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Issue 60:  April 2018 

ARFL NEWSLETTER 
Association of Retired Faculty 

and Librarians of York University 
Website: https://yuarfl.wordpress.com  

ARFL IS A MEMBER OF 

 

 

MEETING SCHEDULED: 2018 ARFL GMM & Presentation 
Friday May 4, 2018 

Senior Common Room  Founders College 305 

Coffee & Conversation: 10:30 am 

General Membership Meeting: 11:00 am to Noon 

Lunch: Noon to 1 pm (catered) 
Presentation: 1 to 3 pm (open to all) 

 
NOTE: If the strike is not settled by April 20 2018, it may be necessary to cancel the meeting.  You 

will be sent an email on or about April 20 confirming whether or not the meeting is 

cancelled.  Reports prepared for the GMM are in this Newsletter. Other information will be posted 

on the website and circulated by email. The Annual General Meeting is scheduled for Friday, 

November 2, 2018. 

Presentation information:  page 2  GMM Agenda and Reports: pages 2-4 

News and Notes:  page 5  Fake News? An examination page   11 

https://yuarfl.wordpress.com/
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Our Speaker: Amar Bhatia 

 
 

The Lecture: "Migration in an Age of Reconciliation" 

Amar Bhatia joined Osgoode’s full-time faculty on July 1, 2014 after serving as a Catalyst 
Fellow and Visiting Professor at Osgoode for the 2013-14 academic year. He has 
undergraduate and graduate degrees in English and postcolonial literature (Queen’s; Sussex) 
and received an LLB from Osgoode in 2005. 

He articled and worked in union-side labour and employment law in Toronto before returning 
to graduate school. He subsequently obtained an LLM from the University of Toronto Faculty 
of Law, where he received the Howland Prize for most outstanding performance in the 
program. He was awarded a SSHRC CGS Doctoral Scholarship to pursue his SJD at U of T, and 
is currently in the final stage of his candidacy. His dissertation looks at issues of status and 
authority of migrant workers and Indigenous peoples under Canadian immigration law, 
Aboriginal law, treaty relations, and Indigenous legal traditions. 

GMM Agenda May 4 2018 

1. Call to order 

2. Approval of the Agenda 

3. Reports 

a. President 

b. Vice-President 

c. Treasurer 

d. ARFL and YURA 

e. Newsletter Editor 

4. Other Business 

5. Adjourn for Lunch (noon) 

6. Our Featured Speaker (1:00pm) 
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President’s Report to the GMM 
Robert Drummond 

As you may recall, April 30, 2018 marks the expiration of the current YUFA collective agreement.  YUFA 

has signaled an intention to bargain for a renewal agreement, and talks will commence in earnest when 

the University has reached a settlement with the currently striking CUPE 3903.  As you know, we polled 

members last year on their desired improvements in the benefits provisions for retirees, and we have 

conveyed to YUFA the benefits proposals deriving from the results of that survey.  As in the past, YUFA 

has approved inclusion, in its package of demands, of a provision that retired faculty and librarians 

receive the same health and dental benefits to which they were entitled as full-time employees.  In case 

the Employer rejects that demand, as it has in the past, I have provided YUFA with our advice on fallback 

demands and your Executive will continue to do the same as necessary during bargaining.  I must 

confess that we were not very successful in the last round of bargaining, despite YUFA’s holding on to 

our demands until almost the very end of talks.  We did manage to secure an improvement in out-of-

country medical coverage, but at additional cost.  And we saw the premium for our coverage nearly 

double without any improvement in benefits.  Given the financial health of the University at present, we 

believe an improvement in benefits is eminently affordable. 

You may recall that we polled the membership some time ago on the scholarly and creative activities 

members were pursuing in retirement.  Our colleague Glen Norcliffe has been using those data, and 

others he has collected, to make a persuasive case that emeriti are  

continuing to make valuable contributions to the academic life and reputation of York.  As a 

consequence, we have also included (and YUFA has approved) demands for improvements in the 

support and recognition the University gives to its Senior Scholars.  Again we believe these supports are 

affordable, and moreover we believe they represent an investment in the continuing value of retired 

faculty and librarians to the University. 

This year we collaborated with CURAC in its efforts to arrange an affinity programme with a health 

insurer that could serve as a basic plan, or as a supplement to existing plans, for members.  CURAC has 

come to an agreement with RTO (Retired Teachers of Ontario) to facilitate enrolment in the RTO plan.  

