it be true or false, we want more of what we already know.

Why is this particularly dangerous in social media? Because these platforms—which have algorithms designed to show us more and more of what we “like,” turn into breeding grounds for these bubbles. When our feeds are filled with nothing but familiar and pleasant content, it restricts our worldview and makes us more receptive to disinformation. You’ve probably noticed that if you spend a lot of time looking at pictures of old cars (in my case, vintage Land Rovers), you’ll start to see more and more of them appear in your feeds. Eventually, you might get the impression that everyone is exclusively preoccupied with these money-guzzling old bangers. That’s not the case, though, it’s all a trick that social media algorithms play on us.

Do you remember the Pizzagate conspiracy theory? In 2016, a story was spread online in which it was claimed that a high-profile child trafficking ring was operating out of a pizzeria in Washington, DC. The theory caught on in parts of the internet in which like-minded users shared and spread these baseless claims. The more they read about it, the more they believed that the conspiracy was real. For many in this echo chamber, the story seemed to be undeniably true, and this eventually drove an individual to enter the pizzeria in question wielding a firearm. Nobody was harmed, but the incident highlighted the tangible dangers of uncontrolled echo chambers and the ways that confirmation bias can cement false beliefs.

What can we do about these bubbles, then? The responsibility probably lies with the users in this case. Actively questioning our own beliefs before sharing anything with anybody else would be a step in the right direction. It’s important to remember that a simple click of the share button ought to require us to take responsibility for spreading nothing but verified, balanced information.

Imagine that you read a three-word newspaper headline on your way to work, and then went on to send an email to everybody you know based on those three words—without knowing anything about what was behind them. You would never do that. But sharing things in social media without giving it any thought at all has exactly the same effect. If not worse.

Fake News

The term “fake news” has been popularized in recent years to the point where it has become a buzzword in politics, media, and public discourse. While disinformation and propaganda are as old as human communication itself, the digital age has boosted the speed, scale, and reach of misleading stories. Today, the term “fake news” is mainly used to refer to intentionally false information that’s widely disseminated, often to serve some political agenda or cause polarization.

If we take a closer look, we’ll discover several theories offering explanations for the emergence and distribution of fake news.

The internet, and social media in particular, allows news—both real and fake—to spread faster than it should. Algorithms prioritize sensational and preferably negative content, as this generates the most clicks and reactions. Controversial or entirely fake stories often end up at the top of users’ feeds.

At the same time, we’re seeing a general erosion of trust in conventional media. A perceived bias in the established channels has made many people highly skeptical of conventional news sources. People of all political colors seem to feel that their own particular cause is consistently and deliberately portrayed unfairly.

Is fake news a new phenomenon? Not at all. For the longest time, learned Europeans believed that there was a very special fruit growing in India: little, delicious lambs that grew on trees. The lamb plant was described in several writings. Eventually, people discovered what ought to have been obvious from the start: that the plant didn’t exist. There’s a shock. Okay, that one was fairly harmless, I guess.

This one’s a bit worse: During the coronavirus pandemic, there was a lot of fake news in circulation. Like the story about how Bill Gates had some insidious plan to inject microchips into people who were getting vaccinated against COVID-19. This story was first published on something called Biohackinfo.com, and then, of course, it spread on social media, YouTube, and finally—amazingly—in the conventional news media. Exactly what these microchips were supposed to do was fairly unclear, but I’ve read claims that they did everything from steal people’s money to make people jump off cliffs, like lemmings in Lapland. On the one hand, the claim is so crazy that it could just be true. The world is a weird place. On the other hand, maybe Bill Gates was just looking to make money off his shares in various pharmaceutical companies. But what do I know?

I was the subject of a kind of fake news a few years ago when I was given a less than flattering award for my books, and the justification for the award was about 90 percent a fabrication. You could call them lies if you were so inclined. Either way, it made for some great headlines, and it brought me a large new group of followers. The question, I suppose, is whether this could even be considered a negative incident in my career? The story made such a good splash in several of my foreign markets that it was ultimately a positive for me, I think.

In this age of digital hyperconnectivity, the impact of fake news reaches beyond shaping public opinion, and can even cause tangible harm—whether it makes a man enter a pizza restaurant with a firearm or induces individuals to consume dangerous substances in the hope that they can cure COVID-19. What can individual media consumers really do about all this?

That’s a good question. We need to take a multipronged approach in the fight against fake news. Technological platforms need to refine their algorithms to enable them to identify and deprioritize fake content. Educational systems need to emphasize critical thinking and teach students to assess and verify sources. Government agencies and civil society need to promote transparency and restore trust in credible news channels. The problem with all these ideas is that all these control mechanisms need to be programmed by humans, and humans, unfortunately, are simply never neutral. We just aren’t able to completely disregard our feelings, attitudes, and perceptions. Some degree of bias will always remain, no matter what measures we take.

