
To the Publishing Director, Kill Your Darlings, 11th November 2022.  

 

Complaint regarding the KYD article “Coming Back from Climate Doomism” 

https://www.killyourdarlings.com.au/article/coming-back-from-climate-doomism/ 

 

Dear Rebecca Starford, 

 

I write to request an urgent review of the article and to be informed of what corrective action, 

if any, the publisher will take, before November 25th, 2022. In typical codes of ethics for 

publishers (which you are not party to), the significance of an individual to an article’s 

argument and the significant of any misrepresentations to those arguments are key to whether 

a complaint should be addressed by a publisher. The article I write to you about includes a 

focus on myself, Jem Bendell, and therefore the negative misrepresentations of my 

knowledge are central to the argument being made within the article. Therefore, in normal 

ethical practice, your publication would need to seek resolution and, if possible, make agreed 

corrective actions to address potential damage caused.  

 

The misrepresentation of my views and knowledge that I will focus on in this complaint 

relates to my knowledge of the effectiveness of vaccines against Covid-19. The journalist’s 

accusation that I have been “sharing and amplifying deadly misinformation” is a major claim 

of my negative impact on other people. The claim is presented by the journalist himself rather 

than being a quotation. Since publication, this claim has been referred to by both critics and 

colleagues in ways that undermine my character, credibility and suitability for collaboration. 

It is unfortunate that such an accusation may lead people not only to be less informed about 

the science on Covid vaccine effectiveness, but also be encouraged to not look further at the 

terrifying situation humanity is now in with climate change, or the growing community and 

movement that seek to respond to that situation – deep adaptation.  

 

There appear to be four main arguments made in the article which are used to claim I am 

spreading misinformation about Covid.  

 

First, the journalist criticises the lyric of one of my songs: “viral evolution caused by jabbing 

all the same” calling it a “mistruth”. My writings on Covid issues have always referenced the 

scientific papers for the claims I make (or link to my articles where I provide that). 

Obviously, one can't add a reference to a lyric in a song. I therefore will spell out the science 

behind the claim in that song. Specifically, as recognised in the magazine article that the 

journalist refers to, using non-sterilising vaccinations in the middle of a pandemic can lead to 

viral evolution of variants that then evade any protection provided by those vaccinations. In 

the scientific literature this process is called “vaccination-induced evolutionary pressure” and 

leads to a phenomenon called “vaccine escape.” This has now been demonstrated to be 

occurring with Covid. I quote from the paper in the Journal ACS Infectious Diseases:1   

 

"...prevailing variants can be quantitatively explained by infectivity-strengthening and 

vaccine-escape (co-)mutations on the spike protein RBD due to natural selection and/or 

vaccination-induced evolutionary pressure. We illustrate that infectivity strengthening 

mutations were the main mechanism for viral evolution, while vaccine-escape mutations 

become a dominating viral evolutionary mechanism among highly vaccinated populations" 

 

 
1 Emerging Vaccine-Breakthrough SARS-CoV-2 Variants - PubMed (nih.gov) 

https://www.killyourdarlings.com.au/article/coming-back-from-climate-doomism/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-ZqItq86C0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35133792/


A more worrying finding in a paper in The Journal of Physical Chemistry Letters is that this 

process has now been identified as one of the main drivers of viral evolution:2 

 

"vaccine-breakthrough or antibody-resistant mutations provide a new mechanism of viral 

evolution. Specifically, vaccine-resistant mutation Y449S in the spike (S) protein receptor-

binding domain, which occurred in co-mutations Y449S and N501Y, has reduced infectivity 

compared to that of the original SARS-CoV-2 but can disrupt existing antibodies that 

neutralize the virus. By tracking the evolutionary trajectories of vaccine-resistant mutations 

in more than 2.2 million SARS-CoV-2 genomes, we reveal that the occurrence and frequency 

of vaccine-resistant mutations correlate strongly with the vaccination rates in Europe and 

America. We anticipate that as a complementary transmission pathway, vaccine-

breakthrough or antibody-resistant mutations, like those in Omicron, will become a 

dominating mechanism of SARS-CoV-2 evolution when most of the world’s population is 

either vaccinated or infected." 

