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Good day, ladies, gentlemen and everyone else.
-
My name is Ivo Vegter. I’ve been a journalist for 

over 26 years, and in my spare time write 
research reports for think tanks.

-
I was Daily Maverick’s longest-running columnist 

until I left them recently to join the Institute for 
Race Relations to promote classical liberal 
principles. Among other things, I now write for 
its newspaper, the Daily Friend.



  

 

  

The fun part of my job is debunking popular and 
widely-held myths. People are incredibly attached to 
their beliefs, often without much by way of scientific 
fact or logical reasons. 

-
Many people base their entire identities on their belief 

systems about the environment, economics, and 
indeed, food. 



  

 

  

That's why when those beliefs get challenged, people 
can get very offended. You're attacking their sense of 
identity, their like-minded communities, and even 
their intelligence. 



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

Over the years, I’ve identified several reasons 
why people believe myths and misinformation 
about food, and why those beliefs are so hard 
to shift. Today, I’d like to talk about four of 
them: 



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

The appeal of authority. People tend to believe 
popular figures in the media, without 
understanding the underlying science.



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

✿ It’s trendy to be sensitive

It’s trendy to be sensitive to this or that, or have a 
condition that makes one deserving of special 
treatment



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

✿ It’s trendy to be sensitive

✿ Anti-capitalism and the myth of an idyllic past

A fasionable aversion to capitalism and a belief in 
the myth of an idyllic past that was ruined by 
modernity.



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

✿ It’s trendy to be sensitive

✿ Anti-capitalism and the myth of an idyllic past

✿ Mystical and spiritual beliefs

And finally, people have mystical and spiritual 
beliefs that influence how they view health and 
diet.



  

 

  

Most people are not scientists. Most people have 
never even read a scientific paper. I’m not a scientist 
either, but I do read lots of scientific papers. 

-
I can fully understand why people don’t read them. 

Scientists make terrible writers, and most of it goes 
way over the layman’s head. 

-
While you and I may know what this paper means, we 

can’t expect the average consumer to understand it.
-
I’m kidding. I have no clue what’s going on here.



  

 

  

Δ Sensationalised headlines, 
even in university press 
releases

Δ Speculative language

Δ Relative risk vs absolute risk

Δ Extrapolating in vitro results 
to in vivo results

Δ Extrapolating results in lab 
animals to humans

Δ Confusing correlation and 
causation

Warning signs of bad science
Δ Unreplicable results

Δ Assuming “peer reviewed” 
means “verified”

Δ Cherry-picked results

Δ Ignoring caveats

Δ Small sample sizes

Δ Unrepresentative samples

Δ Lack of control group

Δ No double-blind testing

Δ Conflicts of interest

Distinguishing good science from bad science is hard. 
Without going into detail, here’s a checklist of fifteen 
things to look for when evaluating scientific news or 
papers.

-
Do you do that every time you read an article in a 

magazine that says whiffledidoop causes cancer?
-
I can tell you without much fear of contradiction that 

very few journalists do this, either. They just parrot 
what they read in university press releases, or 
worse, what television celebrities tell them.



  

 

  

Because few people have the skills necessary to 
interpret what a scientific result means, or to 
distinguish good science from bad, they rely on 
authorities to do it for them. Superficially, this seems 
sensible. 

-
Unfortunately, popular authorities leave a lot to be 

desired. Many aren’t even real experts. 
-
Bill Nye the Science Guy is a mechanical engineer, but 

is widely mistaken for an expert on a wide range of 
scientific subjects, from evolution to climate change.



  

 

  

 

When CNN was covering an E.coli outbreak on 
romaine lettuce, they did not invite a food safety 
regulator or a food scientist onto TV. They invited the 
blogger Vani Hari, better known as The Food Babe. 

-
The Food Babe has over a million followers on 

Facebook. Yet she has no relevant qualifications or 
work experience.



  

 

  

The Food Babe told CNN that the E.coli contamination 
probably happened during processing and could be 
avoided by buying whole heads of lettuce. 

-
She was guessing. It happened at source, on farms, 

and whole heads were contaminated.
-
She told the global TV viewership that it was because 

of antibiotics breeding superbugs. 
-
It wasn’t. E.coli is not a superbug. Antibiotics are 

contra-indicated in the treatment of E.coli infections 
in humans. Farmers certainly don’t treat lettuce with 
antibiotics.



  

 

  

“Microwaved water produced a similar physical structure 
to when the words ‘satan’ and ‘hitler’ were repeatedly 
exposed to the water.”

The Food Babe has unburdened herself of real 
scientific pearlers, like “Microwaved water produced 
a similar physical structure to when the words ‘satan’ 
and ‘hitler’ were repeatedly exposed to the water.”

-
[Talk to water. Drink water.]
-
Hmm, yes, that water tastes offended. 



  

 

  

“There is just no acceptable level of any chemical to 
ingest, ever.”

“Microwaved water produced a similar physical structure 
to when the words ‘satan’ and ‘hitler’ were repeatedly 
exposed to the water.”

“There is just no acceptable level of any chemical to 
ingest, ever.” 

-
That gives new meaning to the phrase “starvation diet”. 



  

 

  

“There is just no acceptable level of any chemical to 
ingest, ever.”

“Microwaved water produced a similar physical structure 
to when the words ‘satan’ and ‘hitler’ were repeatedly 
exposed to the water.”

“If a third grader can’t pronounce it, don’t eat it.”

“If a third grader can't pronounce it, don't eat it.”



