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• Studying scientific controversies
• The theoretical framework: social representations and
collective memory
• The study: aims and method
• Results
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The Di Bella case: the end
• The trial period ended in October 1999 and its results
proved negative for the Di Bella’s therapy.
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The Di Bella case: the end
• The trial period ended in October 1999 and its results
proved negative for the Di Bella’s therapy.
• Today, four Italian regions partially or totally reimburse
their residents for expenses sustained while undergoing the
Di Bella’s therapy.
• In July 2010 at a public meeting organized by Di Bella’s
son, he declared that there are 1200 patients who are
treated with the therapy.
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The problem: science controversies
in the public arena
• Controversy as a factor that favours scientific
advancements
– “The history of science… is one long series of theses, set off by ardently
advocated antitheses, with ultimate synthesis terminating controversy and
marking step forward. Controversy has always been part of the method of
science”

Boring, 1929

giovedì 22 luglio 2010

Edwin G.

The problem: science controversies
in the public arena
• Controversy as a factor that favours scientific
advancements

giovedì 22 luglio 2010

The problem: science controversies
in the public arena
• Controversy as a factor that favours scientific
advancements
• science controversies in the public arena …

giovedì 22 luglio 2010

The problem: science controversies
in the public arena
• Controversy as a factor that favours scientific
advancements
• science controversies in the public arena …
– Mass media’s central role: framing scientific
controversies as conflicts (Lewenstein, 1995; Neresini,
2000)
– Public opinion growing perception that experts can
and do disagree
• and that their specialist advice is not necessarily
infallible or neutral (Martin and Richards, 1995)
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The problem: science controversies
in the public arena
• Controversy as a factor that favours scientific
advancements
• Science controversies in the public arena …
• … activate interaction processes between science
and society (Latour, 1998)
– Public opinion is implicitly designated as the judge of the
controversies
– It becomes an actor in the negotiation of the real and
symbolic values that are exchanged (Bucchi, 1998)
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Collective memory and social representations
• The theoretical and empirical affinities between
the two concepts:
– they “have been worked out on Durkheim’s lead, explicitly
contrasted to Durkheim’s collective representation
concept” (Laszlo, 2001).
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Collective memory and social representations
• The theoretical and empirical affinities between
the two concepts:
– they “have been worked out on Durkheim’s lead, explicitly
contrasted to Durkheim’s collective representation
concept” (Laszlo, 2001).

• They both refer to the socio-constructivist approach
– Social processes and meanings need to be investigated
in the framework of, and in relation to, the context
where they are constructed and negotiated.
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Collective memory and social representations
• The theoretical and empirical parallelism between
the two concepts
• They both refer to the socioconstructivist approach
• They both study forms of shared knowledge (Liu et
al, 2005)

• that are conceptualized as the result of imaginative
and constructive processes:
– ‘‘The past is not simply ‘received’ by the present…the
past is modeled, invented, reinvented, and reconstructed
by the present.’’ (Assmann, 1997)
– Representation, rather than being an exact mirror of the
object in question, is a process of re-construction and
creation (Markova 2000)
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Characteristics and functions
of the two concepts
• The social matrix of knowledge: the construction of the
object is based on selective, creative and interpretative
activities that are socially oriented (Wagoner 2008, Moscovici, 1992,
Halbwachs, 1925) :
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– The media role: they provide the framework and the language
in which events are described (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999; Wertsch & Roediger,
2008)
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Characteristics and functions
of the two concepts
• The social matrix of knowledge: the construction of the
object is based on selective, creative and interpretative
activities that are socially oriented (Wagoner 2008, Moscovici, 1992,
Halbwachs, 1925) :

– The media role: they provide the framework and the language
in which events are described (Bauer & Gaskell, 1999; Wertsch & Roediger,
2008)