Perhaps the most important thing for us to do as consumers of news is to remain vigilant, discerning, and engaged, and strive for truth in an age in which everyday life is inundated with various digital scams.

Above all, you have to remember that nothing is true just because you read it on Instagram.

Catfishing

The world of online dating is an absolute minefield. Here, Romeo meets Juliet by swiping to the right, and Cinderella can find her prince in an ocean of filtered selfies. Beware, however! In these waters, a strange creature called a catfish is on the prowl. I’m not talking about a whiskered aquatic animal here, but rather a cunning digital imposter who hides behind a false identity.

In the digital sphere, catfishing is the practice of creating a fake profile to deceive people on social media or dating platforms. People’s motives for doing this vary—they might just want attention, they might want to perpetrate fraud, they might want a release from everyday life, or they might even just want to experience the thrill of stringing people along. Sometimes it’s all quite innocent, but other times it can end up having profound emotional, financial, and even physical consequences for the unsuspecting victim.

Imagine this: You’ve met someone online. Their photos look like they just stepped out of a magazine, their interests are a perfect match with your own, and their stories are incredibly fascinating. Does that sound too good to be true? Well, it just might be.

Do you remember Manti Te’o, the American football player who was tricked into having a relationship with a woman who never existed? That’s a case of public catfishing. The emotional turmoil and shame he went through when the fraud was revealed is evidence of the damage that this kind of deception can cause.

While the digital world is a great big playground for our social and romantic dreams, it also, unfortunately, grants a degree of anonymity that is quite easy to abuse. The screen that allows us to connect with someone from another continent also has the potential to shield scammers from any immediate consequences.

So how does one safely navigate the dating seas?

The general principle is to believe what you see, but try to verify it. While it’s certainly wonderful to believe in people’s good nature, a healthy dose of skepticism can protect us from a great deal of evil. If a story seems too outlandish or somebody’s life appears to be a little too perfect, do some digging. Reverse image searches can help you determine whether somebody’s stunning photo is actually unique, or has simply been stolen from some random website.

Limit the amount of personal information you share about yourself. Manipulators will often fish for information that they can use against you later on.

In the technological age, there is no legitimate reason why somebody can’t make a video call. That’s an easy way to verify that the person you’re chatting with actually matches the profile you’ve seen. Camera not working all of a sudden? Watch your step.

Trust your gut: If something feels wrong, it probably is. Listen to your inner voice. It has evolved over millennia, and it’s there to protect you!

Sometimes someone else’s point of view will notice things that lovestruck eyes might miss. Share your online interactions with a trusted friend and ask them to help you analyze the situation.

Computerized Social Proof

In today’s world of likes, shares, and followers, digital popularity seems to have become the new currency. With just a wave of a magic wand (or the click of a button), your social status can skyrocket. But what exactly is “social proof”? Essentially, it is a psychological phenomenon where people mimic the actions of others in an attempt to emulate “correct” behavior. If a social media account has a large number of followers or a post has many likes, we will often perceive it to be trustworthy or credible. This is the digital version of trusting that a restaurant that always has a line outside must be good.

However, these numbers can be manipulated. With the emergence of digital tools and platforms, it has become alarmingly easy to purchase followers, likes, and comments. This can create an illusion of popularity, which gets the snowball rolling.

Consider this example: Sofi is an aspiring travel blogger who’s struggling to get her business off the ground. Frustrated by her failure to attract interest, she buys ten thousand followers, which suddenly makes her page seem influential. Different brands, mistaking this for genuine engagement, approach her for promotions. A casual visitor to her profile who sees these collaborations will assume she must be a trusted and important figure in the world of travel.

Do you think I’m making this up? As a writer, I receive offers to buy followers at least twice a week. I consistently decline as I know that what I’m being offered has nothing to do with real people.

So Why Is This a Problem, Exactly?

It’s a jungle, that’s what it is. When brands and individuals use these deceptive tactics, it means that the rest of us need to be more careful. This produces a general atmosphere of distrust where genuine, honest influencers and well-run businesses might end up being questioned or doubted for the simple reason that these kinds of scams have become so common.

While our fictional Sofi’s follower count may have increased, it’s not an indication that any real individuals really care about her content. Naturally, this doesn’t mean that her posts weren’t created from a place of genuine, meaningful engagement on her part. But it’s still just a scam.

Social media platforms that know about these dodgy practices have started to crack down on this stuff. Their measures range from purging fake accounts to penalizing users who get involved in these fraudulent practices. They have learned that the short-term gains of allowing fake profiles can result in long-term negative consequences.