The RTO plan is better in some respects than our current plan and not as good in others; in particular, it 

provides generous out-of-country medical coverage, but with some restrictions for existing conditions, 

and it does not include dental coverage unless one elects to pay an additional premium for that benefit.  

If you are interested in RTO as a supplement to the York plan administered by Sun Life, I urge you to look 

at RTO’s website and consider the costs and benefits of coordinating benefits with their plan. 
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As I have said in other years, I am eager to move to the position of Past President, but as yet I cannot 

announce a nominee for my replacement as President.  I continue to pursue the issue with promising 

possibilities, including at least one member who is seriously considering the role. 

I would ordinarily say at this point that I look forward to seeing you at the General Membership Meeting 

on May 4 (at Founders SCR, if the CUPE strike is over).  However I will be out of the country on that date 

(hoping to avoid use of our new out-of-country health benefit).  I therefore hope to see you next in 

November for the AGM.  In the meantime I wish you good health and as active a retirement as you 

desire. 

 

Treasurer’s Report 

There has not been a lot of activity since the November AGM.  We currently have 88 paid and 7 “free” 

members, plus some unknown number whose cheques may have been sitting in the YUFA office since 

the strike started.  This has been a strange year in regards how many members paid either right around 

the May meeting, or around the November meeting, when they were reminded of ARFL.  We are still 

roughly the same in assets, with: 

Alterna Shares $10,000 Alterna Chequing $6,909   Alterna Term dev $8,489 

Paypal balance $711 

TOTAL   $26,109 

 

Gene Denzel 

Reminder: ARFL Dues 

As you know, ARFL grants free membership for retired faculty and librarians in their first year of 

retirement.  Thereafter dues are $25 per annum, payable on July 1.  Dues can be paid by credit card. 

     

The easiest way is to use Pay Pal on the ARFL website (www.yuarfl.org). Select the Dues tab in the top 

bar and click on the Pay Dues Online icon. No PayPal account is required-you may pay at any time using 

your credit card. PayPal will issue a receipt. If you require a receipt issued by ARFL, please email the 

Treasurer (lezned@yorku.ca) who will be pleased to issue one.  Alternatively you may pay by cheque 

payable to ARFL and mailed to ARFL, c/o YUFA, 240 York Lanes, York Campus, 4700 Keele Street, 

Toronto, ON  M3J 1P3 or by cash. Note that ARFL and YURA are separate organizations with different 

mandates, though they work together on many matters.  YUFA retirees are urged to join both. 

http://www.yuarfl.org/
mailto:lezned@yorku.ca
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News and Notes 

ARFL LEE LORCH MEMORIAL SCHOLARSHIP 2017 

The ARFL Lee Lorch Memorial Scholarship is awarded annually to an Aboriginal Undergraduate 

student who has demonstrated academic excellence.  The recipient in 2017 was Mariah Mesic, 

pictured below, with her response to the announcement of the award. 

                            

Donations to the ARFL Lee Lorch Memorial Scholarship may be made by cheque payable to York 

University (mail to Abbey Black, Division of Advancement, West Office Building, York University, 4700 

Keele St., Toronto ON M3J 1P3) or online at http://giving.yorku.ca/memoryof/leelorch.   

 

Upcoming Events 

The 2018 College and University Retirees Association of Canada AGM and annual conference will be 
held at Dalhousie University in Halifax, May 23-25.  The program and registration information are on 
the CURAC website (www.curac.ca). 
 
June 12 2018: YURA Stratford theatre trip (The Tempest, with Martha Henry).  Information is available 
at http://yura.info.yorku.ca/.  
 
October 2 2018: Shaw Festival theatre trip (Grand Hotel). Information will be posted at 

http://yura.info.yorku.ca/. 

October 26 2018: YURA AGM and lunch. The speaker will be Doug Saunders, York University Graduate 

and columnist for the Globe and Mail. 

http://giving.yorku.ca/memoryof/leelorch
http://www.curac.ca/
http://yura.info.yorku.ca/
http://yura.info.yorku.ca/
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November 2 2018: ARFL AGM and seminar.  The speaker will be Dr. Laurence Packer, Biology.  Further 

information will be posted on the ARFL website. 