– Construction and negotiation processes happen in the contexts
of local and daily communicative interactions (Arruda, 2003)
– They are related to groups’ aims (Licata, Klein et Van Der Linden, 2006)
– They are characterized by conflicts and negotiation activities
concerning the meanings to be attributed to social objects
(Jovchelovitch, 1997, Jedlowski, 1997)
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Characteristics and functions
of the two concepts
• The social matrix of knowledge: the construction of the
object is based on selective, creative and interpretative
activities that are socially oriented
• They have a dynamic (Markova, 2000; Reese & Fivush 2008) and
pluralistic character (Chrissides, 2008; Wood 1994)
• They are instrumental in maintaining group identity and
group stability: coesion and continuity (Laszlo, 2001; Hirst & Manier,
2008)
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Aim and Hyphotesis
• The aim: to study the contents and structure of the social representations and
of the collective memory of the Di Bella Case
• Our general hypothesis is that the scientific controversy regarding the Di
Bella therapy is represented as a conflict between ( Farr and Moscovici,
1984 ) :
– The consensual universe (patients and their relatives, public opinion): Di
Bella and is therapy are the symbols of their needs and requests
– and the reified universe: the official medical practice, the health and
scientific institutions and their representatives, the political
institutions and their representatives
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Aim and Hyphotesis
• The aim: to study the contents and structure of the social representations and
of the collective memory of the Di Bella Case
• Our general hypothesis is that the scientific controversy regarding the Di
Bella therapy is represented as a conflict between ( Farr and Moscovici,
1984 ) :
– The consensual universe (patients and their relatives, public opinion): Di
Bella and is therapy are the symbols of their needs and requests
– and the reified universe: the official medical practice, the health and
scientific institutions and their representatives, the political
institutions and their representatives
• The attribution of this meaning and symbolic value to the Case should
imply a ridefinition and rationalization of the results of the scientific
trials of the Di bella therapy whose results were negative
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Sample
• 41 ex tumor patients and patients’ relatives. They were recruited
through four Italian associations devoted to provide emotional
support and to improve the quality of life of tumor patients
Gender
Age

Education

Profession
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Women
Man
Range
Mean
Secondary school

68%
32 %
32-76
48
17%

Secondary advanced school

46%

University
Housewife
Employee
Self-employed person/ Entrepreneur
Pensioner

37%
10%
54%
20%
17%

Data collection and data analysis
• Semi-structured interviews, starting with two opening
questions:
– If today you recall the so called Di Bella case, what are the first
thoughts that come to your mind?
– If you were asked to tell the Di Bella case to someone who knew
nothing about it, which story would you tell?
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Data collection
• Semi-structured interviews, starting with two opening
questions
• followed by some questions concerning :
– the actors who played a role in this event: professor Di Bella and his
entourage, the magistracy, politicians, mass-media, scientists and
physicians, public opinion, patients and their relatives
– some of the themes and events that characterized the case: the Di
Bella therapy, the scientific trial of the therapy, the international
echo of the case

• Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, were taperecorded and were later transcribed verbatim
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Data analysis
• Qualitative computer aided content analysis with the sofware Nvivo .
• The coding frame was generated based on a mixed deductive and
inductive approach (Hsieh and Shannon 2005):
– the initial codes were derived theoretically, taking into account the
theoretical framework and the research question of the study
– new themes emerging from the data and sub-categories have been
inductively articulated on the basis of the interviewees’ answers

• Once the coding frame was established, the second and the third
authors coded half of the interviews each
• Finally, they were provided with a range of unlabelled quotations
from the interviews they did not analyze and asked to match the
quotations to their corresponding coding.
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Personification as objectification
• The somatic traits: the stereotyped representation of Di
Bella
“I still can see this old guy as if he was here, his slightly stooping figure, whit his white hairs. I think
that this little man would not have done something if he was not sure that he could do good
for other people.” Ex, 3
“I remember his posture, his slightly stooping figure. He was surely not an haughty person, who
thinks a lot of himself ” Fam, 11
“He was an old guy, so he was a typical scientist. I remember him as a nice old guy , that is to say, a
person with a lot of experience” Fam, 23
“He really looked as a doctor, because he was always wearing a white dress and he also had white
hairs. That is to say that he looked as an old doctor.” Ex, 18
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• The Di Bella’s communication and relational style:
– He was not interested in money, power, fame
“He was not the kind of person who wanted to appear in the mass-media. The mass-media liked
his story , but it seems to me that he was not looking for fame or, as somebody said, for money”
Fam, 7
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• The Di Bella’s communication and relational style:
– He was not interested in money, power, fame
“He was not the kind of person who wanted to appear in the mass-media. The mass-media liked
his story , but it seems to me that he was not looking for fame or, as somebody said, for money”
Fam, 7