And, of course, there is an ethical aspect to consider here. Is it right to mislead followers, brands, and even yourself by inflating the numbers this way?

Navigating these treacherous, deep waters requires awareness and good judgment. Whether you happen to own a brand or just be a private individual, you shouldn’t allow yourself to be swayed by somebody’s number of followers alone. Do your research. Is this a measure of genuine engagement? Are the comments on this profile meaningful or fictitious? Social media should encourage genuine connections and sincere sharing of experiences. Real “social proof” has nothing to do with numbers, it’s a matter of authentic interactions, meaningful engagement, and trust that’s been built over time. With real, flesh-and-blood people. Not fake digital profiles.

MORE ON POLITICAL CORRECTNESS

As I write this, the concept of political correctness is the subject of much debate. It’s definitely a good question whether this is an appropriate subject for a book about lies, but people who oppose political correctness, especially when it goes too far, often argue that if you’re not telling the truth, you’re lying. I find it interesting that people who dislike political correctness can actually be said to be accusing those who defend it of lying. At the same time, however, the politically correct aren’t too inclined to allow other people to express their opinions and thoughts on sensitive issues.

The term itself (often abbreviated as PC) seems to evoke strong emotions, from appreciation and understanding that it can make society more inclusive, to anger and frustration at what some perceive to be hypersensitivity and a willful blindness to the evidence of our own eyes. Fundamentally, political correctness is about refraining from expressions, statements, and actions that may marginalize, offend, or harm certain groups in society, particularly those who have been subjected to discrimination in the past. A wonderful cause, you might think. But like everything else, it has its controversies.

A Lengthy History

The term “political correctness” is actually over a hundred years old, and it has a rather troubling history. It first appeared in the Marxist-Leninist vocabulary that emerged after the Russian Revolution of 1917. There, it was used to refer to strict adherence to the policies and principles of the communist party of the Soviet Union. Essentially, it was forbidden to hold views that didn’t conform to party policy.

In the 1960s, political awareness grew in many parts of the world, and political correctness began to involve the highlighting of uses of language and actions that promote more inclusive modes of representation and respect for various groups. Over the years, it has grown to cover a range of topics, from gender and racial issues to issues related to physical abilities, mental health, and a whole host of other phenomena.

The term took on a new, derogatory meaning in the late twentieth century when conservatives in the United States began to call leftist sympathizers politically correct as a way of accusing them of practicing censorship.

Some Examples of Political Correctness

Let’s look at some brief examples from recent years. Around the turn of the millennium, for example, the names of American sports teams, especially the ones representing certain educational institutions, became the subject of debate. Why? The use of indigenous names and images in these contexts was thought to be derogatory and to perpetuate racial stereotypes. One example of this is the University of Illinois mascot, Chief Illiniwek, who was finally retired in 2007 after being the target of prolonged criticism and protest. During this period there was a significant cultural change, and focus shifted to the importance of respectful speech. Discussions began about the damage that stereotypes can cause, especially when they are presented in public and influential arenas like sports.

Fast-forward a decade, and we saw an acceptance of trans and nonbinary people come to prominence in the world. Around 2010, the discussion surrounding gender pronouns intensified. This was immediately connected to the fact that the rights of people whose gender identity didn’t fit the traditional male/female mold were inserted into the political agenda.

From the rethinking of mascots in the 2000s and the recognition of gender identities in the 2010s to the in-depth examination of systemic racism in the 2020s, political correctness has become a concept that reflects our rapidly changing social consciousness. In these areas, it has served us well.

What Are the Benefits of Political Correctness?

The basic principle of political correctness, as mentioned above, is one of consideration and respect. By encouraging the use of inclusive language, for example, political correctness advocates seek to promote appreciation for and inclusion of marginalized groups. Historically oppressed or neglected communities, like ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ groups, and people with disabilities all deserve to be treated just as respectfully as the majority does. By adapting our language we can signal to these groups that they are seen and respected—that they are included in the community.

While critics often describe political correctness as excessive or phony, its core principles do serve some very important societal purposes. As the world becomes more interconnected and more diverse, our need for mutual respect and understanding will only grow more crucial.

What Are the Disadvantages?

Are there no problems, then, with political correctness? Oh, there definitely are. There’s no shortage of challenges here. The enemies of political correctness often accuse those they consider to be politically correct of lying about how the world is actually organized, and critics say that it would be dangerous to uncritically accept everything that is presented under this umbrella. Because, they argue, there are actually outright lies mixed in with it all.

According to them, the danger of being labeled as politically incorrect, or—even worse—as a conspiracy nut or a full-on racist can discourage people from daring to express their views. This, they claim, can stifle public discourse. PC opinions produce an environment where individuals feel compelled to censor themselves, which deprives society as a whole of its full diversity of points of view. People simply don’t dare to be honest when they discuss certain topics. So instead, they stay silent.

