Philipson column for 1 May 2001

I am a Jedi knight. I learnt my skills in a distant galaxy a long time ago, and none can deny my powers.

Especially the Australian Bureau of Statistics. In a foolish statement, the ABS has said that anybody who puts "Jedi" in the "religion" box in this year's census is liable to a $1000 fine. This is on the basis that the Census and Statistics Act provides for possible court action when someone writes "false and misleading information" on a census form.

The ABS was reacting to a well-publicised email that has been going the rounds of the English-speaking world, encouraging people to write "Jedi" as their religion. Already in New Zealand and Great Britain we have, statistically, become a significant religious Force. Depending on your point of view, the results of this email might be regarded as harmless fun, a creative attack on organised religion, or an attempt to undermine the fabric of society.

Whatever the case, you can imagine how far the ABS would get if it actually tried to prosecute a case. By drawing attention to the email, the ABS has merely highlighted its existence and made it probable that many more people will write "Jedi" in the space provided. Like censors everywhere, their attempts at suppression are counterproductive.

I have never been a fan of organised religion, but I shall write "Jedi" when the time comes. I cannot see that my firm knowledge that Master Yoda is the guardian of The Force is any less rational than a belief that humans are capable of supernatural acts when possessed by faith in a Supreme Being.

Miracles may or may not happen - I have no evidence either way. But what is very nearly miraculous is the way that the Internet has transformed communications. The Jedi email has spread so quickly, as such emails do, because of the massive size and anarchic structure of the Internet. Computer viruses spread the same way. This has utterly changed the way the world works.

But we must keep it in perspective. Recently one of my readers emailed me an earnest article from The American Journalist Reviw (www.ajr.newslink.org/ajrcarlapr01), in which the author argued that material published on the Internet assumed greater authority than other material because people somehow believe the Internet to be a credible source (as in "I found it on the Internet").

The article has some valid ideas. It is certainly true that many people attach credibility to material on the Internet, but that is because they confuse the source (the website) with the medium (the Internet). The author gives many examples of how material published on the Net has been treated with a higher level of credibility than it deserves, but I would argue that is merely because it makes it easier for people to receive information.

The world is full of gullible people. Many people automatically believe what they read in the newspapers or see on television, or what they come across in a book. They do not apply the simplest rules of testing the credibility of the source. Now, we can't doublecheck everything, and after a while those who care about such things learn which sources are more believable and which are less so, but it is a basic rule of information propagation that we should verify our sources before passing on information as correct.

The article gives many examples of how fake quotes and factoids can become perceived wisdom merely by being repeated many times. Mexican President Vicente Fox went to Harvard (he didn't), Abraham Lincoln said that corporations are more despotic than monarchy (he didn't), Nostradamus predicted Dubya's election (he didn't). And on it goes, with a very American flavour.

"Mark Twain supposedly said, in a less technologically challenging time, that a lie can make it halfway around the world before the truth gets its boots on", says the piece (later amusingly illustrating that it was not Mark Twain at all who said this). "The Internet gives untruth a head start it surely never needed. And what a head start: If an e-mailer sends a message to ten people and each person who receives it passes it on to ten more, by the ninth transmission this missive could reach a billion people. This is the real computer virus - misinformation."

True. But people have been passing on misinformation since time began. Most of the world still believes that Canute tried to hold back the waves, when he was simply attempting to show his courtiers the limits of his powers. Famous forgeries like the Protocols of the Elders of Zion have changed the course of human history. The Internet greatly facilitates the ease with which misinformation can be spread, but it is not the cause of that misinformation.

Meanwhile back in Australia, the Temple of Yoda has issued a press release abhorring the ABS's attempts to determine whether religions are "real" or "fake". "The Temple of Yoda's legal advisors assure us that there is an Ewok's chance in the belly of a Rancor that any court in Australia could convict someone under the terms stated by the ABS."

Quite so. Because the Temple of Yoda really exists. I know, because I saw it in a movie.

May the Force be with you.

geepee@philipson.com.au