 

The unfortunate impact of this process is that the vaccines lose effectiveness and therefore do 

not protect the elderly and vulnerable who may choose to benefit from the protection they 

had offered. The argument that variants caused by ‘evolutionary pressure’ from vaccination 

would be more virulent in general, rather than simply evade the vaccines, is not an argument I 

have ever made and do not make in that lyric. There will likely be research papers that 

conclude differently to the papers I cite above. However, the existence of the papers I cite 

here is recent evidence of a phenomenon that is widely discussed in science and what I was 

referring to in the song lyric. Therefore, to describe it as misinformation is incorrect, and to 

then use that mistake to argue that someone (me) is not capable in science, nor a credible 

analyst, is a worse mistake. In any case, for a journalist to focus on a song lyric as a basis for 

a critique of a person’s view, rather than their published writings on that topic, does not 

indicate a serious attempt to understand the person’s view.   

 

Second, the journalist claims that I “implied that Africa was experience [sic] low rates of 

COVID mortality in part because of its low vaccination rate” without quoting my video or 

paper on the subject. I did not claim that most countries in Africa experience low Covid 

mortality because of its low vaccination rate. That is a basic misrepresentation of my 

argument. There are many explanations about why they have had a low Covid mortality, 

some which I describe in my paper, which is not linked to by your publication when 

misrepresenting me. My argument is that countries of Africa have not needed the Covid 

vaccinations in order to have a low mortality rate and therefore we should try to learn from 

their experience. Having wrongly presented my arguments on experiences in African 

countries, the journalist claims I have “spread this kind of misinformation…” Therefore, the 

misrepresentation is material to the claim I spread misinformation. Despite your journalist 

living in a country, Australia, that has now become one of the worst affected, there appears to 

be little interest in learning from Africa – something sadly normal in the West.  

 

Third, the journalist claims that I was "sharing and amplifying deadly misinformation.” He 

links that claim to a tweet of mine from October 2021, therefore implying that it is deadly 

misinformation. It was a quote tweet of another tweet that provides a table of data from a UK 

government report of Covid data. In it wrote: "New infection data needs urgent public 

discussion, and in parliament. As vaccination now correlates with a higher infection rate. The 

 
2 Mechanisms of SARS-CoV-2 Evolution Revealing Vaccine-Resistant Mutations in Europe and 
America | The Journal of Physical Chemistry Letters (acs.org) 

https://jembendell.com/2022/02/09/the-benefits-of-africa-evading-western-panic/
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recent fatality rates also provide little support for these vaccines anymore. Time to explore 

other options.” At the time I had been calling for a bigger conversation about multiple ways 

of tackling this pandemic and the next, rather than assuming or hoping that vaccinations 

would resolve the situation. I wrote an extended essay on the topic, with detailed scientific 

referencing, as a contribution in the UK at the time about what a Plan B might involve. Since 

then, we now have it confirmed in the European Parliament that the manufacturers did not 

test for impact of vaccination on infection and/or transmission rates. Therefore, any public 

statements and policies on reduced infection and transmission were not informed by science. 

That also means there was no science at the time to refute a claim the vaccination would not 

increase infection and/or transmission. Although one can contest the interpretation of official 

data that may or may not indicate that vaccination correlated with higher rates of infection 

and/or transmission, and the reasons why (behaviour of the vaccinated or impact on the 

nature (bodily location) of an immune response after initial exposure), it is factually incorrect 

to claim that it is “deadly misinformation” to call for “urgent public discussion” on those 

infection rates. In retrospect, I am surprised I missed the fact that it was the media and 

politicians who made claims about infection and transmission, not the drug companies.  