Others argue that an excessive emphasis on PC culture might foster an atmosphere of hypersensitivity. People will be more likely to take offense, even when nobody has any intention of questioning or hurting them. Some universities have gone so far as to set up “safe spaces” where anyone who feels marginalized or like a member of a minority group can be left alone to avoid discomfort. This is a form of voluntary segregation, in other words. Is this a good thing? Does it actually promote diversity and understanding?

This increase in sensitivity can also make honest dialogue more difficult and lower people’s tolerance of opinions that don’t align with their own. In the long run, this can cause intolerance to growth and make society overly cautious. This, in turn, will risk undermining the robustness of public discourse and the trust that citizens have for one another. We are made to fear criticism, perhaps to the point of being angry before we’ve even opened our mouths.

What Can We Do About It?

There is a growing concern that political correctness might cause signaling behaviors that are simply aimed at demonstrating that you are an ethical and moral person. The consequence would be that individuals express opinions or positions in order to appear to be moral, rather than to communicate their actual thoughts or feelings.

One example of this might be a young influencer who picks up rubbish on the beach and films themselves doing it, but then leaves all the rubbish behind once the camera has been switched off.

Or somebody who films themselves giving money to a homeless person. It’s not enough to do a good deed, you have to show it off, too.

This adds further fuel to activism and militant advocacy. When people’s main reason for adopting politically correct speech patterns is to fit in or gain social capital rather than a sincere belief, critics argue that something is obviously getting out of hand.

An excessive focus on language and presentation might also divert our attention from the underlying issues themselves. If discussions are more concerned with the “correctness” of the language used than with the actual topic itself, society might lose sight of the pressing issues that need to be addressed. For example, replacing a derogatory term with another one is certainly a step in the right direction, but if we leave the systemic issue that motivated the change unaddressed, any change achieved will really be more cosmetic than it is transformative. George Orwell’s 1984 contains countless examples of this very idea.

What Are We Seeing Here?

In George Orwell’s modern classic 1984, he introduced the concept of Newspeak. Newspeak is used by the totalitarian state in the novel to restrict freedom of thought and concepts that pose a threat to the regime, including freedom, self-expression, individuality, and peace. All dissent is made impossible by the elimination of the very words that could be used to express such ideas.

For example, the word “free” still exists in Newspeak, but it is only used in statements like This dog is free from lice, which means that it cannot be infested with lice. The political and intellectual concept of being free doesn’t exist, which makes it impossible for people to question whether they are free or not.

Of course, manipulation of language—in fiction and in reality—is a powerful tool used to control populations because of the ways it can limit their range of thought. In 1984, the idea is that the citizens of Oceania won’t even be able to imagine rebellion or criticism of the government because they have no words to express these ideas.

Just a moment, you might be thinking, George Orwell was a novelist. This is a work of fiction, not a true story. Unfortunately, nothing is ever that simple. And the expression that truth is sometimes stranger than fiction hasn’t come about by accident. While the intentions behind political correctness—the promotion of a more inclusive and respectful society—are certainly benevolent, it’s important to approach this concept with a sober mind. When fitting in with a group becomes more important than being truthful, some very problematic contradictions will eventually arise. We can already see them in the media on a daily basis.

Real-World Examples

I’d like to return to the issue of gender and biology here. While it is scientifically established that biological sex is determined by chromosomes, the concept of gender identity is more fluid and covers a whole spectrum of identities. There are also people whose biological sex can’t be definitely determined at birth. It’s not that common, but it does happen.

Alongside this, there is the question of which gender somebody feels they belong to, that is, gender identity, which is not the same thing as biological sex. Some would argue that political correctness prevents all open discussion about the differences between biological sex and gender identity. They are worried about suffering backlash, or being accused of narrow-mindedness or claims that they suffer from some kind of phobia.

The whole idea of recognizing the right of all people to decide for themselves which gender they belong to can be complicated for people who have grown up being taught that our society is based on gender distinctions. I’m by no means an expert on these matters, and I will willingly admit that I don’t understand all the finer points of this. However, suddenly allowing everyone to consider themselves to be anything they like can seem to turn the entire social order on its head. It can cause conflict and further fuel the polarization we are currently seeing.

The Importance of Honesty

So what can we do to stick to the actual truth as much as possible while also showing consideration and respect for dissenting views?

