
John: You should be able to go into much greater detail, but here are some ideas to start with.

The town of Beaconsfield hosts an event each month called Repeated History. In small groups, community 
youth interact with local seniors to unpack contemporary issues that have historical familiarity. This month's 
event focuses on New Lysenkoism – a revitalization of Soviet era biology. In class, your friends Bo and Jackie 
insisted their grandparents, John and Diane, knew all about the topic. So you join your friends at a table.

Bo: Before we get going, I have to ask… Is Lysenkoism when a lizard with its tail cut off will have no-tailed lizard 
babies? Keeping track of so many different biology ideas is tough.

Bo: Okay, it's coming back to me. These different ideas on genetics came from the different experts of their 
times and we're supposed to unpack them?

John: Well, Lysenko's credentials left more to be desired. He came from a war-torn region, only 
learning to write at 13. By age 27, he earned a degree in agronomy and was thrust into a research 
position requiring immediate results. 
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This case study highlights five tactics of science misinformation and 
disinformation efforts: creation of false legitimacy in order to fabricate a fake 
scientific controversy, lack of subject area expertise, putting forth conspiracy 
theories, cherry picking science evidence and ideas, and strong political 
connections.  See Characteristics of Science Misinformation/Disinformation 
Efforts for more information regarding these tactics and Water Fluoridation: 
Misuse of Valid Science to Create Doubt for the companion story to this case 
study. 

Numbered red flags refer to descriptions of misinformation and 
disinformation provided at the end of the case study.
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Lysenko Mendel

Heredity distributed throughout an organism, and 

then emitted as tiny gemmules and transferred to 

reproductive cells. Therefore, changes to the body 

during an organism's life due to environmental 

factors would be inherited in offspring - similar to 

acquired inheritance proposed in Lamarckism. 

An organism's genetic composition and traits are 

determined through inheriting two sets of alleles, 

one from each parent. Alleles are randomly and 

independently selected during gamete formation in 

the gonads. 



Diane: Stalin's regime provided Lysenko an unearned path to speak with authority on genetics. 
However, “expert” isn't the right description. On the contrary, Mendel's ideas were initially challenged 
and difficult to accept but eventually verified and lauded by the scientific community.

Disciplinary expertise in science generally results in scientists who specialize in a very 
narrow range of issues. However, non-experts are often explicitly or implicitly presented 
as experts in order to promote misinformation and disinformation. What would you look 
for when evaluating someone's status as an “expert” on a given science topic? 

Bo: Stalin? He's from history class! He was the leader of the Soviet Union's Communist Party.

Bo: I guess the saying is true, “When you mix science and politics, you get politics.”

What would be required to judge the competing scientific arguments presented in a 
debate? Who is most likely to possess those requirements? How can debates increase 
the spread of misinformation/disinformation efforts? 

Jackie: But the Soviets made all kinds of great progress in science and engineering. Isn't that progress what led 
into the Cold War and the space race? 

Jackie: Ugh! Everything is so messy! We would be way better off if politicians would just place the 
ideas side by side and judge them equally on their merits. 

John: How easy are the ideas to judge? As the Soviet Union was attempting to create distance from the 
global scientific community, they were also presenting the science of heredity as if it were a debate. In the 
eyes of the global scientific consensus, there was nothing debate.

John: Michurinism, named after a Soviet plant biologist, is what Lysenko called his ideas and techniques 
(Borinskaya et al., 2019). Michurinism and Lysenkoism are used interchangeably now. 

How can sociocultural factors such as political affiliation and ideology bias how people 
conceptualize, communicate about, and use science? How does peer review of scientific 
work by a global community of experts mitigate the extent that sociocultural factors can 
bias science? 

Diane: Yes, but there's a lot more to it. Serious investment into research doesn't require trying to turn 
Michurinism into a national science.

Diane: Stalin preferred research, like Lysenko's, which resonated with the political ideology of the 
Soviet Union. Under Stalin's leadership, the Soviet Union was committed to resolving agricultural 
issues through a national science separated from the global scientific community. 

Bo: Michurinism? National science? 

Bo: All of this is wild. There had to be some evidence to support Lysenkoism. Scientists are smart people, they 
wouldn't blindly follow science without evidence.

John: Peas and potatoes, Bo. 

Bo: Good to eat, but why do you bring them up?
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Diane: Lysenko's work began with the use of peas as a cover crop during a Soviet winter. Winter cover crops 
keep the soil loose protecting it from harsh winter weather. They also keep weeds down and helpful biological 
organisms active. Unfortunately for followers of Lysenkoism, the peas planted in Lysenko's study only survived 
because it was an extremely mild winter.

Bo: Top 50 out of 500? What about the other 90%? Only choosing the data that support your argument is 
misleading.

What do you think makes cherry picking scientific studies such an effective means of 
promoting misinformation and disinformation? How might you guard against being 
swayed by misinformation and disinformation promoted through cherry picking?

John: Indeed. Lysenko shrugged off the poor performance of other farms as the result of lazy workers and poor 
administrations. 

Diane: Also, Lysenko claimed other scientists, particularly scientists from the West were conspiring 
against him and attempting to undermine his work. Instead, the scientific community was expressing 
legitimate issues with his methods and flawed findings. New Lysenkoism feeds off a similar idea of 
anti-established science sentiments. 

John: The potato experiment was worse. Of the 500-600 potato farms Lysenko studied, he only 
published results from the top 50 farms (Joravsky, 1962). 

When large diverse groups of experts and professional organizations concur with and endorse 
scientific claims, how does that affect the trustworthiness of the claims? How does that affect the 
feasibility that a widespread conspiracy regarding science can occur?

Bo: There sure is a lot of value that comes with knowing history… 

How might the features of misinformation and disinformation associated with 
Lysenkoism impact peoples' thinking and decision-making? 

Using the information from the case study and other credible sources (e.g., your course content) 
answer the following questions.

How might personal and group-reinforced emotions and biases influence thinking 
and decision-making regarding this issue? 

Regulating your own emotions and personal biases and citing multiple lines of 
credible evidence (scientific, economic) as well as ethical and social considerations, 
take a position on the warrants of Lysenkoism as a framework for crop management.
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While professionals in a particular field of science may draw from other fields, disciplinary expertise is 
often quite narrow. Individuals posing as experts or speaking as experts when they lack credentials in 
relevant, narrow scientific fields is a sign of potential misinformation/disinformation.

       Lack of subject area expertise

RED FLAG GLOSSARY

       Strong political connections
Strong ideological convictions, particularly views coming from political extremes, often drive 
misinformation/disinformation efforts aimed at subverting established science. These efforts have been 
connected to other “Red Flag” mechanisms, including appeals directly to the public, pretense of a larger 
support in science, and attacks on legitimate scientists. 

Pseudoscientific sources often attempt to manufacture a false sense of legitimacy through the formation of 
scientific sounding organization and dissemination of information from that organization. This can easily 
lead to confusion, and cause the public to errantly believe that experts are divided on an issue.

       Creating a fake controversy

       Promoting conspiracy theories
Reference to conspiracy theories is an often-used misinformation/disinformation tactic in an attempt to 
explain why pseudoscientific ideas and/or articles have not been accepted by the scientific community 
and/or published in scholarly journals, or why the global community of scientists has adopted the 
consensus position. 

       Cherry picking
Selectively focusing on particular studies and evidence that are at odds with the entire body of relevant 
studies and evidence is a common feature of misinformation/disinformation efforts. This feature is referred 
to as cherry picking because of its highly selective choice of studies and evidence while ignoring the 
overwhelming number of studies and body of evidence that supports the consensus position of the 
scientific community.
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