The Conspiratorial repercussions of
Wakefield’s controversial study

This essay endeavours to prove that, despite the paper being retracted and the study being
proven to be extremely financially motivated, Wakefield’s study attempting to prove a link
between autism, the MMR virus, and non-specific colitis has become the foundations upon
which anti-vaccine rhetoric has been built upon. The false belief that vaccines are dangerous
has since proven to be worrying, not only for its ableist implications, but also for the fact that
it appears to be the beginning of people believing even more extreme and often bigoted
conspiracies.

In 1998. then doctor, Andrew Wakefield published a study in the Lancet journal which
attempted to link non-specific colitis’ to autism and as a byproduct find a definitive cause for
autism 2. The paper lists the behavioural diagnoses of the 12 child participants and what
their parents identify as their ‘exposure’, this meaning how the parents viewed, within this
eight of the twelve blamed the MMR vaccine with one even attempting to blame an ear
infection present a week before they noticed autistic symptoms in their child. Some parents
stated that they saw a change in their child between two weeks to mere hours after
immunisation. However, this method placed a large amount of basis on the parents' opinions
instead of scientific evidence. The paper later admits there is no proven connection between
non-specific colitis, autism, and the MMR vaccine. Many believe that this is an instance of
correlation being confused for causation® as signs of autism are generally first noticeable at
around twelve to eighteen months old* whereas the MMR vaccine is first given at twelve to
fifteen months old in the UK®.

All of the children within the study appeared to have similar bowel issues which was then
used to imply that the MMR vaccine causes issues with the bowel, causing autism to
develop. Wakefield then used this link to create a diagnosis which combined non-specific
colitis and autism called ‘Autistic Enterocolitis’ and believed that the combined vaccine may
cause this disorder.
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The media then sensationalised these apparent findings through fear mongering
advertisements and segments within national news services®”. Despite push back from many
other doctors attempting their own press conferences disproving the link, journalists doubled
down?®. However, one journalist wasn't fully convinced and so Brian Deer looked into the
situation in more depth.

In 2004 Brian Deer released his documentary “MMR: What They Didn’t Tell You™ on
Channel 4 and uncovered many suspicious happenings surrounding the now famous study,
the most shocking of which being Wakefield’s measles vaccine patent'®. This was
particularly interesting as, within the UK, if you want to split the MMR vaccine into the three
individual vaccinations you have to pay sixty pounds per vaccine which can easily be used to
suggest a financial incentive for Andrew Wakefield to suggest taking each individually.
Interestingly, the “Neuro Immuno Therapeutics Research Foundation” was listed on the
patent along with its owner, disgraced former doctor, Hugh Fundenburg. However, by the
recording of Deer’s documentary the business had already shut down.

Within his further research, Deer uncovered even more damning evidence that Wakefield
was incentivised by monetary gain to come to the conclusions within his study. This was
found in the form of an undisclosed agreement between Andrew Wakefield and litigator
Richard Barr in which Wakefield was paid £150 pounds an hour from the UK legal aid fund,
equivalating to £435,000 or around eight times his yearly salary, in order to provide proof
that the MMR vaccine caused illness within children™. Barr felt that there could be potential
millions in bringing a class action lawsuit against MMR manufacturers on behalf of the
parents of autistic children. However, they needed to prove that the vaccine caused a distinct
and specific syndrome which can be used to explain why Wakefield ensured he created a
term for this new syndrome, Autistic Enterocolitis.

This overwhelming evidence that showed how Wakefield stood to gain from the findings of
his study lead the General Medical Council to open up a fitness to practise investigation
against Wakefield in 2009'2. This was the longest investigation in their history, lasting 217
days. By 2010 the council had concluded that Wakefield had failed in his duties as a doctor
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and acted against the interests of his patients, leading him to get struck off of the medical
register'® and causing the Lancet to formally retract Wakefield's study after 12 years™.