  

 

  

beta-carotene; retinol

thiamine; thiamin

riboflavin

niacin; nicotinic acid; niacinamide

pantothenic acid

pyridoxine

biotin

folic acid; folate

cyanocobalamin; methylcobalamin

ascorbic acid

ergocalciferol; cholecalciferol

tocopherol

phylloquinone; phytonadione; phytomenadione

menaquinone; menatetrenone

Here’s a list of chemicals, most of which a third-grader 
would not be able to pronounce. Recognise them?



  

 

  

A beta-carotene; retinol

B1 thiamine; thiamin

B2 riboflavin

B3 niacin; nicotinic acid; niacinamide

B5 pantothenic acid

B6 pyridoxine

B7 biotin

B9 folic acid; folate

B12 cyanocobalamin; methylcobalamin

C ascorbic acid

D ergocalciferol; cholecalciferol

E tocopherol

K1 phylloquinone; phytonadione; phytomenadione

K2 menaquinone; menatetrenone

These are all the vitamins we need, at acceptable 
levels.

-
The Food Babe set ignorance as the standard for food 

safety.



  

 

  

“There is a cult of ignorance in 
the United States, and there has 
always been. The strain of anti-

intellectualism has been a 
constant thread winding its way 
through our political and cultural 
life, nurtured by the false notion 
that democracy means that my 

ignorance is just as good as your 
knowledge.”

– Isaac Asimov (1980)

As the biochemist and prolific science author Isaac 
Asimov once lamented: “There is a cult of ignorance 
in the United States, and there has always been. 

-
“The strain of anti-intellectualism has been a constant 

thread winding its way through our political and 
cultural life, nurtured by the false notion that 
democracy means that my ignorance is just as good 
as your knowledge.”

-



  

 

  

The Food Babe’s campaigns have succeeded, on 
totally spurious grounds, at getting food and 
cosmetics companies to remove preservatives and 
colouring agents from their products. 



  

 

  

Food Babe products

Turns out she has herself been selling a number of 
pricey Food Babe approved products that contain the 
very same ingredients she railed against. 

-
This happened not once, but several times, with 

different chemical compounds.
-



  

 

  

The only way in which Food Babe ever improved the 
quality of online food information, was by pissing off 
Yvette d’Entremont, an analytical chemist with a 
background in forensics and toxicology. 



  

 

  

d’Entremont now runs the SciBabe blog, named in 
honour of Food Babe, where she debunks 
unscientific misinformation about food and nutrition, 
alternative medicine, the anti-vaccination movement, 
and anti-GMO activists. 

-
Food Babe has recognised SciBabe as her arch-

enemy, which I think is lovely. 



  

 

  

 

The US Food and Drug Administration had to set the 
record straight after Food Babe’s display of rank 
ignorance passing for expert commentary on CNN. 
CNN didn’t carry their correction.

-
What chance do regular viewers have, who don’t know 

enough to tell experts from non-experts?



  

 

  

Then there’s Dr Mehmet Oz, a cardiothoracic surgeon 
and purveyor of pseudoscientific quackery, who got 
hauled over the coals in front of Congress for selling 
miracle diets and bogus supplements.



  

 

  

“Every hour you sit at work increases your mortality 11 
percent. Think about that.”

Here are some of his choice scientific quotations. 
“Every hour you sit at work increases your mortality 
by 11%. Think about that.”

-
So I thought about that. Now I feel quite certain I’m 

going to die, and probably quite soon. Thanks for 
nothing, Dr. Oz.



  

 

  

“Every hour you sit at work increases your mortality 11 
percent. Think about that.”

“Most food you drop is still perfectly edible. If it was in your 
eyesight the whole time, you can pick it up and eat it.”

The good doctor also has a theory about food 
contamination. “Most food you drop is still perfectly 
edible. If it was in your eyesight the whole time, you 
can pick it up and eat it.”

-
It doesn’t matter what you drop it on. If you keep 

looking at it, the bacteria will be too intimidated by 
your scary glare to crawl onto it. 

-
I hope this doesn’t reflect his sanitary procedures in 

the operating room.



  

 

  

According to a study published in the British Medical 
Journal, scientific evidence was lacking or 
contradictory for more than half of all Dr. Oz’s 
recommendations.

-
Let that sink in: a qualified medical doctor on 

television, whose advice to viewers is supported by 
evidence less than half the time. 



  

 

  

Yet Dr Oz is still on the faculty in the department of 
surgery at Columbia University, where he is the 
director of the integrative medicine centre. Integrative 
medicine is when they mix medicine with bullshit. It’s 
a big thing at universities right now.

-
New York Magazine listed him among the best doctors 

of the year. Time listed him among the world’s 100 
most influential people. The World Economic Forum 
named him a global leader of tomorrow. Donald 
Trump appointed him to the Council on Sports, 
Fitness, and Nutrition.

-
How are people to tell dangerous quacks apart from 

actual authorities, when even the supposed 
authorities bestow such laurels upon the quacks?



  

 

  

The appeal of authority doesn’t end with popular 
internet or television personalities. 

-
One might think that government advice about diet and 

lifestyle should be followed because it is probably 
backed by sound evidence. But even in major 
developed countries, that is often not the case. 

-
Perhaps most infamously, the US Senate Select 

Committee on Nutrition and Human needs, under 
then-Senator George McGovern, issued the first 
dietary goals for Americans in 1977. The UK adopted 
similar guildelines in 1983, and it has spread 
worldwide since.