In Memoriam 

Remembrances for departed colleagues are welcome. We invite members to submit reminiscences for 

publication in the Newsletter (ffletch@yorku.ca). Obituaries were published in Y-File on the dates listed in 

parentheses. 

Michael Michie, History (October 19 2017) 

Albert Tucker, Glendon (October 31 2017) 

 

 
Carole Carpenter, Humanities (November 2 2071) 

 

Don Coles, Humanities (December 14 2017) 

Wesley Cragg, Schulich (January 18 2018) 

Simon Fodden, Osgoode (February 13 2018) 

Michael Vitopoulos, Language, Literature, Linguistics (February 27 2018) 

James Laxer, Politics (March 1 2018) 

Daphne Schiff, Glendon (March 22 2018) 

Philip Gulliver, DRP Anthropology (April 12 2018) 

 

 

RETIRED FACULTY ACTIVITIES REPORTED IN Y-FILE:  May 2016 to April 

2018 

The ARFL Newsletter, published twice yearly has, among its goals, recognition of the ongoing 

contributions of York University retirees to the academy and society. Further details may be found in 

Y-File (dates in parentheses) or in previous editions of the ARFL Newsletter. We would be grateful to 

have academic and civic honours and awards, appointments, and publications drawn to our attention 

(ffletch@yorku.ca). 

mailto:ffletch@yorku.ca
mailto:ffletch@yorku.ca
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New book celebrates the work of Professors Alan Blum (Emeritus) and Peter McHugh (8 may 16) 

Professor Emeritus David Bell receives the Harry Jerome Award for his dedication to sustainability (15 

may 16) 

President Emeritus Ian Macdonald recognized for his lifetime of public service (11 july 16) 

Professor emeritus Dalton Kehoe's book highly rated by Forbes Magazine (25 july 16) 

Norman Yan, a retired faculty member and a senior research scholar in the Department of Biology, co-

authored and co-edited a special issue in the Journal of Limnology (2Aug16) 

Former Glendon Principal and Professor Emeritus, Kenneth McRoberts, named to France's National 

Order of Merit (4 aug 16) 

University Professor Emeritus Fred Fletcher receives MacEwan University's Medal of Excellence. 

(22aug16) 

Distinguished Research Professor Emeritus Diethard K. Bohme in the Faculty of Science authors article 

celebrating discovery of C60 molecule that led to Nobel Prize. (30aug16) 

York prof and postdocs author book chapter reviewing decades of research on ciliate protozoa. 

University Professor Emeritus Ron Pearlman in the Faculty of Science and two of his former postdocs 

have authored a chapter in the book “Biocommunication of Ciliates” (8sep16) 

York University Professor Emeritus Alan Blum is the co-editor of a new book that delves into the ethical 

foundations of caregiving. The book includes contributions from several authors affiliated with York 

University. (19sep16) 

Lorraine Code, Distinguished Research Professor Emerita of philosophy at York University, was awarded 

the prestigious Ursula Franklin Award in Gender Studies. The award is presented by the Royal Society of 

Canada (RSC). (4oct16) 

Ester Reiter, a senior scholar at the School of Gender, Sexuality & Women’s Studies, Faculty of Liberal 

Arts & Professional Studies, will celebrate the launch of her book “A Future Without Hate or Need” on 

Oct. 20. (18oct16) 

Professor Emeritus Leo Panitch and Professor Greg Albo of the Department of Political Science have just 

published the 53rd volume of the international annual the “Socialist Register, Rethinking Revolution.” 

(25oct16) 
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Professor Emeritus Leo Panitch 

Professor Emeritus Paul Axelrod receives Distinguished Contribution Award from Canadian History of 

Education Association.  (14nov16) 

Professor Emeritus Allan Carswell and the Carswell Family Foundation announces game-changing $2M 

gift for music education partnership that will facilitate a partnership between York University and the 

Regent Park School of Music to enhance arts education for children. (23nov16) 

University Professor Emeritus Ron Pearlman to deliver a special lecture on genome editing and its 

applications, legal and ethical issues Nov. 23. (23nov16) 

Professor Alan Blum, executive director of the Culture of Cities Centre and senior scholar at York 

University, has a new book, The Lived Experience of the Dying Body. (13dec16) 

Ceremony formally invests Professor Emeritus Robert Cox into the Order of Canada. Robert W. Cox, 

professor emeritus of Political Science and Social and Political Thought at York University, was formally 

invested into the Order of Canada on Nov. 25. (15dec16) 

