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the outcome of the HCCC’s investigation, some of the AVN’s 
opponents, in writing to others and in postings on the web, 
stated the AVN was the subject of a complaint to the HCCC. 
The tactic here is to make a complaint about the AVN to an 
official body and then use the existence of the complaint to 
imply the AVN is under suspicion.

	 The HCCC decided to investigate two complaints 
against the AVN, McLeod’s and one other. It recommended 
that the AVN add a disclaimer to its website and, when the 
AVN failed to do this, issued a public warning about the AVN. 
The HCCC’s decisions to investigate and issue a warning were 
a tremendous bonus for opponents of the AVN. 

	 The HCCC’s investigation and warning could be 
examined in some depth. Here, though, I only mention some 
grounds for questioning the HCCC’s actions.

•	 The AVN is not a health care provider in the normal 
sense: it is a citizen group campaigning on a social 
issue. The HCCC’s decision to investigate reflects a 
misunderstanding of the nature of public debate on 
controversial issues.

•	 The HCCC showed bias in its investigation. It refused 
to provide to the AVN a copy of one of the complaints 
made against it. This is a denial of natural justice; in 
other words, it was unfair. The HCCC’s investigation 
reports show little evidence of seriously addressing the 
detailed responses from the AVN.

•	 The HCCC has no special claim to be an authority on 
vaccination, much less to adjudicate on long-standing 

matters of public debate. It appears to have simply 
taken the line of supporters of vaccination. 

•	 The HCCC’s recommendation was symbolic, not 
substantive. The HCCC recommended that the AVN 
put a specified disclaimer on its website. In practice, 
disclaimers like this have little impact on most visitors 
to websites, especially a large site like the AVN’s; many 
are likely to bypass or ignore disclaimers. The HCCC’s 
recommendation thus would make little difference to 
people’s choices concerning vaccination. 

The HCCC served as a de facto tool for opponents of the AVN. 
The opponents’ SCAPPs on their own caused considerable 
work and worry for the AVN. The HCCC’s warning, despite its 
shortcomings, was used by the opponents to discredit the 
AVN.

Harassment 
Some members of the AVN have received personal threats. 
For example, Meryl Dorey, on 8 December 2009, received 
an anonymous Facebook message: “we’re coming for you 
babykiller.”

	 On 29 July 2009, Daniel Raffaele made this post on a 
discussion board on the Stop the AVN website: 

Primary Target — Australian Vaccination Network (AVN) 
— Meryl Dorey

Level of Engagement: Total

Objective: Shut down

“we’re 
coming 
for you 

babykiller.”
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In June 2009, this tweet was sent to Dorey: “did you know 
that you should die in a fire for all the lives you and your 
organisation has [sic] put at risk?”

	 On 31 May 2010, three tweeters sent the following 
message to Dorey: “You do realize that you’re a [sic] unethical 
and completely dishonorable liar, right? Please do the world 
a favor and die” [US spellings in the original].

	 I have seen copies of each of these messages. I have 
also received reports of threatening phone calls to members 
of the AVN.

	 It is hard to judge the seriousness of these sorts 
of messages. Some might laugh them off as flamboyant 
grandstanding, rather like boys trying to show how tough 
they are. But others would find it difficult to dismiss them 
so casually, imagining aggressive language might be the 
prelude to a physical attack. Undoubtedly, some of these 
messages can be perceived as threatening and cause 
distress.

	 Opponents of the AVN took over a website titled 
Vaccination Awareness and Information Service (VAIS). One 
set of pages on the site is a “Hall of Shame,” consisting of a 
list of businesses that have advertised in the AVN’s magazine 
Living Wisdom. Here is the introduction to one of the VAIS 
hall-of-shame pages.

Below is a list of businesses that are professional 
members, or supporters, of the Australian Vaccination 
Network, an organisation disseminating dangerous anti-
vaccination messages into our communities based on 
outrageous conspiracy theories.

	 The scientific and medical community has 
indisputedly [sic] shown that the risk/benefit is 
overwhelmingly in favour of vaccination.