  

 

  

✿ increase consumption of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains; 
✿ decrease consumption of refined and processed sugars and 

foods high in such sugars; 
✿ decrease consumption of foods high in total fat and animal fat, 

and partially replace saturated fats with polyunsaturated fats; 
✿ decrease consumption of eggs, butterfat, and other high-

cholesterol foods; 
✿ decrease consumption of salt and foods high in salt; 
✿ and choose low-fat and non-fat dairy products instead of high-fat 

dairy products (except for young children)

McGovern Committee
Dietary Guidelines for Americans

It recommended that people increase consumption of 
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains; 

-
decrease consumption of sugars; 
-
decrease consumption fat and replace saturated fats 

with polyunsaturated fats; 
-
decrease consumption of eggs, butterfat, and other 

high-cholesterol foods; 
-
decrease consumption of salt; 
-
and choose low-fat and non-fat dairy products.



  

 

  

There was no good evidence for this advice, and it was 
controversial from the start. Yet the guidelines have 
changed surprisingly little over the years. Its almost 
as if no new dietary research has been conducted 
since 1980.



  

 

  

The 1977 dietary guidelines backfired catastrophically. 
The substantial reduction of fat in American diets 
since 1977 marked the start of a sharp rise in obesity 
and diabetes, in both adults and children. 



  

 

  

Death rates due to coronary heart disease did go down 
after 1977, but that decline had started ten years 
earlier.



  

 

  

It is now well-established in the academic literature 
that a misplaced faith in health authorities led to wide 
acceptance of the low-fat ideology...



  

 

  

...although the low-fat dietary guidelines were not 
supported by any evidence from randomised 
controlled trials...



  

 

  

...and in fact contributed to the declining health of 
Americans.



  

 

  

The advice to reduce salt intake, too, had little basis in 
science. 

-



  

 

  

Although warnings about a link between salt and high 
blood pressure go back to 1904, modern science 
says that if you consume moderate quantities of salt, 
you’ll be just fine. 



  

 

  

Recent studies found that there is no strong evidence 
that cutting salt intake reduces the risk for heart 
attacks, strokes or death, even in people who 
already have high blood pressure. 

-



  

 

  

Lower salt consumption could actually increase your 
risk of dying of heart disease...



  

 

  

... and recommended government guidelines on salt 
may actually be too low for the average diet.



  

 

  

But do you think the government bureaucrats actually 
care about the science? Of course not.



  

 

  

And what about sugar? 



  

 

  

Again, the field abounds with extreme conclusions 
based on shockingly bad research.



  

 

  

Dr Robert Lustig’s sugar study is so bad a first-year 
student could rip it apart in half an hour, and yet he is 
celebrated as the heroic scientist behind sugar 
taxes.



  

 

  

The South African government introduced a tax on 
sugar-sweetened beverages last year. 



  

 

  

The entire justification for the tax was a single 
paper, presenting a so-called “mathematical 
model” (that is, an Excel spreadsheet), of the 
expected impact of a 20% sugar tax. 

-
It concluded that 220,000 fewer South Africans 

will be obese as a result of this tax.



  

 

  

Even if you very generously assume that all the study’s 
assumptions come true, which they won’t, it says 
daily energy intake will decrease by 36kJ. 

-
That is only 0.55% of the recommended daily energy 

intake of a child.



  

 

  

This reduction will result in an average weight 
reduction of 383 grams, which is hardly detectable 
on a bathroom scale. 



  

 

  

So the 220,000 people that will no longer be classified 
as obese, or 0.4% of the population, will go from 
fractionally above the line of obesity...



  

 

  

to fractionally below that line.
-
Suggesting that losing less than 400g in 
bodyweight will make any difference to anyone 
whatsoever, or reduce the government’s 
healthcare costs, is simply absurd.
-
But hey, over R2 billion a year in tax revenue is 
nothing to sniff at.



  

 

  

The people who really took the sugar advice to heart 
were the Banting crowd, egged on by sports 
nutritionist Tim Noakes. 

-
He jumped on the failure of the low-fat guidelines, and 

instead advocated a low-carb, high-fat diet. Ever 
since, instead of cutting out fat to diet, people have 
been cutting out carbs instead.



  

 

  

It was like a cult. They came up with the most absurd 
recipes. 

-
Of course, Banting is really just a revival of the old 

Atkins diet. So how has its new incarnation worked 
for them? 



  

 

  

Well... it hasn’t. Neither cutting carbs nor sugar did 
anything for the obesity rate. 



  

 

  

So we have a real problem here. Even the real health 
authorities, in academia and government, often give 
dietary advice without sound scientific backing, and 
make food regulations based on shoddy, biased 
research.

-
They’ve proven to be not much better than Oprah, and 

Gwynneth Paltrow and Food Babe and Dr Oz. It’s 
like the blind leading the blind.



  

 

  

A second reason people believe weird things about 
food is that it has become fashionable to be 
intolerant to something or the other, or have a 
condition that somehow makes one special.

-
We all know the kind of person who is lactose 

intolerant, gluten intolerant, pescatarian, fruitarian, or 
even revels in the belief that they’re autistic because 
an online survey said so, and all this makes them 
special snowflakes that deserve special treatment.



  

 

  

This trend to be fussy about food poses a serious risk 
to food manufacturers, and not least the dairy 
industry.

-
In the US, the average American drinks 40% less milk 

today than they drank in 1975. 
-
Non-dairy milk sales are growing sharply, while dairy 

sales keep declining.



  

 

  

Source: Milk South Africa, Lacto Data, 
Vol 23 No. 1, May 2020

Although raw milk production in SA is up 26% since 
2011, margin pressure is high, and producer prices 
have stagnated for years. 

-
As a result, industry consolidation has seen the 

number of producers fall by more than half over that 
same period. 