Professor Emeritus John Saul publishes new book exploring southern African liberation in North 

America.  A new book by Faculty of Liberal Arts & Professional Studies (LA&PS) Professor Emeritus John 

Saul examines the North American campaign for southern African liberation.  (17jan17) 

"The Transition from Capitalism: Marxist Perspectives" is a new book edited by York Professor Emeritus 

Saeed Rahnema and published by Springer. (5feb17) 

Professor Emeritus Allan Carswell's lidar systems, which helped map the waters of the Arctic and the 

atmosphere of Mars, are profiled in IEEE Spectrum.  (13feb17) 

Classic research on neural modeling by Faculty of Health Professor Emeritus Hugh Wilson describing 

neurons using their firing rates of electrical impulses per second rather than a much more detailed 

description of each neural impulse continues to be cited in new studies.  (15feb17) 
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Policy-applicable research by Professor Emeritus Joel Lexchin and others (part of a project led by York’s 

Pat Armstrong) examines the care received by clients of long-term care facilities and finds for-profit 

seniors homes fall short. (3mar17) 

York Professor Emeritus and Senior Scholar Glen Norcliffe has been awarded a Visiting Fellowship at 

Fitzwilliam College at the University of Cambridge. Norcliffe will use the fellowship to work on his next 

book on post-global geographies of industry. (15mar17) 

Saber Saleuddin, University Professor Emeritus in the Department of Biology, has co-edited a new two-

volume collection.  (16mar17). 

York University Professor Emerita Janet Tai Landa has published a new book titled Economic Success of 

Chinese Merchants in Southeast Asia: Identity, Ethnic Cooperation and Conflict: Integrating the Social 

Sciences with Evolutionary Biology. (17apr17). 

Schulich Professor Emeritus Ron Burke receives Distinguished Scholar-Practitioner Award – he is the 

recipient of one of the top awards presented by the Academy of Management. (25july17). 

Prof. Emeritus David L. Wiesenthal earns lifetime achievement award for traffic psychology research – 

from the Canadian Association of Road Safety Professionals Lifetime Achievement Award for his traffic 

psychology research, promotion of road safety and service to the organization. (25july17). 

Janet Tai Landa, professor emerita, received praise for her paper presentation on her new book, Success 

of Chinese Merchants in Southeast Asia, at the 2017 Society for Institutional & Organizational Economics 

(SIOE) conference (15aug17). 

Dalhousie University honours York University Professor Emeritus Kenneth Davey (7sep17). 

Scholar’s book offers nonconformist way to look at life… starting with death.  York University Professor 

Emeritus Alan Blum produces new book in burgeoning field of medical humanities.  (8sep17). 

Glendon Professor Emerita Margarita Feliciano has been awarded the rank of Officer of the Order of 

May, one of Argentina’s highest civilian honours. (11sep17). 

Richard Hoffman, Professor Emeritus of History elected Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada 

(13sep17). 

Allan Carswell, York U physics professor emeritus who was instrumental in developing LIDAR systems 

while at the University, makes a donation announced on Sept. 14 of $500,000 from the Carswell Family 

Foundation, towards the $1 million cost of a one-metre custom telescope. (18sep17). 

York hosts conference to honour Professor Emeritus Leo Panitch (2oct17). 
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Senior York scholar James Carley gives London livery role a feminist twist.  After a year as the master of 

the Worshipful Company of Barbers, a livery company based in the UK, York University Distinguished 

Research Professor Emeritus James Carley reflects on his “feminist year” in a male-dominated livery. 

York University Professors Emeriti Judith Nagata and Penny Van Esterick, who are faculty associates of 

York Centre for Asian Research, will be honoured at the 33rd Biennial Canadian Council for Southeast 

Asian Studies (CCSEAS) conference running Oct. 26 to 28 at York University. (10oct17) 

Faculty of Science Professor Emeritus Diethard Bohme and his team have made a major discovery that 

adds understanding to the relativistic effects in chemistry theorized 30 years ago.  (17oct17) 

Workshop considers historical knowledge of plants in Canada:  “Women, Men, and Plants in 19th-

Century Canada: New Resources, New Perspectives”. The workshop was led by York Professor Emerita 

Ann Shteir. (17oct17). 

Faculty of Education Professor Emeritus Paul Axelrod has authored a new article for YaleGlobal online 

titled, "Are STEM Fields Over-Prioritized in Higher Education?" (31oct17). 