 

Fourth, the journalist claims that I was “showing an ignorance of how vaccines protect 

populations.” The evidence for that claim is my statement that “If a vaccine works, then other 

people taking it should not matter to us…” The journalist is not clear about how he thinks 

vaccines work and therefore what I am ignorant of. However, by mentioning protection of 

populations, he is implying that the vaccines enable a population to reach ‘herd immunity’ 

and therefore for the disease to die out. In the case of Covid, sadly that is not true. A paper 

that is co-written by someone your journalist has probably listened to, Dr Anthony Fauci, 

concludes in a paper in the Journal of Infectious Diseases that herd immunity is not the aim 

with Covid vaccination, because:3 

 

"the virus that causes COVID-19, is so different from polio and measles that classical herd 

immunity may not readily apply to it. Important differences include the phenotypic stability of 

polio and measles viruses, and their ability to elicit longterm protective immunity, compared 

to SARS-CoV-2. For these and other reasons, controlling COVID-19 by increasing herd 

immunity may be an elusive goal." 

 

Once again, I wish to note that there might be other scientific papers that conclude differently 

on herd immunity. Differences in data sets, means of analysis, choice of conclusions, and 

inferences made therefrom, are all part of science. To vilify someone, in this instance me, for 

describing data and theory that does conform to authority at one particular time (e.g. Fauci’s 

views at the start of the pandemic, compared to when he did this paper) is not good 

journalism, and risks enabling authoritarianism.  

 

It is that vilification which is deeply concerning. What kind of person spreads deadly 

misinformation? Not a nice one. What kind of person associates with such persons? Not nice 

people like your readers. Here we see how this article will likely damage my professional 

standing with current and prospective colleagues, students, and funders. It therefore poses a 

material threat to my professional and economic situation, before even considering 

psychological impacts I suffer from this kind of vilification, and the time spent on 

correspondence such as this.  

   

 
3 The Concept of Classical Herd Immunity May Not Apply to COVID-19 - PMC (nih.gov) 

https://jembendell.com/2021/10/23/its-time-for-more-of-a-citizens-response-to-the-pandemic-for-a-real-planb/
https://www.news.com.au/technology/science/human-body/pfizer-did-not-know-whether-covid-vaccine-stopped-transmission-before-rollout-executive-admits/news-story/f307f28f794e173ac017a62784fec414
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9129114/


 

Journalists can disagree with and criticise scholars and so they should. My first public speech 

on the matter of societal collapse risk encouraged people to look into it for themselves. I have 

been the target of a lot of criticism after my Deep Adaptation paper went viral and influenced 

the explosion of support for Extinction Rebellion and something like a new social movement 

to form amongst collapse-anticipators. That has been just part of the strange ride. However, 

to make unsupported and incorrect accusations about someone spreading misinformation that 

could kill people is not just criticism. It could be seen as defamatory.  

 

Cancelling conversation about climate reality? 

 

What is particularly unfortunate is that this denigration of my understanding is used to 

dismiss both my work on societal collapse and, through a huge omission, the wide array of 

scholarship that says very similar things. In particular, the scholarship on societal breakdown, 

on bad-to-worst case climate scenarios, and on psychology about the anticipation of such. 

Therefore, although I do not expect or want a retraction of views on collapse likelihood, I will 

now provide links to peer-reviewed science from top scholars in top journals, which provide 

evidence that an anticipation of societal collapse due to environmental change is not a fringe 

claim. 

  

In recent months we are seeing more scientists calling for more climate honesty, which 

includes attention to the bad-to-worst case scenarios. In the journal paper Climate Endgame: 

Exploring catastrophic climate change scenarios, an interdisciplinary team of eminent 

scientists concluded “There is ample evidence that climate change could become 

catastrophic. We could enter such “endgames” at even modest levels of warming… Facing a 

future of accelerating climate change while blind to worst-case scenarios is naive risk 

management at best and fatally foolish at worst.” In the journal paper Climate change and the 

threat to civilization, other scientists concluded that: "There is, in sum, no solid basis at 

present for dismissing the broken world and global collapse as too unlikely to merit serious 

consideration.” In the journal paper World Scientists’ Warning of a Climate Emergency 2022 

a group of eminent climate scientists write that “The consequences of global heating are 

becoming increasingly extreme, and outcomes such as global societal collapse are plausible 

and dangerously underexplored.” These studies echo a public call of over 500 scholars issued 

2 years ago for COP25, entitled the “Scholars’ Warning on Societal Disruption and 

Collapse”. It requests not only to study collapse scenarios, but also be straight with the public 

and policy makers than this is a plausible future and so we must begin to prepare for it. 