In the aftermath of these events Wakefield moved to America, where he was swiftly
accepted by the political right'®. Wakefield now speaks at anti-vaccine conferences including
“conspira-sea” a conspiracy themed cruise'® having now changed his tune on vaccination,
claiming that all vaccines are dangerous having spoke out against the Covid - 19 vaccine".
Due to his absence and therefore the absence of media covering his now incredibly
controversial study, United Kingdom vaccination rates slowly but surely returned to pre-scare
levels'®. The same cannot be said, however, for America as in a 2016 survey of healthcare
professionals on the most common reasoning for refusing vaccination 77% of parents sited
fear of a connection to autism'®.

This is especially worrying as, for many, following anti-vaccine rhetoric is the first step in
believing more in depth conspiracy theories and therefore radicalisation®. The majority of
these extremist theories are seeped in anti semitic hate?'?? and can often lead to large bouts
of violence. For instance, British MP Andrew Bridgen was expelled from his party? just this
year after he claimed that the Covid - 19 vaccination is ‘the biggest crime against humanity
since the holocaust’ in a now deleted tweet. Understandably, such harsh words, in this case
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both making light of the holocaust and of those who lost their lives to covid, are incredibly
likely to cause offence and as such trigger a defensive reaction in many. However, this has
been shown to be incredibly ineffective at deradicalising those who follow these beliefs.

Research has shown that, for most, the drive to believe conspiracies is often rooted in a
need to be able to understand and feel safe, sometimes even needing a way to feel superior
to others?*?®. This may explain why, when directly challenged, they too go on the offensive as
in their eyes the challenger is attacking the very way they view the world and their sense of
safety within it. This therefore means that, in order to help such people, they instead need to
be shown other ways to experience these important things and only then can the idea that
they may have been wrong begin to take hold. This does not, however, seem to be the case
100% of the time.

It has been 13 years since Wakefield was proven incorrect and lost his licence and despite
that knowledge being readily available the anti-vaccine movement is alive and well, still
parroting the theory he started all the way back in 1998. Whilst | do believe that many turn to
this belief as a means of explaining how their child became autistic, | also believe that there
may be a slightly more sinister reasoning behind it.

Worldwide around 134,000 people die of measles every year and within every 1,000 children
affected one to two will die, not to mention those who die from pneumonia developed by one
out of every twenty or the one out of 1,000 who are left with hearing loss or intellectual
disability?®. These numbers are thankfully kept at bay by the millions who are vaccinated
allowing themselves to not be infected and preventing the spread. As a direct result of
Wakefield's study, however, many are choosing to forgo these vaccines for their children as
they are too worried about the possibility of their child being autistic. This is evident that
anti-vaccine beliefs are rooted in ableism?’ specifically against autistic people as they would
rather take the risk that their child would be part of those who either die or are permanently
damaged from measles as opposed to taking the risk, in their opinion, that their child could
become autistic®®.
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Andrew Wakefield lost his medical licence for a myriad of reasons relating to his 1989 study,
including his clear attempt at financial gain through his findings. This, however, has not
deterred people from misinterpreting and whole-heartedly believing what they believe to be
its conclusion, that all vaccinations are dangerous especially for children as they cause
autism. For some, this may simply be an attempt at finding the answers that no other brief
has been able to provide and dissuade the idea that their child's autism is somehow a failure
on their part?®. This sense of community and belonging creates a belief system that is
incredibly hard to break down but it is my belief that this is needed. If these, possibly ableist,
beliefs are allowed to continue unchecked then many more people will fall down the
conspiracy theory rabbit hole, not to mention how lower vaccination rates can be credited
with many outbreaks including those in the United Kingdom in 2002*° and, more recently,
those in the United States in 2019%'. Many take for granted what a privileged position being
able to refuse vaccines is, in the 1940’s people lined up to take the smallpox vaccination with
New York vaccinating 6 million people in less than a month® and there are currently
countless appeals attempting to gain funds to vaccinate those in less economically
developed countries®. Vaccination hesitancy, | believe, is understandable. Many don’t
understand how they work and for some the idea of getting a vaccination is incredibly
daunting. However, modern anti-vaccine rhetoric can largely be attributed to one man
attempting to satiate his greed through fear mongering tactics and preying on those who are
desperate for answers and support. Although, it is hard to believe that anyone, even
Wakefield, could have ever anticipated what his attempts would result in.
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