-
As followers of global trends, one can expect upmarket 

consumers to follow the American move away from 
dairy towards plant-based products. 



  

 

  

When asked, almost half of the consumers who drink 
plant-based milks say that they taste better. A third 
believe they’re more healthy than dairy. 

-
A significant proportion of those who switched from 

dairy, however, are lactose-intolerant, or have 
convinced themselves that they are lactose-
intolerant.



  

 

  

This condition, which involves an inability to digest the 
sugar lactose, causing gas and other gastro-
intestinal symptoms, is fairly rare among northern 
Europeans, but believed to be surprisingly common 
in African, Asian and South American populations. 

-
Cultures that evolved alongside domesticated animals 

that were kept for milking also evolved the ability to 
digest lactose. 

-
Many cultures did not, and fermented diary products 

such as yoghurt, buttermilk and maas are far more 
suited to the diets of such people.



  

 

  

The commonly accepted prevalence statistics seen on 
that map seem very high, however, and there have 
been studies that found a far lower prevalence of 
lactose intolerance among all ethnic groups.

-



  

 

  

For many people, supposed intolerance to dietary 
ingredients are imagined, or even self-induced.

-
The heavy lifters in your digestive system are the 

microbes that break down various foods. There are 
up to a thousand species that each specialise in a 
particular type of food.

-



  

 

  

What happens when you go on a diet that cuts out 
entire food groups is that you kill off the associated 
gut microbes, which, ironically, can make you 
intolerant to the food group you cut out. 

-
That’s why people who cut carbs out of their diet find 

that a few months down the line, they can’t even 
drink beer anymore, which is really tragic. 

-
Psychologists believe that many cases of supposed 

intolerance for food ingredients such as lactose or 
gluten are attention-seeking behaviour, or an excuse 
for an eating disorder.



  

 

  

Conversely, slowly introducing, or reintroducing, 
lactose into the diet can gradually improve tolerance, 
as the body’s digestive enzymes and gut microbiome 
adapt to digest it.



  

 

  

That study I mentioned earlier concludes: “Health 
professionals need to be aware of the 
misrepresentation of currently estimated lactose-
intolerance rates and should continue to encourage 
individuals with lactose intolerance to consume dairy 
foods to help meet key nutrient recommendations.”

-



  

 

  

Another study compared the most popular plant-based 
milks to dairy, and found that dairy outperformed all 
of them in terms of overall nutritional value.

-
This suggests one way out of the conundrum for dairy 

producers: point to comparative nutritional analyses 
to assure people that, well, milk is good for you.

- 
However, diet fads, and especially the trend of 

parading fashionable food intolerances, are 
persistent. They’re often rooted in deep-seated 
psychological issues, and which are hard to change 
merely by marketing.



  

 

  

A third major reason why people are willing to believe 
the palpably untrue is that it feeds into their 
ideological opposition to capitalism. 

-
Anti-capitalism has always appealed to the youth, and 

in the 21st century, perhaps more than ever. They 
don’t seem to see the irony in the fact that I couldn’t 
even find a decent photo of a stall selling Che 
Guevara t-shirts that wasn’t itself watermarked and 
sold by stock photo companies.

-
Anti-capitalism is a profitable capitalist industry. And it’s 

in anti-capitalism that we see a third reason why 
people believe strange things about food.



  

 

  

Last year, I wrote a column about an interesting set of 
related studies about public perceptions of 
genetically-modified organisms and food. 



  

 

  

The first paper found that people who are strongly 
against GMOs actually react negatively to a 
message about GMO safety. That is, not only are 
they immune to facts, but facts are counter-
productive, increasing their opposition to GMOs.



  

 

  

This confirmed the results of another study which 
found that “many opponents are evidence insensitive 
and will not be influenced by arguments about risks 
and benefits”.



  

 

  

Another study found consumers generally have low 
levels of knowledge and numerous misperceptions 
about GM food. Many consumers want GM food 
labelled. But just as many told researchers they want 
mandatory labels on foods containing DNA. 

-
Of course, all food contains DNA.



  

 

  

As a hook for the article, I used a recent study by 
Graham Brookes of PG Economics on the economic 
and environmental contributions of GMO crops.

-
The study’s headline findings include that farmers 

enjoyed increased incomes thanks to higher yield, 
reduced insecticide spraying by 37%, and reduced 
the impact of herbicides and pesticides on the 
environment by 21%. 

-
It has enabled farmers to use less fuel, which reduced 

their greenhouse gas emissions and it contributed to 
saving scarce water resources. Every which way you 
look at it, it’s a win.

 



  

 

  

It’s never good to rely on only a single study, of course, 
so I validated the argument by referring to a 2018 
review of 6,000 papers which found increased yields 
and lower risk to human health...



  

 

  

... and another review of the literature that found no 
significant hazards connected to genetically 
engineered crops...



  

 

  

...and a 2015 review that examined only studies that 
*did* claim there was the potential of harm to 
humans, but found that these studies included 
results that were indistinguishable from chance, and 
they actually weakened the evidence for harm.



  

 

  

For good measure, I threw in a link to a list of public 
statements from 284 of the leading technical and 
scientific institutions around the world, recognising 
the benefits and safety of GM crops for consumers, 
the environment and farmers.



  

 

  

I pointed out that all this flatly contradicts the claims of 
Biowatch, a leading anti-GMO lobby group in South 
Africa, which claims that GMOs are “scientifically, 
economically and socially” controversial, and that 
there is “increasing evidence of GMOs creating 
environmental and health risks and having dubious 
economic advantages”.