	 This Hall of Shame is provided as a community 
service to parents who need to be aware that when 
dealing with these organisations they are supporting 
the continued conspiracy theory nonsense and 
misleading information which can lead to epidemics of 
preventable disease.47

The Hall of Shame illustrates two elements of the attack on 
the AVN. It contains allegations that the AVN subscribes to 
“outrageous conspiracy theories.” More importantly, it is a 
type of threat. To have one’s business details listed on the 
web in this context can be read as an invitation to subject 
those listed to harassment, such as threatening phone calls. 
That is exactly what seems to have happened in some cases. 
Furthermore, some business owners might find being listed 
on the web, in a “hall of shame,” is a financial threat to their 
business, if potential customers come across the listing.

Responding to attack
The AVN has come under severe attack by supporters of 
vaccination whose actions suggest they do not accept the 
right of an organisation like the AVN to exist. What can be 
done to counter these attacks? Here, I describe a framework 
for understanding tactics by perpetrators of actions that may 
be perceived as unjust.

	 If someone acts in a way others see as unfair, 
there is the possibility that the actions might backfire on 
the perpetrator, namely be counterproductive. To use a 
simple example, if a stranger walks up to you and, without 
provocation, forcefully slaps you in the face, witnesses 
might see this as unjustified, disturbing or even criminal. 
The stranger, to minimise these adverse reactions, can use a 
number of tactics.

•	 Cover-up: act when there are no witnesses

•	 Devaluation: say you are a worthless, lying scum, 
implying you deserve to be slapped

•	 Reinterpretation: say it wasn’t a slap but actually a 
caress, or it wasn’t forceful at all, or it was an accident or 
someone else was responsible

•	 Official channels: go to some agency or expert who, 
after weeks of delay, will say it wasn’t all that significant

•	 Intimidation: threaten witnesses that if they say 
anything, they too might be assaulted.

	 This scenario may seem far-fetched, but it is exactly 
what goes on with workplace bullying. Bullies often act 
against targets when no one else is around (cover-up), 
spread disparaging rumours about the targets (devaluation) 
and explain away their actions by lying, minimising, 
blaming or framing (reinterpretation). Sometimes targets 
make complaints to managers or through formal grievance 
procedures. These official channels give the appearance of 
dealing with the problem but, all too often, the appearance 
is deceptive: nothing much is done or the bully receives only 
a minor admonishment. Meanwhile, because the formal 
procedures take so long, the bullying continues. Finally, 
bullies often intimidate others; when the bully is the boss, 
other employees may fear retaliation and, to avoid this, 
ostracise the target and even join in the bullying themselves.

	 This model of the tactics used by perpetrators of 
actions potentially seen as unjust can be applied to a wide 
range of topics, including censorship, sexual harassment, 
unfair dismissals, police beatings, massacres, torture, war and 
genocide.48 The model is most relevant when the perpetrator 
is more powerful than the target.

	 Consider how the model can be applied to the 
attack on the AVN. The attack can potentially be seen as 
unfair, not just by AVN supporters but also by others who 
believe in the importance of free speech and hearing both 
sides of controversial issues. The attack could be likened 
to censorship, something often thought to be wrong.49 
Therefore it is predictable that the attackers will use one or 
more of the five methods to inhibit outrage. The attackers 
run the risk that their attack could backfire, namely be 
counterproductive.

Cover-up 

The attack is hardly secret — obviously AVN members know 
all about it. But the attackers have not publicised their 
goal and methods very widely. Their web comments are 
accessible, but not prominent among the vast outpourings 
of claim and counter-claim on the web.
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	 The complaints to the HCCC and other agencies are 
not public documents. The attackers have not tried to hide 
the existence of complaints, but have referred to them as a 
black mark against the AVN. 

	 Overall, the attackers have been remarkably open 
about their aims and methods. However, information about 
the scale and pattern of the attacks has been restricted 
primarily to a few key members of the AVN — until Meryl 
Dorey decided to write about the attacks in an article in 
Living Wisdom.50 

	 A few of the attackers’ methods are more hidden, 
especially personal harassment, including death threats. 
These would be seen by most people as reprehensible, so it 
is not surprising perpetrators do not reveal their identity.