– He was able to infuse people with safety and to inspire
confidence
“He conveyed a sense of tranquility to me and he infused me with safety. You
know, there is always a sort of barrier in the relationship between a patient
and his doctor , but thanks to the way he presented himself , he broke it
down” Ex, 9
“ I remember that many people consulted him and that they spoke well of the way he offered his
therapy to the patients. They said that he was a nice person and that he treated patients like
persons.” Fam, 11
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• The somatic traits: the stereotyped representation of Di Bella

• The Di Bella’s communication and relational style:
– He was not interested in money, power, fame
– He was able to infuse people with safety and to inspire
confidence
“He conveyed a sense of tranquility to me and he infused me with safety. You
know, there is always a sort of barrier in the relationship between a patient
and his doctor , but thanks to the way he presented himself , he broke it
down” Ex, 9
“ I remember that many people consulted him and that they spoke well of the way he offered his
therapy to the patients. They said that he was a nice person and that he treated patients like
persons.” Fam, 11
“It’s a given that there are a lot of patients who were healed. This may be due to his therapy, or to
the way he took care of his patients : the physical examinations lasted two hours, he did not want
to be paid . Doing like this, the patients felt that they were not cannon folder because they were
really carefully attended.” Ex, 7
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Anchoring
• Concerning expertise: the great scientist
– Einstein, Rita Levi Montalcini, Archimede, Jenner
“He did not look like Einstein, but he always reminded him to me, because both of them
were non conformist” Fam, 17
“When I think about him , it’s Einstein who comes to my mind. Like him, he was an
innovator , he was different from other people and I think that probably he spent his
life doing something important” Ex, 1
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Anchoring
• Concerning expertise: the great scientist
– Einstein, Rita Levi Montalcini, Archimede, Jenner

• Concerning authority :
– Ciampi, Pertini

• Concerning his relational style:
– A grandfather, an old country doctor, Mister Magoo

• Concerning heroism: Don Chisciotte
“They were all against him , he was like Don Chisciotte who tilted at windmills . I
remember I liked this because I like the losers. For me he was a loser who struggled for
what he believed to be true” Fam, 14
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The conflict between the consensual
and the reified universe
• Anchoring Di Bella’s therapy: grassroots medicine
“The Di Bella’s therapy brings to my mind the Lorenzo's Oil story. To me, it looks like the
experience of Lorenzo’s parents, who with many efforts created from scratch an oil that
could cure the illness or that could slow down the illness progress.” Fam, 5
“ The Di Bella case came to a head because there were a lot of patients who were
treated, and they were well, they were responding to that treatment and
they wanted it without charge. So the all mess started from that, it came
from the people” Ex, 4

• “The humanity” of the therapy set against the “official medicine”
“I was rather curious regarding this therapy , even because in my opinion it was much more natural if
compared to the chemical treatment that I did” Ex, 11
“The other doctors treated the tumor , whereas Di Bella was trying to stop it in the beginning , his
aim was to understand where the illness was coming from so that he could get to the source of
it . He did not want to get to the point to need chemotherapy that was devastating” Ex, 16
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The conflict between the consensual
and the reified universe
• Anchoring alternative therapies: grassroots medicine
• “The humanity” of the therapy set against the “official medicine”