Professor Emerita Esther Fine's has a new book titled Alternative Schooling and Student Engagement, 

Canadian Stories of Democracy within Bureaucracy.  (8nov17). 

Osgoode Hall Law School Professor Emeritus Harry Glasbeek was interviewed in Corporate Crime 

Reporter Nov. 19. Harry Glasbeek on “The Corporation as Criminal”. (22nov17) 

Professor Emeritus Ted Spence's 2013 article for Contour Lines offers insight into the University's effort 

to get a subway. (dec17) 

York Professor Emeritus Saeed Rahnema discusses the Iran protests in an op-ed penned for The Globe & 

Mail.  (15jan18) 

Work by students, faculty and graduates of Osgoode Hall Law School, including Professor Emeritus Shin 

Imai, offers important contribution to laying the ground for the new Canadian Ombudsperson for 

Responsible Enterprise office announced by the Liberal government. (29jan18) 

Faculty of Education Professor Emeritus Paul Axelrod considers academic freedom in a new article for 

University Affairs (31jan18) 

Prof. Emeritus Juan Pascual-Leone earns recognition.  In recognition of his contributions to the field of 

psychology, York University Professor Emeritus Juan Pascual-Leone has been appointed Fellow of the 

Association for Psychological Science.  (1feb18) 

Osgoode Professor Emeritus Brian Slattery is a finalist in the Canadian Society of Children's Authors, 

Illustrators and Performers 2017 Writing for Children Competition for his book "I am the Notorious Ninja 

Thief". (13feb18) 
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Health Canada is proposing a new way of allowing certain drugs that Canadians need into the country. A 

policy challenge in the Winnipeg Free Press.  Joel Lexchin is professor emeritus of health policy and 

management at York University and associate professor of family and community medicine at the 

University of Toronto. (18feb18) 

York University Professor Emerita Haideh Moghissi was invited to share her expertise on the topic of 

gender equality during a one-day conference held in Stockholm earlier this year. (22mar18) 

LA&PS Professor Emeritus Bill Mahaney's research featured in new PBS show Secrets of the Dead: 

Hannibal in the Alps that airs April 10 on PBS.  (2apr18) 

Professor Emeritus, football coach and sports historian Dr. Frank Cosentino named to the Canadian 

Football Hall of Fame as a builder. (2apr18) 

Compiled by Glen Norcliffe 

 

‘FAKE NEWS’ - What it is and why it matters 
NOTES FOR A TALK BY FRED FLETCHER, University Professor Emeritus, Communication Studies and 

Political Science  York University Library February 13 1018 

 

 
Fake news has recently become a hot topic.  One respected fact checking site reports that Donald Trump 

has used the term in Tweets and speeches more than 150 times in the past 18 months.  But his targets 

have generally been journalism he disagrees with, not fake and usually not false. The proliferation of 

actual fake news – especially during the 2016 American presidential election campaign – should be seen 

in the context of the challenges faced by traditional news organizations, which include declining 

audiences and advertising revenue.   

 

Concerned citizens now face the challenge of navigating a flood of information – mostly online—in the 

new media environment -- with few clear markers of reliability and good sense.  The role of traditional 

journalism as a bulwark against fake news is increasingly important at the very time that its viability is 

threatened. Both audiences and advertisers have been drifting away, especially in the last 10 years. 
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These issues are regarded by democratic theorists as important because journalism is considered by 

many to be the foundation of an informed citizenry, providing the information that citizens require to be 

self-governing.  This is often called civic-function journalism -- reporting on public institutions, public 

issues and community activities -- and is the historic justification for specific protections for freedom of 

the press. The goal is to hold institutions accountable and, in particular, to provide access to “shared 

verifiable facts” as a foundation for public policy debate.   

 

The Internet was initially celebrated as a way of greatly expanding the voices that could contribute to 

public discourse. Then came fake news and the current crisis became apparent. 

Defining Fake News 

 

Craig Silverman, a well-informed online journalist, offers a narrow definition.  He defines fake news as 

stories that are (1) 100% false, not the result of honest mistakes or partisan slant; (2) created 

consciously to be false; and (3) with a financial motive. This definition applies very accurately to the 

moneymaking operations run by teenagers in Macedonia, for example, who – along with their 

counterparts in North America and elsewhere – discovered they could benefit financially by making up 

sensational falsehoods that gained them significant numbers of clicks on YouTube and, especially, 

Facebook and Google. 