It can be challenging to navigate the minefields of political correctness while also seeking to maintain one’s personal integrity. For example, I hesitated over including this section at all for a very long time, as I knew that it might very well upset some of my readers. But don’t worry. That’s not my intention at all. Remember, this is a book about lies and liars, and we have to dare to examine the areas where people’s perceptions of the truth conflict the most. I can only hope that anybody reading this will have the courage to reach beyond the polarized state of discourse and try to view the issues from other points of view. My basic reflex is to engage in dialogue in a respectful manner. When confronted with statements that seem to be politically correct, but also feel questionable to me, I try to seek clarity by cautiously digging a little deeper. Instead of angrily dismissing or, for that matter, blindly accepting a peculiar statement, I prefer to ask open-ended questions to gain a deeper understanding (open-ended questions are questions that cannot be answered with a simple yes or no).

Furthermore—and this is very important to remember—you can’t change other people. On the other hand, you don’t need to go along with something obviously crazy just because a certain phrase is trending on TikTok this week. You’re entitled to have your own opinions. Remember that whatever you might think, you’re not alone. It’s not always the ones who shout the loudest who are in the right. Their shouting is just a cover-up for their lack of solid arguments.

My Incorrect Conclusions Regarding PC

Political correctness, as it exists today, is a tool intended to promote a more inclusive and understanding society. While its intentions are noble, like any tool, its effects depend entirely on its application.

Balancing respect for the experiences and feelings of others with factual accuracy and open dialogue is the real challenge here. By fostering an environment of education, understanding, and open dialogue, we can navigate the terrain of political correctness without ignoring reality or failing to respect the actual truth.

In the information age, I would say that critical thinking has become our most valuable asset. Embracing political correctness responsibly means understanding its implications, both the positive and the negative ones, and approaching each situation with empathy, knowledge, and openness.

You have to make your own mind up, essentially. Even when it feels difficult. Especially when it feels difficult, even.

PLAYING WITH NUMBERS

Have you considered the fact that, statistically, it would be correct to say that the average person has one ovary and one testicle?

In an era saturated with data, statistics have become a compelling tool for validating beliefs, selling products and services, and influencing public opinion in various directions. I think we need to address this matter some more.

Benjamin Disraeli, one of Churchill’s predecessors as UK prime minister, is said to be the source of this oft-quoted phrase:

“There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.”

You’ve probably heard it used before, perhaps mainly in jest. But this cautionary phrase does highlight the potential that statistical data has to both inform and deceive. The appeal of statistics is connected to their supposed objectivity. Numbers, unlike emotions and personal testimonies, promise to present an unbiased truth. However, as history has shown us, these truths can be easily manipulated to serve specific purposes. This also applies to practically any area you can imagine.

But are things really that bad? In the right hands, numbers can be invaluable. In the wrong hands, however, they can be weaponized and used to promote all manner of scams.

Here are some classic examples in which figures and statistics have been used to mislead:

Four out of five dentists recommend this toothpaste. (Who are these dentists, and what was the actual question they were asked?)

Our product is 50 percent more effective. (Than what? A product that does nothing at all?)

Studies show that 47.6 percent blah blah … (Which studies? How were they carried out? Were they funded by neutral parties?)

Crime has dropped by 10 percent. (Is this because crimes are no longer being reported, or because criminal activity has actually decreased?)

Nine out of ten people favor our brand. (What was the sample here? Did you survey ten of your own employees?)

Sales have increased by 200 percent! (Oh, so you sold three units this year, but only one last year?)

Our service has a 90 percent satisfaction rate with users. (Ten people used the service, and only one of them expressed skepticism.)

The average income of our employees is €100,000. (But the median income is €30,000, and the multimillion-euro salaries of management distort the average.)

Now, some comedy: Eighty percent of the time, it works every time. (This line comes from the film Anchorman, and it illustrates the idiocy of referring to statistics without providing any context whatsoever.)

When you come across statements like these, always remember to ask this important question: What is it they’re not telling us?

Just for fun, I could add that this summer I have reduced my working hours in the garden by more than 80 percent. (What could be the explanation for this? Mainly the fact that it has been raining most every day all summer, and I’ve simply not been able to spend time outdoors. I’ve also delegated lawn-mowing duty to the neighbor’s kid.)

Statistics require us to pay a specific kind of attention. When we see a percentage, an average, or a graph of any kind, we tend to accept the information we’re given without too much thought. Why is this? Because numbers have such an immutable air about them. They represent certainty in an increasingly uncertain world. Moreover, as individuals, we tend to always be looking for patterns that can help us understand the world around us, and statistics serve this need by offering us quantified patterns. Numbers concretize the abstract and make the subjective suddenly objective.

In the right hands, numbers can be invaluable. In the wrong hands, however, they can be weaponized to serve all manner of lies.