Devaluation 

The attackers have used two angles in their attempts 
to lower the credibility of the AVN generally and Dorey 
specifically. The first is to portray the AVN as dangerous, 
using labels such as baby killers or associating the AVN with 
Holocaust denial. The second is to portray Dorey as loony, 
with lies about her believing in the Illuminati and the like, so 
by association the AVN is perceived as a pack of nutters. The 
combination of these two angles is the vision of the AVN as 
dangerous lunatics. To those seeing things this way, there is 
nothing wrong with attacking the AVN; indeed, it becomes a 
sort of sport.

	 Reading the discussions on the StopAVN Facebook 
site reveals a remarkable level of antagonism towards the 
AVN and Dorey in particular. Some contributors caution 
against demonising Dorey too much; others say she deserves 
everything she gets. Overall, the degree to which the 
vaccination debate has been personalised by AVN opponents 
is striking, and is symbolised by a new website named “Stop 
Meryl Dorey.”51 

Reinterpretation 
For attackers, to use the tactic of reinterpretation means 
using a range of techniques — lying, minimising, blaming 
and framing — to change people’s understanding of the 
attack, namely to see it as less concerning. Those who have 
attacked the AVN have not used these techniques to a great 
extent. Some of them have been open and honest about 
their desire to shut down the AVN. Rather than minimising 
the impact of their attacks, they have gloated about the 
difficulties and distress they have caused. 

	 The attackers seem to be an amorphous, 
unorganised group. If a single body, such as the Australian 
Skeptics, is coordinating the attacks, then it could blame the 
individual attackers. But blaming as a tactic hasn’t played a 
large role.

	 The main reinterpretation technique has been 
framing, which means seeing the attacks from a perspective 
that makes them seem justified. This is most apparent in 
McLeod’s HCCC complaint, when he argues there is no free 
speech in Australia and the AVN has made statements that 
are demonstrably false. The framing is that false statements 
about matters of public health are illegitimate.

	 Overall, the attackers have been remarkably open 
about their purpose and agenda. Their only significant use 
of reinterpretation is in presenting the view that attacking 
the AVN is legitimate because the AVN, by making false 
statements on a public health matter, has no right to free 
speech.

Official channels 
When a powerful individual or group does something 
that seems unfair to many, with the potential to generate 
outrage, one way to reduce the adverse reaction is to refer 
the matter to a body or process that apparently provides 
justice. Official channels include grievance procedures, 
ombudsmen, expert panels, anti-corruption commissions 
and courts. These and other such processes sometimes work 
properly but often, when the perpetrator is more powerful, 
give only an appearance of justice. They are nearly always 
slow, highly procedural and dependent on experts such as 
lawyers. Taking a matter through an official channel allows 
outrage to die down. The matter is taken out of the public 
domain and put into a specialist venue.

	 The opponents of the AVN have used official 
channels — the HCCC and other agencies — but not to 
minimise outrage but instead as means of attack. Using 
agencies can give the attack more credibility, assuming they 
don’t dismiss the case out of hand. The HCCC turned out 
to be the most useful official channel for the attackers. The 
HCCC’s public warning about the AVN is an example of an 
official endorsement that has served as a potent tool for the 
AVN’s attackers.

Intimidation 
The attackers have used a variety of methods of intimidation, 
as described above, including posting of names on the web 
in a way that seems to invite personal harassment. 

	 Intimidation is a method of attack itself. The point 
here is that it also can scare people enough to deter them 
from taking action against the attack.

In summary, the attackers have only used a few methods to 
minimise outrage from their actions. Most prominent are 
devaluation and intimidation. The attackers have not done 
much to hide their attack, except they are not very open 
about their affiliations. Nor do they interpret the attack in 
benign ways: they are open about wanting to shut down the 
AVN. They have used official channels as tools for attack, not 
to minimise outrage.