  

 

  

All in all, I thought it was a pretty decently-supported 
column.



  

 

  

But Biowatch didn’t. 
-
Vanessa Black, the Advocacy, Research and Policy 

Co-ordinator for Biowatch, said I cherry-picked the 
“evidence”, and “mainly cited scientists who are paid 
for and backed by powerful GMO interests”.

-
She pointed out that Graham Brookes works for PG 

Economics, whose clients include agri-technology 
companies, agrochemical manufacturers, seed 
companies and plant breeders.

-
Nowhere in the article does she tell us why he’s wrong, 

or even *that* he’s wrong. All that mattered was that 
he had clients among the big bad corporations. 



  

 

  

Black did not even acknowledge the numerous other 
papers I cited

-
She said I smeared Biowatch by accusing them of 

ignoring the science on GMOs, even though in her 
article she literally ignored all of the science I had 
presented.



  

 

  

My rebuttal to her attack was one of the more 
satisfying pieces I’ve written. 

-
But it didn’t go down well with the social media crowd. 
-
In a series of tweets another anti-GMO activist went 

after me. I was accused of being a lapdog for the 
corporate interests of my capitalist masters. 

-
They tagged Daily Maverick, trying to get me fired. 

They called my writing a crime against humanity. I 
kid you not.



  

 

  

The spark grew into a flame, and a group of journalists 
who disagreed with me about other environmental 
issues or the virtues of capitalism piled on, 
wondering why Daily Maverick was still publishing 
me. 

-



  

 

  

“Deplatforming”:  a form of political activism 
or prior restraint by an individual, group, or 
organisation with the goal of shutting down 
controversial speakers or speech, or denying 
them access to a venue in which to express 
their opinion. 

Tactics used … [include] efforts to have an 
individual fired or blacklisted.

When confronted, they denied that they were trying to 
deplatform me, but were just idly speculating why I 
was given a platform. As if that wasn’t the same 
thing. 

-
They kept badgering Daily Maverick, saying it has a 

duty to be truthful and socially responsible, which, 
presumably, they didn’t think I was.



  

 

  

<name redacted>

<name redacted>

Then one of them wrote an article, saying that by 
calling them out *I* was manufacturing “false 
controversy”, and was, I quote, “drawing attention to 
the dangers of allowing his voice to continue to be 
heard”

-
She wrote: “Vegter argues that my effort to deplatform 

him is an attempt to shift the ‘Overton window’ – the 
range of views that we allow or see as acceptable in 
the public discourse. He’s right. I suppose I am trying 
to shift the window. Not by censoring critical voices, 
though, but by demanding that all voices be more 
critical.”

-



  

 

  

<name redacted>

<name redacted>

So it’s okay if Daily Maverick continues to publish me, 
but only if I write what she deems to be acceptable in 
the public discourse.

-
And this was all because of my “contrarian pro-

capitalist view”.
-
And there we get to the nub of the matter. She calls 

herself an eco-socialist and wrote that we need to 
tear down the capitalist economic system to save the 
world. Anyone who does not agree, should not get 
published, it seems.



  

 

  

Capitalism vs Socialism

Nevermind that socialism has brought the world 
nothing but poverty, misery and starvation, while 
capitalism has raised living standards for an ever-
growing majority to levels never seen in human 
history. 

-



  

 

  

Nevermind that there is a correlation between a 
country’s environmental performance, and its 
prosperity.



  

 

  

There’s an equally strong correlation between a 
country’s environmental performance and its degree 
of economic freedom. 

-
The richer and more free people get, the more they 

care about the environment, which is the exact 
opposite of what the eco-socialists argue.



  

 

  

This myth has its origins long ago, but is epitomised in 
the works of writers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau in 
the 18th century, who held that humans are good in a 
state of nature, but that modern society’s institutions 
corrupt them. 



  

 

  

This idyllic vision of a past in which the “noble savage” 
was at one with nature and at peace with humanity 
stood in stark contrast to the state of nature which 
Thomas Hobbes envisaged a century earlier, in 
which all were at war with all, there was no industry, 
art, or civilisation, and the life of man was solitary, 
poor, nasty, brutish and short.

-
Hobbes was right, and Rousseau was wrong, of 

course. 



  

 

  

Rousseau’s work draws a clear link between the 
modern myth of an idyllic pastoral world at one with 
nature and anti-capitalism. Rousseau held that 
private property was the source of inequality and 
strife between people. 

-



  

 

  

This idea resonates today in campaigns to promote 
subsistence farming as the solution to poverty, food 
insecurity and environmental degradation, as 
Biowatch does. 

-
They think it’s a progressive idea to return people to an 

era when most people were peasant farmers, 
scratching out a meager subsistence from a small 
plot, or worse, a commons, entirely at the mercy of 
capricious nature.



  

 

  

In reality, private property and trade are the source of 
prosperity, cooperation for mutual benefit, the most 
peaceful era in the history of humanity, and the 
liberation of the vast majority of people from the 
backbreaking labour of producing their own food.



  

 

  

You see this reaction against modernity and capitalism 
in the Luddite movement.



  

 

  

You see it in the “dark, Satanic mills” of William Blake. 



  

 

  

Henry David Thoreau picked up the “back to nature” 
theme in On Walden Pond, in which he extolled the 
virtues of simple living and self-sufficiency. 

-
Out in the log cabin he built, all of 30 minutes walk 

from the nearest town, he claimed to rely only on his 
wits and hands to provide the four necessities of life: 
food, shelter, clothing and fuel. 