Human Vision—Graphs and Charts

I’m sure you’ve heard this expression: A picture is worth a thousand words. In this context, perhaps we should ask: Why a thousand words, specifically? How did someone determine that it’s a thousand words? That’s a suspicious degree of precision. Would 950 words actually have been enough? Or maybe even 500? Why not 5,000, for that matter? How was this study actually designed, who selected the sample, what was their agenda, and what kinds of words are we talking about, anyway?

Anyway.

In a time when data reigns supreme, the old adage that seeing is believing has never been more relevant. Graphs, charts, and infographics have become common methods for serving up large amounts of data in a digestible format. However, images can just as easily be used to deceive as to inform and educate. Let’s take a deeper dive into the art of lying with graphs and learn why a picture actually can be worth a thousand words, but also why it can be worth a thousand misconceptions.

Human beings are visual creatures. We process images sixty thousand times faster than text. This means that when we’re shown a graph, our brains will instinctively lock on to certain visual cues before we’ve had any time to reflect on the data behind them. This instinct can be a blessing in some situations, but it can also make us easily misled when the images we’re shown have been manipulated.

Perhaps the most common fraud you’ll encounter is manipulation of the y-axis. Instead of starting at zero, graphs will often start at a higher value to exaggerate the differences.

Let’s take a look at one of the more horrific examples.

What Does This Graph Actually Show?

The 1996 case of the pharmaceutical giant Purdue Pharma and their highly addictive drug OxyContin is still having repercussions for tens of thousands of people worldwide because of the way they used (or misused) statistics in their marketing.

When Purdue Pharma launched their new product OxyContin, they presented the drug as a safe, nonaddictive opioid that offered highly effective pain relief. Doctors were skeptical because they had experience of the dangers of using addictive opioids to treat chronic pain. The severity of the addiction it could cause was even comparable to that of heroin addiction.

When you look at the image below, you will realize that it’s actually very difficult to interpret. However, it still makes an impression. And, as we all know, first impressions are the most important thing.


Different doses of OxyContin stay in the body for different lengths of time

[image: A line graph of the decrease in oxytocin concentration on a logarithmic scale in the hours since dosing. For all doses, the concentration increases and then decreases. The concentration of a 160-milligram dose of oxytocin is higher after 12 hours than the concentration of a 10-milligram of oxytocin.]
Source: studentwork.prattsi.org

However, Purdue Pharma used a very specific graph to suggest to doctors that this drug wasn’t addictive. The different lines indicate the effects of different drugs on patients. Along the vertical y-axis, we can see the dosage, that is, how many milligrams of the drug a patient receives. As you can see, the difference between the highest and lowest dose isn’t that great, although there is some difference.

Along the horizontal x-axis, we can see how long (in hours) the drug remains in the body. The aim here was to show that adding more of the active ingredient to tablets would be risk-free and do no harm to patients.

The problem, though, was that the graph depicted below was constructed with a logarithmic scale along the y-axis instead of a linear scale, which means that the suggested outcome it presented was very different from the real one. The scale starts at 10, but quickly reaches 100.

If the y-axis had been linear, the graph would have looked like the following graph instead.


Different doses of OxyContin stay in the body for different lengths of time – linear Y-axis

[image: A line graph of the decrease in oxytocin concentration on a linear scale in the hours since dosing. For all doses, the concentration increases and then decreases. The concentration of a 160-milligram dose of oxytocin is higher after 12 hours than the concentration of a 10-milligram of oxytocin.]
Source: studentwork.prattsi.org

This graph is fully accurate, but even it is somewhat difficult to interpret. It gives a very different impression from the first one. In this one, it’s obvious that there is actually a significant difference between the lowest dose and the highest dose. The difference between these results is cause for concern for anybody who really knows what to look for. What happened as a result? A large number of patients received such high doses of the drug that they developed addictions more or less immediately. They basically became drug addicts because nobody (outside of Purdue Pharma) realized how addictive the drug really was. Pharmacists were turned into drug dealers.

After a series of deaths and lengthy investigations, Purdue Pharma was fined $600 million for this offense. If you want to know more about this, there is both a TV and Netflix series that covers this scandal.

Selective Time Frames

The choice of time frames can drastically change the narrative a graph presents. The stock market’s performance can be made to appear to be skyrocketing if you only show the last six months. However, if you zoom out to the last five years, you’ll see a series of peaks and valleys, which indicates a lot more volatility in the market. What do you want to show? A rapid rise in the stock market?


The stock market’s development over the past ten years

[image: A line graph of the stock market’s development between 2014 and 2023. A fluctuating line rises steadily from 400 in 2014 to 700 in 2020, falls in the first quarter of 2020, rises to 1000 in 2022, falls to 700 in the fourth quarter of 2022 and rises again.]
Source: Dagens Industri

Or would you prefer to suggest that it has been steadily dropping for quite a long time?