 

A revealing local example is the case of a young Republican who bought an expired domain name – 

ChristianTimesNewspaper.com – for $5 (US) and posted a completely fabricated story and promoted it 

on a number of Facebook pages he had created.  The story – BREAKING: Tens of thousands of fraudulent 

Clinton votes found in Ohio warehouse – supported by equally fraudulent pictures circulated widely and 

netted its author about $1000 an hour.  He was proud enough of his work to describe it to a New York 

Times reporter and noted that he made more than enough to pay off his student loans.  His alma mater, 

Davidson College, was so embarrassed by the New York Times story that they created a two-week online 

course (MOOC) on how to identify fake news. 

 

Although many of these fake news postings tended to favour Donald Trump in the US presidential 

election, their motivation was primarily financial.  What is perhaps important to note here is that there 

was a market for negative fake news about political opponents, especially Hillary Clinton. Of course, 

there are many other producers of false news whose motivations are primarily partisan or ideological.  

This form of fake news might more properly be called propaganda.     

 

In a recent study, the Oxford Internet Institute used a broader term, “junk news.”  As the researchers 

put it, after examining many websites: 

 

“Sources of junk news deliberately publish misleading, deceptive or incorrect information 

purporting to be real news about politics, economics or culture. This content includes various 
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forms of extremist, sensationalist, conspiratorial, masked commentary, fake news ….” [emphasis 

added] 

 

By examining how news from these sites was shared, they were able to identify clusters of users who 

rarely consulted sites that would challenge their world views.  The most isolated groups were hard right 

conservative Trump supporters. 

 

All fake news is false but not all false news is fake 

 

A recent example is the false report of the claim of assault by an 11-year-old Toronto girl and her hijab.  

The story fit an ongoing narrative and had human interest.   This incident is properly called a hoax.  

In this case, as the Toronto Star columnist Shree Paradkar points out, reports “followed standard 

procedures. A police release sought assistance in identifying a person accused of religion-based 

harassment.  Journalists followed up by seeking quotes from the family.” And there was a press 

conference.  Only police had access surveillance tapes that cast doubt on the girl’s story. 

 

Fake news is not news that you disagree with 

 

Many people use the term fake news as an epithet to describe news that critiques their agendas or their 

character or challenges their world view.   There is often nothing false about this news, but it may have a 

partisan slant or bias or be incomplete or even misleading.  Some ideological or partisan sites cite errors 

as fake news in a transparent attempt to undermine the credibility of traditional journalism, with some 

success. 

 

The consequences of the various forms of false news for the health of political discourse in the public 

sphere are similar.  They debase public discourse.  They can also promote hate and even violence. 

 

Fake news, then, can be seen as stories fabricated for attention (as in hoaxes and pranks), partisan 

benefit (propaganda) or, as Silverman emphasizes, financial gain. 

 

Content of fake news 

 

Celebrities, long the most common subject of fake news, took a back seat in 2016 to other topics. 

A recent study by BuzzFeed News, whose editor says they publish real celebrity news in order to pay for 

serious journalism, found that fake news on Facebook 2016 was mostly about U.S. politics and crime.  

Using a standard measure of engagement (shares, comments and reaction) for the top 50 fake news 

stories, political hoaxes generated 49% of total engagement and crime 34%.  The top two political 

stories were:  

 

Obama signs executive order banning the pledge of allegiance in schools nationwide 

(ABCNews.com.co) 
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 Pope Francis shocks world, endorses Donald Trump for President (EndingtheFed) 

 

Another that made the top 50 was:  

 

ISIS leader calls for American Muslims to support Hillary Clinton (World News Daily Report) 

 

There was also a cross-over in the top five:  

  

FBI agent suspected in Hillary email leaks found dead in apparent murder-suicide (Denver 

Guardian) 

 

Perhaps the most famous is the so-called Pizzagate conspiracy that was very widely circulated and 

inspired an armed man to enter a Washington pizzeria in search of a nonexistent child sex ring.  

Fortunately, no one was injured but a survey commissioned by The Economist newspaper and 

conducted after the election found that 46% of Trump voters and 17% of Clinton voters still believed 

there was something to the story. This false story, like many others, was spread mainly through 

Facebook.  However, the Oxford study found that Twitter is the most important vehicle for fake news, 

though Facebook and Google generate more revenue for fake news sites. 

