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MANUFACTROVERSY (măn’yə-făk’-trə-vûr’sē) N., 
pl. -sies. 1. A manufactured controversy that is moti-
vated by profit or extreme ideology to intentionally 
create public confusion about an issue that is not 
in dispute; 2. Effort is often accompanied by imag-
ined conspiracy theory and major marketing dollars 
involving fraud, deception and polemic rhetoric.
 Don’t bother to look for this defi nition above in 
any dictionary because “manufactroversy” has yet to 
make that grade. But don’t dismiss the importance 
of what is defi ned there, either, just because the 
word is a new invention. Manufactroversy defi nes 
precisely a rhetorical fl ourish in need of challenge.
 Indeed, with all the sophisticated sophistry 
besieging mass audiences today, there is a need for 
the study of rhetoric now more than ever before. 
Th is is especially the case when it comes to the 
contemporary assault on science known as manu-

factured controversy: when signifi cant disagree-
ment doesn’t exist inside the scientifi c community, 
but is successfully invented for a public audience to 
achieve specifi c political ends.
 Th ree recent examples of manufactured contro-
versy are global warming skepticism, AIDS dissent 
in South Africa, and the intelligent design move-
ment’s “teach the controversy” campaign. 
 Th e fi rst of these has been called an “epistemo-
logical fi libuster” because it magnifi es the uncer-
tainty surrounding a scientifi c truth claim in order 
to delay the adoption of a policy that is warranted 
by that science. Languaging expert Frank Luntz 
admitt ed as much in his now infamous talking 
points memo on the environment, leaked to the 
public in 2002, where he confessed that the win-
dow for claiming controversy about global warm-
ing was closing, but he nonetheless urged con-
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servative congressional and executive leaders “to 
continue to make the lack of scientifi c certainty a 
primary issue in the debate.” 
 ExxonMobil was doing this, too, when it pub-
lished its “Unsett led Science” advertisement about 
climate science on the editorial pages of Th e New 
York Times in March 2000. A more recent guest edi-
torial by a reader made the same claim in the pages 
of Th e Seatt le Post-Intelligencer in January 2008. All 
three seemed to be following the playbook of the 
tobacco industry when scientists discovered that 
their products cause cancer; when a threat to their 
interests arises from the scientifi c community, 
they declare “there are always two sides to a case” 
and then call for more study of the matt er before 
action is taken.
 South African President Th abo Mbeki’s sup-
port for AIDS dissent eight years ago is a similar 
case. Like global warming skepticism, this assault 
on the science of HIV/AIDS research ingeniously 
turned the scientifi c community’s values against 
it by drawing on the importance of rational open 
debate, a skeptical att itude, and the need for con-
tinued research. 
 Mbeki alleged that the mainstream scientifi c 
community branded scientists who questioned 
the causal link between HIV and AIDS as “‘danger-
ous and discredited’ with whom nobody, includ-
ing ourselves, should communicate or interact.” 
Claiming the successful dissident’s authority in 
post-apartheid South Africa, Mbeki condemned 
the mainstream scientifi c community for occupy-
ing “the frontline in the campaign of intellectual 
intimidation and terrorism which argues that the 
only freedom we have is to agree with what they 
decree to be established scientifi c truths.”
 A parallel case is being made by the intelligent 
design movement in conjunction with its “teach the 
controversy” campaign against evolutionary biology. 
Ben Stein’s new movie, Expelled, portrays scientists 
as participating in a vast conspiracy to silence any-
one who questions the Darwinian orthodoxy. Th is 
movie promises to be the most extreme application 