The stock market’s development in 2022

[image: A line graph of the stock market’s development in 2022. The lines for the index of frontier markets, emerging markets and developed markets are fluctuating lines that show increases and decreases in the year 2022.]
Source: placera.se

Some people are out to give others a proper scare. Perhaps they want to let people know that the stock market isn’t a good match for people who don’t have strong nerves? All the graphs below are individually accurate, but when you present them together like this they will undoubtedly discourage people from entering the stock market. The graph shows nothing but drops in value, leaving out all the rises in between, and more than anything, the incomplete picture presented will just give people a stomachache.


Market crashes

[image: A line graph of the stock market performance during different market crashes. The crashes are IT bubble, Russia and Asia crisis, real estate crisis, interest rate crisis, stock market crash, Black Monday, financial crisis, global pandemic crisis and debt crisis.]
Source: Nordnet

What would be a fairer representation of the stock market’s performance? Perhaps something like this. After all, this goes back ten years, and it can probably be said to give a decent picture of reality. There is an overall upward trend, but the market certainly isn’t always going up.


The stock market’s development over the past ten years

[image: A line graph of the stock market’s development between 2014 and 2023. A fluctuating line rises steadily from 400 in 2014 to 700 in 2020, falls in the first quarter of 2020, rises to 1000 in 2022, falls to 700 in the fourth quarter of 2022 and rises again.]
Source: Dagens Industri

A funny thing that some people use statistics for is to conflate causality and correlation. These concepts are used in statistical research to describe the relationship between two or more variables.

Correlation measures the strength and direction of a linear relationship between two variables. It doesn’t suggest that one variable causes the other, it just indicates that they tend to move together in some way.

Let’s say that the statistics show that there is a correlation between ice cream sales and the number of drownings that occur. As ice cream sales increase, the number of drownings also tends to increase. This should hardly be taken to mean that buying more ice cream will cause more people to drown. It probably just means that people tend to both go swimming more and eat more ice cream … in the summertime. But there is no direct relationship between the two.

Causality means the existence of an actual causal relationship between two variables. If A causes B, changes in A will bring changes in B.

A fairly harmless example here is that your risk of being seriously injured by a sharp object will increase if you have knives at home. Or, that the risk of drowning in your own garden will increase by 40 percent if you happen to have a swimming pool.

Or, how about this: Smoking has been shown to cause various health problems, including lung cancer. This isn’t merely a correlation; extensive research has shown that the chemicals in cigarettes have immediate harmful effects on the body that can cause cancer and other diseases.

As usual, you have to be extremely picky about what you believe here. Some correlations can often raise some eyebrows, and some correlations aren’t even genuine correlations. They just appear to be. However, because graphs and charts seem to represent some kind of objective truth, some people seek to abuse the trust people place in graphical representations of data to present pictures that differ from reality.

Below, we can see data from the Uniform Crime Reports at the FBI. The accuracy of this data has been subject to lots of criticism, but we can set that aside for the moment. Now, I want us to use their data to demonstrate how graphs can be manipulated. Here is a bar chart that presents their data on the number of murders in the US in a way that makes it look as though the murder rates have increased alarmingly.

But take a closer look at the y-axis. It doesn’t start at zero at all, but at 16,340 murders in a year. Now take a look at the following graph, which shows the exact same data.

In this graph, the y-axis ranges from 0 to 18,000 murders a year. Based on this graph, you might even have a hard time telling which year had more murders unless you zoomed in on the chart or studied it closely. Now, it’s certainly terrible that more than sixteen thousand people were murdered in each of those years. But nonetheless, it seems absurd to claim that there was a large increase in murders if we look at the graph that took 0 as its lowest point.


Murders in the United States

[image: A bar graph of the number of murders in the United States: 16,375 in 2018 and 16,425 in 2019. The vertical axis ranges from 16,340 to 16,430, with the bar for 2019 significantly higher than 2018.]
Source: web.stevenson.edu


Murders in the United States

[image: A bar graph of the number of murders in the United States: 16,375 in 2018 and 16,425 in 2019. The vertical axis ranges from 0 to 18,000, with the bar for 2019 slightly higher than 2018.]
Source: web.stevenson.edu

And remember, all these graphs are accurate. What makes these different images interesting is the immediate reactions they trigger in us. We often subconsciously look for images in the world that will confirm what we already believe about something or other.

Taking Pirates’ Temperatures

Let’s talk about temperatures, shall we? That usually attracts attention and produces some invigorating discussions. Are you ready?

The graph below charts temperature changes over the last two thousand years. There is, of course, great variation over time. Then at the start of the Industrial Revolution, temperatures begin to change more rapidly.