 

It is important to note here that fake news is not confined to the U.S.  Perhaps my favourite is a report 

that claimed that Angela Merkel, the head of the German government, is actually Hitler’s daughter. A 

recent story by BuzzFeed Brazil found that false allegations of corruption outnumbered true stories 

about an ongoing corruption investigation on Facebook. In India and Pakistan, false rumors about 

religious minorities that have led to deadly violence that used to be local now spread much more widely. 

 

Fake news is not new, nor was it created by social media.  In 1994, for example, Hutu extremists used 

false radio reports of Tutsi atrocities – a long established propaganda topic – to incite hatred against 

Tutsi.  The result was a genocide that claimed an estimated 800,000 lives.  What social media posts have 

done is dramatically increase the speed of diffusion and, therefore, the challenge of refuting the 

falsehood. 

 

Fake news and social media 

 

Three key elements of the digital revolution have played important roles in both the rise of fake news 

and the decline of traditional journalism: 

 

1. The capacity of almost anyone to produce and distribute text and video online at low cost 

2. The anonymity of those posting online 

3. The monetization of social media postings, through (1) click or engagement fees from service 

providers, (2) advertising , (3)working as social media influencers or partisan trolls and (4) the 

aggregation of personal data for sale, which is most important for service providers 
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The Arab Spring and other forms of online resistance to tyranny are facilitated by the first two 

characteristics.  The third element – monetization – has been harnessed by marketers – including 

political marketers.  However, it also makes possible the emergence of creative artists outside the 

control of agents and large media organizations.   

 

We should not lose sight of the positive side of these developments – dependent though they are on a 

small number of very large service providers.  

 

In the case of fake news, however, this combination of elements has enabled some of the worst forms 

of political communication.  In the case of propaganda-style falsehoods, ideological or partisan 

organizations are creating narrowly targeted messages designed to appeal to voters’ prejudices and 

hidden from public scrutiny, enabling falsehoods to circulate unchallenged.  In the case of fake news, 

with its wider distribution, anonymity shields the original producers from the normal constraints of libel 

laws and damage to their reputation.  In this realm of discourse, pretty much anything goes. 

 

Fake news and real news 

 

The concept of fake news implies there is such a thing as real news.  In fact, many fake news producers 

post their stories using fake titles or logos that resemble those of traditional news organizations, such as 

the non-existent Denver Guardian, or actual organizations, like ABC News (as in abcnews.com.co).  

Traditional journalism now must compete for attention with content that mimics it and trades on its 

credibility. 

 

The existence of well-resourced and credible news outlets with a strong commitment to the ideals of 

professional journalism – verification, impartiality, balance, effective story telling – might by itself 

reduce the impact of fake news. Unfortunately, news organizations have been significantly reducing 

journalistic resources and even closing altogether, unable to replace advertising revenue lost to social 

media.  Online advertising has mostly spread itself across the social media, with 70% or more going to 

Facebook and Google.  It is estimated that in the past 15 years, some 16 000 journalistic jobs have been 

lost.  Canada’s largest newspaper, the Toronto Star, has reduced its newsroom staff from 470 to 170. 

 

Canadian surveys show that broadcast TV news (62%) and print newspapers (58%) are still the most 

trusted news sources, well ahead of online-only news publications (26%) and social media (15%).  (IPSOS 

Public Affairs)  These data suggest that traditional journalism has the potential to serve as a check on 

fake news if it can deal with the challenge of a failing business model and successfully compete with 

online sources for public attention.   

 

 In summary, the new information environment is marked by a frenzied competition for attention, the 

measure upon which advertising revenue is still based.  In this context, though they have procedures to 

weed out false reports, traditional news organizations have not yet figured out how to report on the 

fake news elements of the Internet without spreading their influence. 
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The social media, presenting themselves as neutral channels, have until recently paid little attention to 
content, creating a structure in which “it is cheap, easy and profitable for clickbait factories to fabricate 
content purely for commercial gain. And it is just as cheap and easy for political provocateurs to 
manufacture disinformation designed to discredit their ideological opponents. ”  
 
What does it all mean?   
 