• Official medicine as a closed economic and power
structure
“Just think about how you move ahead in academic career in Italy. So, if somebody is becoming a
professor by ‘ass-licking’ a powerful oncologist professor and suddenly here it comes Di Bella
and his therapy and he can bypass him, I don’t know how to explain it… It’s like if I said that I
created a car that needs water instead of petrol, I would be killed in three days” Ex, 4
“ In my opinion, those who were against Di Bella, notably the hospital doctors, the health ministry,
etc. , were only interested in the health business which is a very big one. Because if the Di
Bella’s therapy had worked , chemotherapy would have lost out” Fam, 8
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Representations, memory, identity
• A typical italian story: a closed-mind country
“ I believe that, instead of being supported, Di Bella found strong opposition, above all because in
Italy we are used to doing this, when somebody proposes something new, instead of examining the
proposal, the proponent is held up to public ridicule .” Ex, 6
“It’s one of the example of what happens in Italy: in the very first the mass media give a lot of
attention, sometimes even too much , to a new medical treatment . But if these treatments are set
against the traditional therapy, you can see that for the proponents of the new therapy it’s
difficult to go on with the trials” Fam, 13
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Representations, memory, identity
• A typical Italian story: a closed-mind country
• The Italian national character: superficiality, irrationality,
no respect for the rules
“This is a typical Italian story , you can understand it if you place it in the frame of the Italian
usual approximation and if you consider the illiteracy that drives us. We are the country that
spends more for witchdoctors, witches and wizards. I’m afraid that we dealt with a proposal that
was aimed to help unlucky people as if it was a real possibility to cure patients” Fam, 19
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Representations, memory, identity
• A typical Italian story: a closed-mind country
• The Italian national character: superficiality, irrationality,
no respect for the rules
“This is a typical Italian story , you can understand it if you place it in the frame of the Italian
usual approximation and if you consider the illiteracy that drives us. We are the country that
spends more for witchdoctors, witches and wizards. I’m afraid that we dealt with a proposal that
was aimed to help unlucky people as if it was a real possibility to cure patients” Fam, 19

• Foreign countries as a mythical reference model
“Di Bella is a really self-made man, he was an Italian, I think he was from Sicily, but in our
country he could not prove his discoveries. So he emigrated, it seems to me that he went to the
States and they trusted him” Fam, 14
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The memory of the Case
• What seems to disappear or to be marginalized :
– The role of the politics
– The role of the magistracy
– The economic issue: the Di Bella patients were asking to have
access the therapy free of charge
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The memory of the Case
• What seems to disappear or to be marginalized :
– The role of the politics
– The role of the magistracy
– The economic issue: the Di Bella patients were asking to have
access the therapy free of charge

• What has a central relevance: the conspiracy
“It comes to my mind how they ruined the trials of the Di Bella therapy. It comes to my
mind that for the trials they administered expired drugs. In short, they did not have the
will to verify the therapy’s efficacy” Fam, 3
“I had the clear feeling that somebody did not like this therapy at all, so that the whole
thing had to be stopped. Beyond that, whether the therapy worked or not, I don't
know, in my opinion it perhaps worked well for some patients but it did not for
others” Fam, 12
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Conclusions
• Our hypotheses were confirmed: the Di Bella controversy
was a detonator and at the same time a symbol of the
conflict with the medicine
– in a social context characterized by political and institutional
weakness
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Conclusions
• Our hypotheses were confirmed: the Di Bella controversy
was a detonator and at the same time a symbol of the
conflict with the medicine
– in a social context characterized by political and institutional
weakness

• The utility of the two theoretical concepts:
– Social representations and collective memories are both built on
dichotomies: for example low powered people /high powered
people, poor/rich, natural/chemical
– That are framed in a common narrative template

• An open problem (even for the psychology): the
permanence of the Case seems to be linked to some
persisting problems and needs, in particular those
concerning the patients’ experience and relationships with
medicine and doctors
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Thanks for your attention!
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The mass media analysis 1/2
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The mass media analysis 1/2
• The first analysis was carried out on two weekly magazines
of opposing political ideas, L’Espresso and Panorama
• The contrast between the sacredness of science and the
emotional irrationality of the masses emerges.
• The sacredness of science is guaranteed by its founding on
universal and necessary rules, by reference made to the
authority of the Nobel prizes, by international magazines
or by American scientists that have been adopted as a role
model.
• This representation of science is in contrast with the
irrationality and the emotiveness of the masses, of the
people, of the public opinion itself.
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The mass media analysis 2/2
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The mass media analysis 2/2
• The attitude towards the Di Bella treatment and in general
towards cancer has a strong religious tone
– that emerges from the presentation of the Di Bella character, from
the miraculous description of the cases of recovery attributed to the
intervention of the Professor from Modena and from the
interpretation of the event as a “Religious War”.

• Both weekly magazines, but especially Panorama, not only
represents the contrast and the lack of communication
between consensual and reified, but gives voice to the
needs of the sick.
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