-
He rejected all else as luxuries, writing: “Most of the 

luxuries, and many of the so-called comforts of life, 
are not only not indispensable, but positive 
hindrances to the elevation of mankind.”



  

 

  

Critics described his book as quaint, eccentric, selfish, 
strange, impractical, manor born and misanthropic. 

-
These descriptions remain true of many of today’s 

wealthy elite that withdraw to rustic cottages in the 
countryside to “get back to nature”, and then 
advocate that the poor do so too.

-



  

 

  

The back to the land movement is very romantic and 
appealing to those who are far removed from its 
reality and have grown used to a world of plenty. 

-
If you’re wealthy, it can even be a pleasant and fulfilling 

way of life. As a model for society, however, it is 
socialist and regressive. 

-



  

 

  

The myth of an idyllic pastoral life leads to the belief 
that everything produced by modern industry, 
science and technology, is likely to be bad for you, 
despite the fact that objectively speaking, people live 
longer, healthier and happier lives than ever before.



  

 

  

Nowhere is this belief more visible than in the idea that 
all things natural are good, and all things artificial are 
bad. 

-
To make products appealing, marketers routinely 

declare them to be “all natural”, with no artificial 
anything added.



  

 

  

Take preservatives, for example. They generally 
improve food safety, especially for consumers who 
do not have access to regular supplies of fresh food 
or lack reliable in-home refrigeration. They reduce 
spoilage, prevent food-borne infections, and maintain 
nutritional quality over longer periods. They also 
make a big dent in food waste. 

-
Artifical preservatives are almost universally 

condemned, mostly based on dubious and 
unsubstantiated anecdotal reports of “side-effects”.



  

 

  

This has led to a widespread movement to replace 
artificial perservatives with “natural” alternatives, and 
create so-called clean labels. 



  

 

  

“Clean label” tricks

✿ Nitrite/nitrate ↔celery powder

✿ Acetic acid ↔ vinegar

✿ Citric acid ↔ lemon extract

Much of that movement is entirely bogus, replacing 
chemical-sounding names such as nitrites and 
nitrates with “celery powder”, acetic acid with 
“vinegar”, and citric acid with “lemon extract”. 



  

 

  

✿ Rosemary
✿ Garlic
✿ Ginger
✿ Sugar
✿ Cinnamon
✿ Salt
✿ Clove oil
✿ Vinegar
✿ Forsythia
✿ Tea polyphenols
✿ Allicin
✿ Perilla leaves
✿ Protamine
✿ Propolis
✿ Chitosan

Yet there is no inherent reason why natural ingredients 
should be any better than those that are synthetically 
produced.



  

 

  

✿ Rosemary
✿ Garlic
✿ Ginger
✿ Sugar
✿ Cinnamon
✿ Salt
✿ Clove oil
✿ Vinegar
✿ Forsythia
✿ Tea polyphenols
✿ Allicin
✿ Perilla leaves
✿ Protamine
✿ Propolis
✿ Chitosan

Vinegar and salt are both more toxic in animal studies 
than the unfairly-maligned herbicide glyphosate, for 
example.

-
In high enough doses, both are terribly toxic to animals 

and humans.



  

 

  

“We calculate that 99.99% (by 
weight) of the pesticides in diet 
are chemicals that plants 
produce to defend themselves.”

“Natural and synthetic 
chemicals are equally likely to 
be positive in animal cancer 
tests.”

– Dr. Bruce Ames, professor of Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology Emeritus at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and a senior scientist at 
Children's Hospital Oakland Research Institute 
(CHORI)

The veteran biochemist Bruce Ames invented a cheap 
and simple test for carcinogeneity. 

-
He says 99.99% of the pesticides we ingest are not 

synthetic, but come from natural sources. Yet natural 
chemicals are rarely tested, but when they are, they 
are just as likely as synthetic chemicals to turn up 
positive in animal cancer tests.

-
Just as with artificial additives, the dose makes the 

poison. 



  

 

  

Industrial food additives are much better tested than 
natural alternatives, so we know more about what 
the safe dose is, and how effective they are at 
preventing oxidation and microbial growth. 

-
Natural products are more likely to be unsafe, because 

they are largely untested. They may be filled with 
unwanted ingredients, chemicals of uncertain 
dosages, or cause undesirable changes in texture or 
flavour. 

-
The word “natural” on product packaging should not be 

a reassurance that it is better, safer or healthier than 
any alternative product. It might even be cause for 
suspecting the opposite.



  

 

  

But that’s not what the anti-capitalist ideologues would 
say. 

-
They think Big Food is just motivated by greed, and 

couldn’t care about our health. 
-
As though dead consumers make profitable 

customers.



  

 

  

And as if the anti-additive brigade, like The Food Babe, 
aren’t in it for the money, too.



  

 

  

Finally, let’s glance quickly at the organic food 
movement, where we’ll discover a fourth reason why 
people believe crazy things about food.

-
Many people believe that organic food is (a) healthier, 

(b) tastes better, and (c) is better for the environment 
than conventionally-produced produce.

-
But none of this is true.



  

 

  

There are three benchmark studies reviewing the 
literature on how healthy organic food is versus 
conventionally-grown food. They are the most 
widely-cited papers on the subject.

-
The first of these found that there was no difference.



  

 

  

The second found no evidence that organic is 
healthier.



  

 

  

The third, widely cited by the organic lobby, found that 
organic food contained more anti-oxidants and lower 
pesticide residues.



  

 

  

“This article is misleading because it refers to antioxidants in plants as if they 
were a class of essential nutrients, which they are not. This study provides no 
evidence to change my views that there are no meaningful nutritional 
differences between conventional produced and organic crops.”