 

Therefore, the general argument in this article that I am an outlier with my views on 

climatology is no longer true, given the range of new scientific literature on how climate-

induced collapse is a plausible scenario. The article uses this false view as the basis for an 

argument that I have, or deploy, a paranoid or conspiratorial perspective on science. That is a 

negative statement about my professional competence based on an ignorance by the author of 

the relevant science.  

 

So what to do? 

 

My perspective is that the article in your magazine might reflects a wider decay of rationality. 

Rather than argue with evidence and theory, it links to tweets that demonise the character of 

one person whose analysis the writer does not like. Such an approach was not previously 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2108146119
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2108146119
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2210525119
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2210525119
https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/advance-article/doi/10.1093/biosci/biac083/6764747
http://iflas.blogspot.com/2021/02/over-500-sign-scholarswarning-on.html
http://iflas.blogspot.com/2021/02/over-500-sign-scholarswarning-on.html


considered a serious one. It reminds me of children calling each other names in a 

playground.  

 

So, for the record, whereas this article brands me “antivax” I am actually pro-vaccination in 

the traditional sense of supporting the accessibility of well-regulated vaccinations. In my past 

work for the UN, I even published a study that included critique of the corporate restrictions 

on access to drugs in poorer countries. Like many people, I have been concerned at the 

ditching of normal approaches to public health, human rights, freedom of speech, scientific 

dialogue, and policy scrutiny during the past 3 years. That is my main reason for not wishing 

to let this article pass unchallenged.  

 

Most of your readers are in Australia, which is suffering an epidemiologically curious 

summer wave of Covid in a population with 72 percent of the adult population boosted (3rd 

shot) against Covid. Such data puts Australia at one of the most vaccinated countries in the 

world and experiencing some of the worst current Covid figures in the world. In such a 

situation, it would be good for your Australian readers to be provided with facts so they can 

assess effectiveness and proportionality for themselves. 

 

What could be done to rectify the bad influence of this article on your readers, and therefore, 

in some cases, upon myself? First, there is the issue of the journalist himself. I realise how 

tough it is to consider what is going on in the way that I invite my readers to consider. On the 

one hand to accept that the corporate capture of science and policy exists and is leading to 

bad outcomes is both frightening and disheartening. Once recognised, one also realises that 

life will become more of a struggle – working against the grain of incumbent power. On the 

other hand, the actual reality we face becomes starker – the true scale and unfolding impacts 

of the climate crisis. Therefore, I hope the journalist might find the time to read, assess, and 

realise some of his mistakes, and find guidance on processing the various thoughts and 

feelings during that.  I recommend two papers I have written on the psychological and 

emotional sides of this issue. They are academic, in peer reviewed journals, so can’t be 

dismissed in the way that the journalist appeared to do in the article.  

 
Psychological insights on discussing societal disruption and collapse | Ata: Journal of Psychotherapy 
Aotearoa New Zealand (aut.ac.nz) 

 
Group Facilitation on Societal Disruption and Collapse: Insights from Deep Adaptation, Journal of 
Sustainability (mdpi.com) 

 

If your journalist was asked to write a negative piece on people who anticipate bad-to-worst 

case climate scenarios, then I hope your editors will also take a moment for some similar 

introspection. I mention that as I know that quite a few articles on this topic are requested by 

editors.  

I recommend KYD doesn’t leave this topic alone. There has been a significant cultural 

engagement with the anticipation of disruption and breakdown, and not just in negative ways. 

I believe engaging it without a desire to trash one perspective and the people who hold it will 

be culturally far more fruitful and valuable to your stakeholders.  

Sincerely, 

Jem Bendell 
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