Global average temperature change

[image: A line graph of the global average temperature change between years 200 and 2000. The temperature fluctuated between 0 and 0.25 till 1800 and increased to 1.2 by 2000.]
Source: Wikimedia Commons

If I’ve understood this correctly, this graph is absolutely correct. Please note the source if you’d like to investigate this further. However, there are entirely different approaches one could take. Just look at the graph below. Here, it looks like the temperature has never done anything but rise, rise, rise. The steeper you want to make the rise, the more you can fine-tune the y-axis. You could draw it up in hundredths of a degree if you wanted to make things look really dramatic. In this case, they settled for tenths of a degree. (If you look back to the earlier graph, it showed half degrees, which will also give a different impression.)


Global average temperature 1860–2020

[image: A line graph of the global average temperature between 1860 and 2020. The line for temperature fluctuates, rising from negative 0.4 degrees Celsius in 1860 to 0.95 in 2020.]
Source: berkeleyearth.org/2019-temperatures/

But what if, instead of using shorter time axes, you used longer ones? And what if you also accounted for something else: temperature anomalies. Then the results might look like this.


Temperature variations

[image: A line graph of the temperature variations. The horizontal axis ranges from negative 800,000 to 0 and the vertical axis is the global temperature in degrees Celsius. A line fluctuates between negative 8 degrees Celsius and 3.5 degrees Celsius.]
Source: earthobservatory.nasa.gov

Here, the ranges used are expressed as whole degrees. Nevertheless, the changes still look big. What would they look like if we used tenths of a degree? This, right here, is my whole point. As a layman, you never have a clue what you’re actually looking at, but you still feel something when you look at this material.

Why not, as some prefer to do, go back really far in time instead?


Estimated global temperature over the last 500 million years

[image: A line graph of the estimated global temperature over the last 500 million years. The temperature initially fluctuated between 95 degrees Fahrenheit and 50 degrees Fahrenheit and began decreasing from 85 degrees Fahrenheit 100 million years ago to 50 degrees Fahrenheit today.]
Source: climate.gov

Would human beings have been able to survive if they had lived somewhere near the middle of that curve? Look, I have no idea, and I’m not making any kinds of claims here. My point is just that all these graphs are accurate, as far as I can tell, and that they can be used for all sorts of purposes. And that they are used.

A whole bunch of the people reading this are probably boiling over right now because of how rudely I have decided to present statistics that don’t conform to your own personal opinions on these issues. To all of you, I just want to say this:

I’m not making any claims. I’m not smart enough to understand how we ought to interpret all this data. Discussing temperature changes tends to bring people’s political opinion out within a fraction of a second. Soon, loud voices will enter



Nonsensical Relationships



Global average temperature vs. number of pirates

[image: A line graph of the relationship between global average temperature and number of pirates. As the number of pirates decreased from 35,000 in 1820 to 100 in 2000, the global average temperature increased from 14.25 to 15.9.]
Source: spaghettimonster.org



Number of ice creams sold vs. number of murders

[image: A line graph of the number of ice creams sold and the number of murders between May and July. The number of ice creams sold increased from 4 in May to 16 in July. The number of murders increased from 5 in May to 14 in July.]
Source: Buzzfeed News



Population cholesterol levels

[image: A line graph of the population’s cholesterol levels in men and women between 1986 and 2010. In both men and women, the cholesterol levels decreased till 1991, increased till 1994, decreased till 2004 and increased again. Justin Bieber was born in 1994 and Facebook was invented in 2004.]
Source: marksdailyapple.com



Welcome to Microsoft Edge: Faster than both Chrome and Firefox–according to Google’s benchmark

[image: An illustration of the speed score of three browsers. The speed score of Microsoft Edge is 31,786 and it is the fastest. The speed score of Google Chrome is 29,619 and it is 5 percent slower. The speed score of Mozilla Firefox is 26,876 and it is 9 percent slower. ]
Source: venngage.com



Browser speed test

[image: A bar graph of the speed score of three browsers. The speed score is 31,786 for Microsoft Edge, 29,619 for Google Chrome and 26,876 for Mozilla Firefox.]
Source: venngage.com




Afterword

As I’ve mentioned, even the drier or more factual parts of the information we have at our disposal can be questioned. In general, the world would be an easier place to live in if facts could be facts and it was less easy to distort them.

But things are the way they are.

As I have mentioned elsewhere in this book: Nobody is going to reward me for being naive. I have to root around for the truth myself, especially regarding subjects that are close to my heart. Taking a closer look at things that might seem to be facts at first glance has sometimes brought me to reconsider things I held to be true. Sometimes you have to pay more attention to the sender than the actual message.

I don’t know if the good old days were actually any better, but I do think things were easier then.

Take care of yourself, and stay vigilant, always.
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