	 Based on this examination, my assessment is the 
attackers are vulnerable to counter-tactics. What counter-
tactics? I’ve described how powerful perpetrators of 
perceived injustice can use five types of tactics to minimise 
outrage. So to increase outrage, the other side can use five 
corresponding types of counter-tactics:

•	 expose what happened

•	 validate the target

•	 interpret the actions as unjust

•	 mobilise support; avoid or discredit official channels
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•	 resist intimidation.

These can readily be applied to the AVN.

Expose what happened
To generate outrage over the attacks, people need to know 
about them. This means collecting evidence, formulating 
a persuasive account, and getting the information to 
audiences likely to be receptive.

	 In some cases, targets are reluctant to do this. They 
are so distressed that they would rather keep quiet and 
hope the issue dies down. Furthermore, exposing an attack 
can be distressing or humiliating in itself — think of women 
who prefer not to report rape. Sometimes exposure opens 
one up to further attack. So this counter-tactic is not to be 
undertaken lightly. It is, though, the foundation of resistance.

	 The AVN initially did not try to expose the attacks. 
Dorey circulated emails to others within the AVN. It was only 
with an article in Living Wisdom that she spelled out, to a 
larger audience, what happened.

	 Potentially, a large number of people would be 
disturbed by the attacks, even if they do not support the 
AVN’s position on vaccination. The question is how to 
get relevant information to them. Possibilities include 
newspaper articles, blogs, emails to lists of professionals, and 
postings on the web. The methods of distribution are easy 
to enumerate. The difficult part is collecting the information 
and putting it together into a persuasive account. 

	 Exposing attacks is most effective with eloquent 
prose and powerful visuals. In 1991, the beating of Rodney 
King by Los Angeles police was vividly revealed through an 
amateur video broadcast on television. In 2004, the torture 
and abuse of prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq by US 
guards was revealed through digital photos.

	 There are not many photo opportunities in the 
attack on the AVN, but other means can be used to illustrate 
what has happened, for example diagrams, chronologies and 
quotations.

Validate the target
Attackers typically try to denigrate and discredit the target, 
because when people think an organisation is worthless or 
despicable then what is done to it doesn’t matter so much. 
To counter devaluing tactics, the aim should be to show the 
organisation has value.

	 There are several ways to validate targets. One is to 
demonstrate good works. Another is to behave responsibly. 
Yet another is to appear sober and sensible. If protesters at a 
rally look scruffy and shout abuse, they are easier to discredit; 
if they are formally dressed and march quietly carrying 
candles, attempts to discredit them will be more difficult.

	 For the AVN, a key method of validation is to provide 
personal information about some of its members, who for 
the most part are mature, responsible adults who look and 
behave conventionally. Photos and background information 
about members — and their reasons for belonging — would 

help to counter discrediting tactics. (Later, under the tactic of 
resisting attack, I’ll discuss the risks in this.)

	 Another element is behaviour. If AVN members 
shout, use terms of abuse or have odd mannerisms, they 
are easier to discredit. Behaving in a polite, rational manner 
can be effective in gaining credibility and making attacks 
seem unfair. Of course it is tempting, in the face of abuse, to 
respond angrily. But this is unwise. Targets, because they are 
the ones in the spotlight, usually need to behave far better 
than their attackers to have a chance of making the attacks 
backfire. 

Interpret the actions as unjust
Perpetrators often explain their actions away, by lying about 
what has happened, minimising the consequences of their 
actions, blaming others, or framing their actions as benign. 
To counter these various methods of reinterpretation, the 
target needs to emphasise the unfairness of the actions.

	 The attackers of the AVN have mainly used one 
reinterpretation technique, that they are justified in attacking 
the AVN because it is providing false information that causes 
a hazard to human health. This is a form of framing: it is a way 
of looking at the attack as acceptable, indeed beneficial to 
society.