For citizens, the consequences are: 
 

1. It is increasingly difficult to distinguish fact and plausible interpretations of events from 
falsehood and conspiracy theories 

2. It is hard to know what sources to trust (a concern to many, polls show) 
3. It takes a genuine effort to break out of one’s own echo chamber and engage with other points 

of view 
 

For those who value deliberative democracy, where civil debate helps determine social priorities, there 

is a loss of a common understanding of the past and an increasingly limited sense of common purpose.   

 

Fake news that caters to existing prejudices reinforces a growing tendency towards ideological or 

partisan “tribes,” where particular beliefs – especially about a perceived enemy – are the markers of 

membership.  It seems that when politics gets complicated, political look for “tribal affiliations” for cues. 

 

While a revitalization of traditional media is possible, it is clear that other measures will be needed to 

combat fake news and preserve a space for informed and civil political debate.  Many ideas have been 

floated.  These include: 

 

 greater attention to media literacy and critical thinking in schools 

 greater transparency about professional practices in journalism to enhance credibility 

 government support for fact-checking and debunking of fake news, as practiced by such 

organizations as Snopes, Bright Line Watch, Media Matters and Factcheck.org.  

 involvement of universities in this process and in journalism, with services such as The 

Conversation (academic rigour, journalistic flair) 

 

In the past six months or so, governments or government agencies in several countries – France,  Britain, 

Germany, Australia, even Canada – have started thinking that public policy should be doing something 

about fake news.  Elections Canada is looking at extending regulations about partisan spending to the 

Internet and the Trudeau government is considering some sort of regulation of social media. 

 

Reporters Without Borders, a media freedom watchdog, is proposing a public accreditation system that 

would classify news sources according to their verification methods, transparency about financing, and 

related criteria.  This would help citizens assess the credibility of news providers. 

 

Perhaps the most promising option is to make the major social media services, such as Facebook, Google 

and Twitter, accountable for the content they disseminate.  This would be in line with the long-standing 
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principle that publishers are ultimately responsible for everything they distribute, even if it does not 

originate with them.  This would, in principle if not in law, oblige them to correct errors and remove 

false news. More generally, those who propose this option want the social media to rethink their 

editorial policies and to remove the financial incentives that have fueled fake news sites.  This would 

involve banning clearly identified and persistent violators of journalistic standards.  This might also 

involve limiting anonymity. The question is: how do we preserve press freedom in a new regulatory 

scheme?  Are we better off delegating this kind of editorial authority to the social media corporations 

than we were with newspaper chains and giant media networks? 

 

 

The CURAC Connection 
 
The College and University Retirees Association of Canada (CURAC) represents the interests of academic 

retirees at the national level.  ARFL and YURA are both members and have played an important role in 

its development.  (Sandra Pyke is a past president.)  The retiree associations of more than 40 universities 

and colleges are members.  CURAC provides a variety of services to its member associations and their 

members as well: 

 Assistance to colleges and universities seeking to establish retirees associations; 

 A biennial survey of benefits available to retirees in its member institutions (valuable for 

negotiations, lobbying, etc.) 

 Lobbying government in support of college and university retirees (through news releases, 

letters to officials, etc.) 

 Publishing occasional papers on important social issues relevant to its members (pharmacare, 

palliative care, mental health of seniors) 

 Affinity agreements with suppliers of relevant services 

o Escorted tours with Collette Tours 

o Vehicle and property insurance from Economical Select 

o Travel and extended medical insurance  

 CURAC is working on agreements for other products and services, such as hearing assistance 

 Annual conferences with an impressive array of speakers. 

Editor’s Note: 

Be sure to check out the revamped CURAC website (www.curac.ca) and our own ARFL website 

(https://yuarfl.wordpress.com).  

With respect to this Newsletter, errors, omissions, suggestions, contributions, vagrant opinions, etc., 

should be sent to me (ffletch@yorku.ca). We are particularly interested in learning about honours, 

awards, publications, adventures and ruminations about life in retirement.  We are also hoping to 

receive reminiscences about previous eras at York and reports on our lives as retirees. 

http://www.curac.ca/
https://yuarfl.wordpress.com/
mailto:ffletch@yorku.ca
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If you have an urge to compare your retirement experiences with those of other York retirees, you 

should consult Retirees Speak:  Life After York (A YURA Publication), compiled by Ed Lee-Ruff.  It provides 

32 pages of good advice on retirement and reflections on the retirement experience, including 

contributions from many ARFL members.  It is available from YURA. 

Fred Fletcher 

 

 

 

 

 