yet of the intelligent design movement’s “wedge” 
strategy to break the supremacy of evolutionary 
theory in contemporary science. 
 Just as a wedge can be set into a chink in a solid 
structure and, with the careful application of some 
concentrated force, will split that structure to pieces, 
so too do the producers of this movie hope that it can 
break the scientifi c community and allow for a change 
in how science is taught in America. Of course, any 
claim by biologists that there is no scientifi c contro-
versy to teach merely feeds the conspiracy theory.
 In light of this diffi  culty, some have suggested 
that the best response to manufactured controversy 
is no response at all. Th ey say that countering such 
nonsense merely gives these modern-day sophists 
publicity and enables their continued eff orts to 
reopen debate on sett led science. 
 I understand this impulse to remain silent in 
the face of foolishness, but as a professor of rheto-
ric, I think it’s shortsighted to cede the public stage 
to the anti-science forces in the naive hope that no 
one will pay att ention to them. Ever since the fi eld of 
rhetoric was born, there have been those who mis-
use the power of persuasion to mislead public audi-
ences, and it has been only through vigilant counter-
persuasion that such deception has been overcome.
 Th e ancient sophists, or “wise men” (wise guys?) 
taught the new art of rhetoric to those who would 
pay their fee in the 5th century BCE. Th ey included 
Gorgias, who was said to have boasted that he could 
persuade the multitude to ignore the expert and lis-
ten to him instead, and Protagoras, who claimed that 
there are always two sides to a case and it’s the soph-
ist’s job to make the worse case appear the stronger. 
 It was to oppose this kind of deception that 
Aristotle codifi ed the art of Rhetoric in his treatise 
by that title. Aristotle recognized that before lay 
audiences “not even the possession of the exactest 
knowledge” ensures that a speaker will be persua-
sive, so he promoted the study of rhetoric so that 
experts could confute those who try to mislead 
public audiences. Today’s sophists exploit a public 
misconception about what science is, portraying it 
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as a structure of complete consensus built from the 
steady accumulation of unassailable data.

COMBATTING MANUFACTROVERSIES 

As a scholar of rhetoric, I have studied some mod-
ern cases of manufactured controversy to discover 
how to best confute these contemporary sophists. 
Th e result? I have come up with some preliminary 
hypotheses about what makes their arguments so 
persuasive to a public audience. 
 First, they skillfully invoke values that are shared 
by the scientifi c community and the American pub-
lic alike, like free speech, skeptical inquiry, and the 
revolutionary force of new ideas against a repressive 
orthodoxy. It is diffi  cult to argue against someone 
who invokes these values without seeming unscien-
tifi c or un-American. 
 Second, they exploit a tension between the tech-
nical and public spheres in postmodern American 
life. Highly specialized scientifi c experts can’t spare 
the time to engage in careful public communication, 
and are then surprised when the public distrusts, 
fears, or opposes them. 
 Th ird, today’s sophists exploit a public miscon-
ception about what science is. Th ey portray science 
as a structure of complete consensus built from the 
steady accumulation of unassailable data. Any dis-
sent by any scientist is then seen as evidence that 
there’s no consensus, and thus truth must not have 
been discovered yet. 
 A more accurate portrayal of science sees it as a 
process of debate among a community of experts in 

which one side outweighs the other in the balance 
of the argument, and that side is declared the win-
ner. A few skeptics might remain, but they’re vastly 
outnumbered by the rest, and the democratic pro-
cess of science moves forward with the collective 
weight of the majority of expert opinion. 
 Scientists buy into this democratic process 
when they enter the profession, Th at’s why a call 
for the winning side to share power in the science 
classroom with the losers, or to continue debating 
an issue that has already been sett led for the vast 
majority of scientists so that policy makers can 
delay taking action on their fi ndings, seems particu-
larly undemocratic to most of them.
 Aristotle believed that things that are true “have 
a natural tendency to prevail over their opposites,” 
but that it takes a good rhetor to ensure that this 
happens when sophisticated sophistry is on the 
loose. I concur.
 Only by exposing manufactured controversy 
for what it is, recognizing its rhetorical power and 
countering those who are skilled at gett ing the mul-
titude to ignore the experts while imagining a sci-
entifi c debate where none exists, can scientists and 
their allies use my fi eld to achieve what Aristotle 
envisioned for it—a study that helps the argument 
that is in reality stronger also appear stronger before 
an audience of nonexperts. 
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