	 An alternative frame is that vaccination is a 
contentious social issue and it is quite legitimate to present 
viewpoints contrary to medical orthodoxy. This is widely 
accepted as standard practice on all sorts of other issues, 
from stem cells to road safety. It would be widely seen as 
unfair to attempt to destroy an organisation with a point of 
view on such issues — so it is unfair to attempt to destroy 
the AVN. 

	 Note I’m talking here about the unfairness of 
the attack on the AVN, not about criticisms of the AVN’s 
position on vaccination. It is accepted practice to criticise an 
opponent’s viewpoint, for example to say their viewpoint 
on stem cells or road safety is based on bad logic, faulty 
information and distorted values, and hence should 
be rejected. That is an attack on a viewpoint, which is 
considered standard practice. However, attacking someone’s 
right to present a viewpoint can be seen as censorship.

	 To counter the attacks, the AVN needs to present a 
contrary frame. The frame of free speech and open debate is 
such a contrary frame: it positions the attackers as engaged 
in censorship or suppression of dissent.

Mobilise support; avoid or 
discredit official channels
Opponents of the AVN have used official channels, namely 
complaints to government agencies, not to minimise outrage 
but as means of attack. Nevertheless, the role of the official 
channels is much the same: the attack seems more legitimate 
because it uses agencies that are thought to ensure fairness, 
and dealing with the complaints requires a lot of time 
dealing with highly detailed matters.

	 Could the attackers be said to be more powerful 
than the AVN? Not really, except in the sense that the 
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attackers can rely on support from pro-vaccination attitudes 
in government and the medical profession. Only if the 
attackers have some credibility will agencies take their 
complaints seriously. That seems to have occurred with the 
HCCC but not to the same extent with complaints to other 
agencies.

	 According to the model of tactics, the AVN, in order 
to counter the effects of the official-channel attack, needs to 
mobilise support and to avoid or discredit official channels. 
“Mobilise support” means to get more people supporting 
the AVN in its struggle against the attackers. Specifically, it 
means getting more people to become core members of the 
AVN, for example on the committee, getting more people to 
join the AVN, and gaining more support for the AVN among 
teachers, medical professionals, politicians and a range of 
others. That sounds like a big task, and it is. My point here 
is that the direction should be towards winning over more 
people to the position that the AVN has a point of view that 
deserves to be heard — even if some of those people do not 
endorse the AVN’s viewpoint.

	 The other aspect of this counter-tactic is to “avoid 
and discredit official channels.” The AVN can hardly avoid 
official channels — it has to respond to investigations by the 
HCCC and other bodies. But it can avoid putting excessive 
effort into responding. 

	 It would be tempting for the AVN to use official 
channels itself, for example to sue some of the attackers 
for their obviously defamatory comments or to go to 
court to challenge the HCCC’s jurisdiction over the AVN. 
This would be a mistake — in terms of building support 
— because it would enmesh the AVN in protracted, 
expensive, complicated and lawyer-dependent procedures, 
thereby excluding most AVN members from contributing. 
Furthermore, suing would position the AVN as the attacker, 
when actually it is the one under attack. In my opinion, 
initiating legal action would be a serious mistake.

	 In responding to complaints, the risk is putting 
too much effort into formal processes and not enough into 
campaigning on the AVN’s core concerns. Hours spent in 
responding to the HCCC, for example, are largely wasted in 
terms of getting information to interested members of the 
public. On the other hand, the HCCC’s investigation could not 
be just ignored — a response was necessary. Was there any 
way of reconciling these competing priorities? 

	 One option is to use information from the HCCC 
interactions to help improve the AVN’s material. This could 
be by responding to issues raised by the HCCC on the 
AVN’s website, or even by posting a version of the AVN’s 
responses to the HCCC. The key here is to not let responding 
to complaints become entirely an operation internal to the 
AVN. By putting some of the interactions with the HCCC, or 
the information arising from those interactions, in the public 
domain, responding to complaints is more strongly linked to 
the wider goals of the AVN.

Resist intimidation
Instead of acquiescing to threats and attacks, the key to 
increasing outrage is to resist. Resisting means continuing 
to do the things the AVN has always done — making 
information available about its viewpoint. 

