
Un ive rsity of Wat e r loo STAT 231 – W. H. Che rry

‘Truth , li es (Ch. 2)’

As wit h ot he r area s of knowledge, dev elo pment of the idea s in STAT 231 requi re s ter min ology wit h carefully-defi ned mean -
ings; an ove rvie w of this ter min ology is provi ded in the Glo ssary in Fig ure 1.5 the Cou rse Mat e ria ls. The defi nit ion s have been
refin ed ove r time and, in some cases, an app are n tly min or change in the wording can make a defi nit ion wrong ; fo r in stanc e:

• a cor rect statement is: th e target popu lation is the group of units to whi ch the inves tig ator(s) want Answer(s) to the Ques-

tion(s) to app ly;

• an inco rre ct st atement is: th e target popu lation is the group of units from whi ch the inves tig ator(s) want Answer(s) to the

Ques tion(s) to com e.

The article EM9534 reprint e d below illust r ates how diffic ulties arise from dis agreements ove r meaning s of words; from the perspec-
tive of STAT 231, the word er ror, use d in the secon d paragr aph and onw ards, woul d be bett e r as mis t ake, as in the first parag raph.

EM9534: The Globe and Mail, July 1, 1995, page A2

Trut h, lie s an d disput es abo ut accur acy
BY ROB ERT EVERETT-GREEN

Senior Feature s Writ er

N
EWSPAPERS, bei ng hu man, make
mist akes. Sin ce some of those mis -
take s are made in pub lic, The Globe

and Mai l, like mos t ot he r newsp apers, has a
place in its pag es for public atonement. It’s
us u ally fou nd on Pag e A2 in the front sec-
tion (occasio nally als o in Re por t on Busin ess)
un d er the terse hea ding, Cor rection. This is
where exper ienc e d Glo be rea de rs tur n to
fin d ou t what news wasn’t quite fit to print
in yest e r day’s edition s.

Mo st often, it’s a factual error, thoug h part
of the sport of rea ding The Globe’s de e ds of
cont rit ion is trying to deduce what the error
actually was. A co rre ctio n in Tue sday’s pa-
per, for ins tanc e, annou nced that "the Unive r-
sity of Alber ta is in Edm onton." You mig ht
re asonably think that we had said it was in
so m e ot he r town, say Camrose or Dew-
berry. In fact, we had got the location rig ht,
but misid e n tified the ins titutio n as the Uni-
ve rsity of Edm onton. In cases in whi c h an
er ror may be seen to damag e an indivi d ual,
prin ting a cor rection is not just about ser v-
ing the truth , but about stayi ng out of cou rt.
In such situation s, the wording of the cor rec-
tion may come unde r cl ose lega l scrutiny,
and may eve n be drafted by the lawye rs of
the offende d party – a rare rela xation of The
Glob e’s prized edit orial independenc e.

Tr uth , howeve r, is largely a matt e r of
ju dgement, especia l ly at the lev el of com -
plex idea s. If a min is ter of the gov ernment

doesn’t agree with The Globe’s portrayal of
he r department’s effective nes s, the complaint
does not usually end up in a cor rection.
Mo re often, it becomes a letter to the edito r,
allow ing her to vent her opi nio n directly,
and perhaps als o to disp u t e the factual basis
of our sto ry. If the minist e r turns out to be
mo re right about the facts than we were, her
publis hed letter wou ld be unde rstood to cor-
re ct ou r fau lt. This sav es printing eve n mo re
co rre ctio ns than the 260 or so that we hav e
publis hed dur ing the past year.

There are tim e s , howeve r, when a disp u t e
ov er accur acy seems to resis t the standard
reme dies. I discov ere d this last week, when
I got a telephone call from Cat harin e Mac-
Kinnon, the prominent fem inist lega l theo -
rist. I ha d re c ently refer red to Ms. MacKin-
non in an article in The Globe’s Ar ts section,
sayi ng that she "ha s argued that por nog ra-
phy is rape and int e rcou rse is viola t ion."
This , Ms. MacKinnon said, was "a 100 -per-
cent lie."

Re aching for my copy of On ly Wor ds, Ms.
MacKinnon’s influe n tia l 1993 study of por n-
og raphy, I  poi nted out that she had writt en
that por nog raphy "is sex ," and that "prot e cting
pornog raphy means protecting sex ual abuse
as speech". True, she repli ed, but "pornog ra-
phy isn’t rape. Rape is rape. Por nog raphy
is a viola t ion, a for m of an act, a for m of
fo rced sex ." But isn’t forced sex what rape

means for mos t of us? "Wo m e n aren’t raped
by books, they’re raped by people," she said.

Quit e so. Tur ning to the othe r part of my
"lie," I noted that Ms. MacKinnon had writ-
ten: "Viola t ion, conve n tio nally pen etration and
in tercourse, defi nes the paradig mati c sexu al
encou nter". She repli ed that she had been
writ i ng only of the paradig m – meaning the
soci ally con str ucted,"ov erwhelm ingly" accep -
ted model – of sex ual int e rcou rse. In other
wo r ds, she had not argue d that nonviola -
tion a l in tercourse was impos sib le, just hig h-
ly unlikely in our pre sent socie ty.

After speak ing wit h he r fo r nearly an hou r,
I fel t ou r differenc es we re matt e rs of int e r-
pret ation, henc e opin ion. But sin ce thes e
opin ion s we re about the true nature of Ms.
MacKinnon’s opi nio ns, I had to grant that
sh e ha d in sid e know ledge of the sub ject.
How can you tel l so m eon e that you know
he r thou ght s and beliefs better than she
does? For her par t, Ms. MacKinnon stil l
ma int aine d that my pub lis hed sum mar y of
he r vie w s wa s "t o tally false," and reque s ted a
co rre ctio n.

As you may hav e gues s ed, The Globe is
not goi ng to satisfy Ms. MacKinnon’s reque s t.
Rather than pub lis hing a cryptic cor rection,
or sugge s ting that Ms. MacKinnon write a
le tter, it seeme d mo re suit able to air the dis-
pute in a  colum n abou t how The Globe
deals wit h disp u t e d infor mation. For as
Mark Twa in alm o st said, the re are lie s , 100-
per-cent lie s , and conflicting idea s abou t
what lie s – and errors – are made of.

Papermaking

1. silenc e ab senc e of silenc e

2. abs enc e of noi se noi se

As another illust r ation of how lang uag e can affe ct our perceptio n of the
wo r ld, con sid er the two pairs of opposit es at the rig ht.

1 and 2 can make two stat ements appear equ ivalent but the fact that noi se is
a perturbation of silenc e is conve yed better by 2 than by1.

Exer cise: Discus s1 and 2 wit h re spect to their bearing on decid ing bet ween:

• a person who wants si lence and so obj ect s to music playi ng on their neighbour’s deck;

• a person who wants noise and so obj ect s to not playi ng music on their deck so as to maint ain silenc e fo r thei r neig hbou r.

Mo re technically, the practic e of refer ring to dependen ce as la ck of independenc e may obs cure two matt e rs:

−− dependenc e is the usual st ate of affairs in the real world as we con tin ually exper ienc e it ;

−− independenc e is unatt ain able in the real world but is a useful idea lization fo r modelling.

The article EM0301, The scr ibe who came in fro m thin k ing cle arly, als o deals wit h the impor tanc e of the meaning of words.
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