– Prof Tom Sanders, head of the Diabetes and Nutritional Sciences Division at King’s College London’s 
School of Medicine 

“There is no evidence provided that the relatively modest differences in the 
levels of some of these compounds would have any consequences (good or 
bad) on public health. The references to ‘antioxidants’ and ‘antioxidant 
activity’, and various ‘antioxidant’ assays would suggest a poor knowledge of 
the current understanding within the nutrition community of how fruit and 
vegetables may maintain and improve health.”

– Prof Richard Mithen, leader of the Food and Health Programme at the Institute of Food Research

“We cannot assess the potential impact of organic foods on public health from 
this study alone”

– Dr Alison Tedstone, chief nutritionist at Public Health England

But is that result even meaningful? Anti-oxidants are 
not nutrients, and there is no evidence that modest 
differences in anti-oxidant consumption have any 
consequences, good or bad, on health. 

-
And since that was the only nutritional difference, 

except for a slightly lower protein content in organic 
food, experts said one cannot draw any meaningful 
conclusions from this study.



  

 

  

As for pesticide residues, there is no evidence that the 
trace amounts on conventionally-grown food are 
even remotely likely to harm anyone. 

-
The vast majority of food tested comes in below strict 

regulatory limits...



  

 

  

...which governments worldwide set well below actual 
safe consumption levels. In fact, regulators tend to 
over-protect consumers, at significant cost to 
producers, which ultimately shows up in higher food 
prices.



  

 

  

“A single cup of coffee contains 
natural carcinogens equal to at 
least a year’s worth of 
carcinogenic synthetic residues in 
the diet.”

– John Krebs (2002), former president of the British 
Science Association and former head of the British 
Food Standards Agency

In the journal Nature, Bruce Krebs, former head of the 
British Food Standards Agency wrote, “A single cup 
of coffee contains natural carcinogens equal to at 
least a year’s worth of carcinogenic synthetic 
residues in the diet.”

-
So the pesticide residue finding is also a non-result. 

So, out of three most-commonly cited benchmark 
studies, none found any significant health benefits to 
organic food.



  

 

  

Approved for 
organic use by the 
Organic Materials 
Review Institute

Besides, organic farmers are hardly saints in the 
pesticides department. For example, they often use 
blue vitriol, or copper sulfate, on their crops. It has 
fungicidal, herbicidal and fertilising properties. 

-
According to the European Chemicals Agency, copper 

sulfate is toxic to humans when ingested orally, can 
cause serious eye irritation or damage, and is 
hazardous to aquatic life. It has been found to be 
harmful to beneficial insects such as bees. 

-
It contains impurities such as lead, cadmium, arsenic, 

zinc and nickel. It also bio-accumulates, which can 
lead to toxic copper levels in soil. It is far more 
hazardous than glyphosate.



  

 

  

Another pesticide that is permitted in organic farming is 
Bacillus thuringiensis, commonly known as Bt, 
infamous for being the target of campaigns against 
genetically modified (GM) crops that contain specific 
Bt proteins for protection against pests. 

-
The Bt bacterium produces some 130 different toxins, 

all of which target different insects. Only one of them 
is typically engineered into crops to combat a specific 
pest in GM crops. The organic farmer, however, 
applies the bacterium in all its toxic glory, which 
doesn’t discriminate in which insects it attacks.



  

 

  

Not that they’ll tell you that. They blatantly lie about not 
harming beneficial insects.



  

 

  

Rotenone is a pesticide permitted for use on organic 
farms. It has a non-specific action, so it kills a 
multitude of insects, both harmful and beneficial. 

-
In aquatic environments, is a highly effective killer of 

fish. In fact, in the US, rotenone is registered only for 
killing fish, not for use on food crops.

-
Rotenone has also been associated with Parkinson’s 

Disease in farm workers.
-



  

 

  

These pesticides are no safer than their conventional 
counterparts. 

-
Proponents of organic farming methods that use 

substances like copper sulfate, rotenone and Bt are 
hypocrites. 

-
When they tell consumers no pesticides or herbicides 

were used in their organic food, they’re lying.



  

 

  

On environmental benefits, the results are somewhat 
more mixed. Organic farming often outperforms 
conventional farming on measures of biodiversity 
and efficient resource use. However, integrated farm 
management can be just as good. 

-
The downside, however, is that requires  more land, 

not only because it yields less per hectare in most 
conditions, but because additional land is required 
for the production of manure fertiliser. 



  

 

  

The consequence is that organic farming is actually 
worse than conventional farming in terms of CO2 
emissions.



  

 

  

I’m not going to dwell on the taste of organic food.
-
Suffice to say that blind taste tests show mixed results, 

depending on the food involved, so it is impossible to 
conclude anything one way or another.



  

 

  

With so few benefits, one wonders why anyone turns 
to organic farming, then. 

-
Well, it turns out that organic farming is much more 

profitable than conventional farming, because of the 
large price premium organic products attract. 

-
It’s a hyper-capitalist, money-making racket that 

benefits farmers, and perhaps retailers, but not 
consumers or the planet. 

-
In fact, by raising prices, it makes consumers worse 

off.



  

 

  

“I’m much more interested in 
preventing cancer. Then we have to 
get out to the public what’s 
important. ... I just think all this 
business of organic food is nonsense, 
basically. 