	 This sounds simple enough, but in practice can 
sometimes be unwise. Individuals need to look out for their 
own personal, family and business concerns. Not everyone 
wants to open themselves to death threats or risks to 
businesses. 

	 For the AVN to resist intimidation means some 
people will continue their activities in the face of threats and 
attacks — those who make a conscious choice to do so. An 
additional step in resisting is to expose attacks, for example 
to document harassment; exposing it can generate more 
support.

Summary
The attack on the AVN has the potential to generate outrage 
and actually increase support for the AVN, in other words 
to backfire on the attackers. To reduce this possibility, the 
attackers can use several tactics: cover-up, devaluation, 
reinterpretation, official channels and intimidation. To 
counter these tactics, the AVN and its supporters can 
use corresponding counter-tactics: exposure, validation, 
interpretation, mobilisation of support, and resistance.

	 In practice, the attackers mainly have used 
devaluation, official channels and intimidation. They have 
been pretty open in making their attacks, though not 
publicising them very widely. They have presented their 
attacks as justified, not doing much to minimise the effects 
or blame others for them.

	 The AVN can do several things to counter the 
attacks. Some of the key ones are:

•	 document and describe the attacks for wider audiences

•	 behave in a sensible, rational way

•	 explain the attacks as a denial of free speech

•	 concentrate on mobilising support; not spend too much 
time responding to complaints; not use official channels 
to counter-attack

•	 continue activities in the face of threats.

Conclusion
The claims and counter-claims about vaccination are usefully 
understood as aspects of a public scientific controversy. 
Like many other scientific controversies, there are disputes 
over technical issues, notably benefits and risks, and 
disagreements about ethics and decision-making. 

	 In the vaccination controversy in Australia, current 
policies are overwhelmingly supported by doctors, health 
department officials, and politicians, but some members of 
the public support a different perspective. This is a line-up of 
partisans similar to a number of other scientific controversies, 
such as fluoridation.

	 For convenience, one side can be called pro-
vaccination and the other vaccination sceptics, but neither 
term is entirely accurate. Those on the pro-vaccination 
side do not necessarily support every possible vaccine and 
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sometimes differ about the value of particular vaccines 
and policies. Those on the other side present themselves as 
favouring choice by individuals or parents. They are sceptical 
about vaccination, but are not necessarily opposed to all 
vaccines at all times. 

	 The vaccination debate, like other such debates, 
involves differing assumptions and perspectives. It can be 
called a clash of paradigms, namely of two worldviews about 
the role of vaccination in health. Within each paradigm, facts 
and values are harmonious, making the other paradigm 
seem irrational and potentially disturbing.

	 The vaccination debate in Australia has proceeded 
like many other scientific controversies, with claim and 
counter-claim and with attempts to persuade government 
bodies to endorse particular policies and attempts to 
persuade members of the public. However, there is one 
exceptional part of this debate, which prompted me to 
write this account: an attempt to entirely silence one of 
the organisational players in the debate, the Australian 
Vaccination Network.

	 It is common in scientific controversies — especially 
those involving vested interests — for sides with more power 
to act against scientists, doctors and other experts on the 
other side. Professionals with credibility as experts in the 
field give authority to a position. When one side is supported 
by relatively few such professionals, undermining them can 
make it seem as though experts are virtually unanimous in 
their allegiance. I and others have documented a variety 
of techniques to suppress dissident experts, including 
censorship, withdrawal of grants, and dismissal.52 In the 
vaccination debate, the attack on Dr Andrew Wakefield is the 
most prominent example.53

	 Usually, citizen campaigners are left alone. They are 
seldom seen as much of a threat, because they lack expert 
credibility, and usually are not so vulnerable by virtue of their 
employment. For example, some opponents of fluoridation 
have made exaggerated claims about the hazards of 
fluoridation and subscribed to conspiracy theories, but, to 
my knowledge, these opponents have never been the target 
of an organised attack. The usual approach is to ignore or 
laugh at their extreme statements and proceed to promote 
the pro-fluoridation message. 

