Climate change is not about science
The G8 deliberations in Scotland among the so-called leaders of the world have brought scientific knowledge about the state of the natural environment once again onto the front pages and up to the top of the political agenda. And once again Blair and Bush have disagreed about what the “science” in question actually means. Bush, we are told, now accepts the fact that the planet is getting warmer, but he remains uncertain about the causes of the warming. He does, however, accept without question the fact that economic growth can continue without necessarily making the situation worse, so long as the American companies that he represents can develop new technologies that are less dangerous for the atmosphere.  The interesting thing about Bush’s position is not what he actually says but that he claims to base his ideas on the “truth”. Bush wants us to believe that his approach to global warming, and his rejection of the Kyoto protocol is based on scientific knowledge that is truer than the knowledge that guides Blair and all the others. Neither Blair nor Bush, of course, claims to be a scientist, but they do insist on the importance of basing their decisions on the truth. 
The problem, however, is that there just doesn’t seem to be any absolute truth to go on in this matter – and indeed in many other matters of political significance, as well. There are simply too many factors involved, too many disciplines involved, too many methodologies involved for there to be any absolute agreement among the experts. And so Bush can argue that, if there is doubt about the facts, then it is best to go on as we have been doing, just try to make things a bit less dangerous if it doesn’t cost too much money.         
As someone educated in the history and theory of science, I find this to be an extremely annoying situation. It is especially annoying when it is quite clear that the doubt that is so central to Bush’s position has been produced in a very conscious and systematic way. It is not the result of what is sometimes still referred to as “pure science”. It is rather the result of  so-called research projects that have been funded by some of the American companies that Bush represents, especially EXXON, and carried out by people who work for consulting companies and other kinds of influential political lobbying organizations. 

In the June issue of Mother Jones, one of the few surviving magazines of investigative journalism that has managed to withstand the attacks on freedom of the press by the Bush administration, the way that this doubt has been manufactured is presented in some detail. It seems that, in the early 1990s, many large oil companies banded together to lobby against the emerging scientific consensus about the social basis of global warming. This scientific consensus was achieved only after many years of research funded by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and, in order to reach it, it required a great deal of debate and discussion among the many thousands of scientists involved. Scientists from many different fields had to learn to work together and try their best to learn from each other and collaborate in order to reach a common understanding that they could agree upon. 

By the late 1990s, according to Mother Jones, many of the companies that had been involved earlier in the lobbying effort had come to realize that the “science” was about as good as it could get, and they decided that it might make sense for them to begin to change their ways. Some, like Shell, have made major investments in renewable forms of energy, and most companies have now accepted the Kyoto agreements as a point of departure for their continued corporate development. But EXXON decided to continue with its skepticism toward climate change. And, as the articles in Mother Jones show, there is now a large amount of activity that goes on at such places as the American Enterprise Institute that is funded by EXXON in order to question the scientific consensus about global warming. 

Much of this activity is a kind of “science” that is carried out by people with doctoral degrees in both natural and social sciences. But what makes it questionable is that it is not subjected to the kinds of quality control mechanisms – so-called peer review – which have long been customary in the world of science. The idea is that, in order to be considered true as science, or at least true enough to be published in scientific journals, there should be a review by relevant colleagues (peers in English) before the knowledge is made public. The skeptics bypass such mechanisms, as I have discussed in these pages in the case of the Dane Bjørn Lomborg. 

What all of this indicates is that the debate about global warming is not really about science. It is about the use of information to serve particular interests, in this case the interests of the Bush administration, and the oil industry with which it is so closely associated. It makes one nostalgic for the days when science was less involved in politics.
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