“We should be eating more fruts and 
vegetables, so the main way to do that 
is to make them cheaper. Anything that 
makes fruits and vegetables more 
expensive may increase cancer.”
– Dr. Bruce Ames, professor of Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology Emeritus at the University of California, 
Berkeley, and a senior scientist at Children's Hospital 
Oakland Research Institute (CHORI)

To quote Dr. Ames again, “I’m much more interested in 
preventing cancer. Then we have to get out to the 
public what’s important. …

-
“I just think all this business of organic food is 

nonsense, basically. We should be eating more fruits 
and vegetables, so the main way to do that is to 
make them cheaper. Anything that makes fruits and 
vegetables more expensive may increase cancer.”



  

 

  

But here’s where it gets weird. Organic farming has its 
roots in biodynamic agriculture, a system of farming 
advocated by the esoteric philosopher Rudolf Steiner 
in the late 19th and early 20th century. 

-



  

 

  The seven signs of the apocalypse, which in Anthroposophy, 
a mystical philosophy established by Rudolf Steiner, are 

doors connecting the physical to the spiritual world.

Steiner was a weird fellow who tried to reconcile 
science and spirituality and believed that the spiritual 
world was accessible to the human senses and 
intellect.

-
His ideas, known as anthroposophy, live on today in 

alternative approaches to medicine, biology, 
agriculture and education. Anthroposophical 
societies exist worldwide, as do Waldorf schools, 
based on Steiner’s principles of education.



  

 

  

Anthroposophy has been widely derided as 
pseudoscience, occultism, quackery, and a 
dangerous cult.



  

 

  

Biodynamic agriculture contains useful elements, such 
as considering a farm as an ecological unit, but it 
also includes practices from astrology and 
sympathetic magic. Those cow horns are stuffed with 
ground quartz. When buried, they are said to harvest 
cosmic forces in the soil. 

-
It is shot through with unscientific mysticism.



  

 

  

That wouldn’t be a problem for organic farming, except 
that the Soil Association, formed in 1945 to promote 
the idea of organic farming, continues to associate 
itself with magical nonsense and continues the 
resistance to scientific analysis.



  

 

  

Patrick Holden, CBE

As just one example, take Patrick Holden, who was the 
director of the Soil Association from 1995 to 2010, 
was the founding chairman of British Organic 
Farmers in 1982, is a patron of the UK Biodynamic 
Association, is a founding director of the Sustainable 
Food Trust, and is a Commander of the Order of the 
British Empire for his services to organic faming.



  

 

  

In an interview with The Guardian, Holden references 
Steiner and speaks approvingly of the role of 
homeopathy and astrology in farming. 



  

 

  

He cites the late Agnes Fyfe, an astrologer-alchemist 
who published papers in the British Homeopathic 
Journal on the influence of planets on plant sap. 

-
He says she wouldn’t be published in Nature, but that 

this is a problem. He considers the need for scientific 
validation an “obsession”, and merely thinks that 
these nutty ideas are hypotheses yet to be proven.

-



  

 

  The seven signs of the apocalypse, which in Anthroposophy, 
a mystical philosophy established by Rudolf Steiner, are 

doors connecting the physical to the spiritual world.

Many ordinary organic food consumers might not know 
it, but the field is steeped in crazy, unscientific, 
mystical and magical ideas. It’s pseudoscience.



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

✿ It’s trendy to be sensitive

✿ Anti-capitalism and the myth of an idyllic past

✿ Mystical and spiritual beliefs

It is possible to argue against authority figures 
with facts, and research shows that consumers 
actually respond to greater knowledge. 

-
It is, to some extent, possible to argue against 

misguided diet fads, but be aware that they’re 
often deeply rooted in people’s psychological 
makeup.



  

 

  

Why people believe the craziest 
things about food

✿ The appeal of authority

✿ It’s trendy to be sensitive

✿ Anti-capitalism and the myth of an idyllic past

✿ Mystical and spiritual beliefs

It is far harder to argue against anti-capitalist 
ideology and the widespread myth that life was 
better in the past when we lived closer to 
nature. Doing so can spark so much outrage 
that people try to get you fired, as I discovered. 

-
Arguing against mystical beliefs is impossible. 

The rules of logic and reason simply do not 
apply. How do you argue against someone who 
times their planting by astrological signs, and 
believes the seven seals of the apocalypse are 
doorways between the real world and the 
spiritual world?



  

 

  

It is against the supposed authorities that good, 
science-based writing can make an impact. There 
are signs of consumer fatigue with pretty young 
women eating strawberries and lecturing everyone 
on diet and health. 

-
According to Hadley Freeman, writing in the Guardian 

a few years ago, the new trend is articles debunking 
quacky pseudoscience bloggers. Much like mine, I 
guess.



  

 

  

An article in the New Republic argued that with natural 
living having gone mainstream, the fashion for health 
nuttery must soon reach its zenith, if it hasn’t done so 
already. 

-
They argue that following latest food fads will become 

passé, and the majority of consumers will seek out 
genuine, reliable information, rather than what 
vacuous starlets feed them on blogs and daytime TV.

-
We can hope they’re right, but I think countering 

baseless fads, ignorant TV experts, ideological bias 
and mystical quackery is an uphill slog that will be 
with us for a long time. 

-
What we can do, however, is understand the roots of 

these beliefs, so we can better address them, 
whether that is through journalism, corporate 
communications, product design or marketing.



  

 

  

Follow me on...

Daily Friend: www.dailyfriend.co.za

Twitter: @ivovegter

Website: ivo.co.za

Journalist, columnist, 
researcher and author

Ivo Vegter
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I’ll leave you with that thought.
-
I’d like to thank the SA Society of Dairy 

Technology – and in particular Christine 
Leighton and Stefan Steyn – for doing me the 
honour of inviting me to give this talk.

-
Thank you all for your kind attention.