	 There are occasional examples of physical attacks 
on citizen campaigners, for example in the pesticide, nuclear 
power and forestry controversies; these are usually in the 
context of direct-action campaigning, or where a person’s 
job makes them vulnerable. In my decades of studying 
scientific controversies, never had I come across, in a country 
like Australia, a concerted effort to destroy a citizen-based 
organisation whose main activity was providing information 
— until learning about the attack on the AVN.

	 To understand this attack, it is useful to analyse 
the official rationale given in the complaint by Ken McLeod 
to the Health Care Complaints Commission. In it, he says 
the AVN has no right to free speech and, through a series 
of examples, claims the AVN has made statements that 
are “demonstrably untrue.” His view is the AVN should not 
be allowed to make demonstrably false statements if, 
potentially, they adversely affect human health. This line of 
argument provides a rationale for shutting down the AVN, at 

least if it persists in making statements that are false in terms 
of the dominant pro-vaccination position.

	 This argument has a certain plausibility, but to 
my knowledge it has never been used in relation to other 
scientific controversies. In debates about pesticides, 
nuclear power, nuclear winter, climate change and genetic 
engineering, among others, one or both sides could claim 
the other side has made statements that are demonstrably 
untrue (from their perspective) and adversely affect human 
health. The usual practice is to accept that partisans can 
make statements, to attack the statements (or present an 
alternative viewpoint) and sometimes to attack the other 
side — but not to reject their right to make statements.

	 McLeod assumes the vaccination issue is a matter 
of science. He does not mention that supporters and critics 
of vaccination have differing values and different views on 
decision-making.

	 Free speech is meaningless unless it involves the 
freedom to make statements that others think are false. 
The argument for free speech is that open discussion is 
the best system for reaching the truth. Viewpoints can be 
strengthened by being challenged.

	 Another important factor in scientific controversies 
is the role of vested interests. In the vaccination debate, 
the groups with the most obvious vested interests are 
pharmaceutical companies, due to profit from the sale of 
vaccines, and the medical profession, which has a deep 
investment in vaccination as a symbol of professional 
commitment to people’s health. There are other interests 
involved. Some critics of vaccination have stakes in natural 
health businesses, but these are small compared to the 
material and professional investments of pharmaceutical 
companies and the medical profession. Finally, partisans 
typically have a personal, psychological commitment to the 
positions they endorse. This is a type of interest, though 
different from a vested interest, which typically involves 
organisational-level stakes in money, position and power. 

	 In this context, I examined the attack on the 
AVN. It has gone far beyond the conventions of public 
debate, especially with harassment of AVN members and 
small businesses advertising in the AVN’s magazine Living 
Wisdom. Especially noteworthy has been the use of multiple 
complaints to official bodies, an original way of harassing an 
organisation that I call Strategic Complaints Against Public 
Participation (SCAPPs), by analogy to the widely known 
Strategic Lawsuits Against Public Participation (SLAPPs). 

	 Finally, I examined methods used by the attackers 
to minimise potential outrage from their actions. Based on 
studies of many other issues, the most common sorts of 
methods used by powerful perpetrators to reduce outrage 
are cover-up of their actions, devaluation of the target, 
reinterpretation of the events, official channels to give an 

Free speech is 
meaningless unless it 

involves the freedom to 
make statements that 
others think are false. 
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appearance of justice, and intimidation. The attackers on the 
AVN have used only some of these techniques. They have 
been fairly open about most of their actions. They have used 
devaluation extensively. Their main use of reinterpretation 
is to frame the attack as legitimate action against a danger 
to public health. They have used official channels — various 
government agencies — as a principal tool of attack, thereby 
giving their harassment more legitimacy. Finally, they have 
used intimidation.

	 This analysis of the attackers’ tactics provides 
guidance for responses by the AVN and its supporters. These 
go along the lines of exposing the attack, behaving fairly and 
honourably, interpreting the attack as a denial of free speech, 
mobilising support and not putting excessive reliance on 
official channels, and standing up to intimidation.

	 My focus here is on how the AVN can respond to 
attack. The same framework can potentially be used by 
supporters of vaccination should they become the targets of 
attack. Currently in Australia, supporters of vaccination have 
far more power than critics, especially through government 
policies and medical profession endorsement. It may seem 
hypothetical, but it is possible to imagine the roles being 
reversed, in which case this analysis could be used to suggest 
strategies for promoting vaccination in the face of attack.

	 It bears repeating that my goal in this analysis is 
not to support or criticise vaccination but to encourage a 
fair and open debate in which any interested person can 
participate and in which facts, values and viewpoints are up 
for discussion. 

Postscript
I can confidently predict that the vaccination controversy 
will continue in Australia and other countries, most likely 

for decades. That is the lesson from numerous other 
controversies and from an analysis of the dynamics of these 
sorts of disputes. 

	 In this wider picture, it does not matter greatly 
whether, in the short term, the AVN survives or is destroyed 
and discredited, because views critical of vaccination will 
continue to be expressed in Australia and some parents 
will continue to seek out these views. It is possible that the 
vaccination paradigm will become stronger in Australia 
compared to elsewhere. That is hard to say. But whether 
Australian pro-vaccination forces strengthen or not, the 
controversy will continue.

	 My aim here has been to provide some perspectives 
to aid understanding of the controversy and in particular 
the attack on the AVN. To conclude, I offer some speculative 
comments on what could happen if the tightly embraced 
warriors in the struggle were to step back and consider 
alternative pathways to wider goals.

	 It is easy to lose sight of an important fact: both 
sides in this struggle have something in common: a passion 
to reduce disease and improve the health of the population. 
The two sides disagree vehemently about how to do this, but 
there is a common goal. Could this be the basis for a different 
approach to the issues?

	 One possibility is joint support for measures against 
infectious disease that don’t involve vaccination, for example 
measures to help disadvantaged sectors of the population, 
who are typically most susceptible to disease. It is possible 
to imagine a roundtable, with participants from both 
supporters and critics of vaccination, about promoting such 
measures. Of course this is a fantasy!

It is easy to lose sight of an important fact: both sides in this struggle have 
something in common: a passion to reduce disease and improve the health 

of the population. 
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	 Another possibility is for pro-vaccination doctors to 
recast their message and try to co-opt the critics. This would 
involve a public acknowledgement that a small percentage 
of children are at heightened risk from vaccination and 
support for measures to reduce this risk, for example noting 
allergic sensitivity and reactions to initial vaccines or to 
vaccinations of parents and siblings. This option might 
include new research on vaccination, carrying out some 
of the undone science requested by critics. This approach 
would involve openly accepting some shortcomings in the 
vaccination paradigm, with the aim of reassuring parents 
and gaining wider acceptance for vaccination among 
the majority. This is the strategy of showing strength by 
admitting weakness. It relies on allowing people to judge 
matters for themselves, giving them ample evidence to make 
judgements, and trusting them to think of the common 
good.

	 From a pro-vaccination perspective, this strategy is 
risky: it might lead to greater evidence or sentiment critical 
of vaccination. On the other hand, it might promote greater 
public confidence in the vaccination regime. Best of all, by 
bringing some critics within the system, it might result in 
sounder policies. 

	 Steps in this direction are unlikely, to be sure. They 
can most effectively be taken by figures within the medical 
establishment. The AVN is locked into a struggle for survival, 
with its opponents intent on bringing down an organisation 
rather than taking the pro-vaccination message to wider 
publics. 

	 Opponents of the AVN could, in principle, 
recast their campaign to present evidence in support of 
vaccination, challenging the AVN’s message rather than 
the AVN as an organisation. This would be a shift to open 
debate, which would put more trust in the intelligence and 
good sense of members of the public than trying to silence 
the expression of what anti-AVN partisans see as dangerous 
claims. The result would be a free and open debate on issues 
of human health and social welfare — exactly what I would 
like to occur.
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