Remember Lysenko
Andrew Jamison
In the 1940s, a man named Trofim Lysenko was given authority over agricultural research, and eventually a great deal of influence over agricultural policy, in the Soviet Union. Lysenko did not believe in genetics, which he considered to be a bourgeois, or capitalist, science; he was a practical man who had done some field experiments which proved, according to his satisfaction, and according to statistics that were later shown to have been manipulated, that new plant varieties could be developed much more rapidly than the scientifically accepted genetic theories of the time indicated. 

Lysenko’s ideas fit well with what might be termed Stalinist epistemology, namely the theory of knowledge that claimed that workers knew best - and, more specifically, that workers knew more than scientists - and that practical experiments rather than abstract theories provided the best criteria for achieving results in research, as well as in the real world. During the 1950s, Lysenko’s ideas governed agricultural research policy to such a degree that almost all genetic research was stopped in the Soviet Union and the country’s agriculture suffered enormous damage. As Bonniers lexicon (a Swedish encyclopedia) puts it in the short article on Lysenko, “The results were catastrophic both for genetics and for agriculture in the Soviet Union.”

Over the past two years, a man named Bjørn Lomborg has been given authority over environmental research, and a great deal of influence over environmental policy, in Denmark. In much the same way that Lysenko rose to power by challenging the legitimacy of an emerging scientific field, Lomborg has achieved a good deal of his power by challenging the legitimacy of environmental science, which like genetics in the 1940s, is still in the process of early development. And like Lysenko in the Soviet Union, Lomborg’s influence and authority are not derived from scientific work, but from a kind of technical activity, namely the manipulation of statistics to question the contentions of environmental scientists – in Denmark, as well as abroad.  

It is now two years since Anders Fogh Rasmussen brought his neo-liberal party to power in Denmark, and already the damage to environmental research and to environmental policy due to the teachings of Bjørn Lomborg are starting to be felt. For in those two years, Lomborg has become one of the most influential advisers to those who make environmental policy in Denmark, at the same time as almost all legitimate environmental scientists in the country have effectively lost their influence over environmental policy. A good many of the people who previously worked for the environmental ministry and in various environmental projects have lost their jobs, and a good deal of the environmental science and environmental research that had been financed by the Danish government has been replaced by what might be termed Lomborgology, a kind of populist form of cost-benefit analysis.  

Lomborg himself is the director of an institute for environmental assessment, which produces, on a regular basis, reports that challenge more or less accepted ideas of environmental science and policy. One report has challenged the value of recycling our household waste products, another has challenged the widely held belief that human activity, and in particular, the increase of economic production, is one of the main contributing factors behind global warming. Lomborg’s various pronouncements on the state of the world are given prominent attention in the Danish media, and he has now announced plans for a major conference to be held in Copenhagen in May 2004, when his institute, with the support of the magazine The Economist, will bring famous people to Denmark, at 10,000 dollars per head, to propound on the state of the world. 

Even more ominously perhaps, in its most recent state budget, the Danish government has reportedly allocated funding for a new institute of climate research, which will be based on the assertions of scientists in Århus who contend that climate change is the result of natural causes. Those scientists were given much attention in Lomborg’s book, The Skeptical Environmentalist, where he criticizes the findings of the International Panel for Climate Change, which attribute, as we all know, a good deal of the responsibility for climate change to human economic activity and also suggest that we should try to do something about that activity – making it less productive of carbon dioxide emissions, for example.

Earlier this year, a Danish committee on scientific dishonesty concluded, after several months of investigation, that Lomborg’s book could not be considered acceptable science. Of course, there are different opinions about what is to be considered science, but the committee contended that whatever opinion one had, Lomborg’s book was simply not scientific enough. It was certainly provocative and socially relevant, and had obviously excited those people, like the editors of The Economist, who would rather not spend so much money on environmental protection. But the committee contended that Lomborg had not followed acceptable scientific procedures in the selection of the data that he referred to, and in the way he presented that data. His selection was too limited – he only used material that supported his arguments – and his presentation was too polemical – he did not give a fair account of the data, he had taken his material out of context. The committee was not convinced that he deliberately lied, but they were all agreed – and they represented the entire range of scientific fields – that his methods could not be considered scientifically acceptable.

Similar conclusions have been made by the various committees that have evaluated the reports coming from Lomborg’s institute. They too praise the relevance and polemical qualities of the reports – we all like a good debate – but the various evaluators, both formal and informal, do question the methods and scientific quality of the reports. The one on recycling, for example, has been widely criticized in the Danish media and by expert evaluators for its method of pricing the cost of various waste materials. 

The problem with Lomborg is reminiscent of the problem with Lysenko some 50 years ago. No one should object to either man’s right to speak his mind and express his opinions. On the contrary, such skeptics are, in principle, valuable for making us all a little more careful in the claims we make, whether we are scientists or politicians. The problem is rather that Lomborg, like Lysenko before him, has been given authority and influence far beyond what is justified by his skepticism. And, of course, the other problem is that Lomborg, like Lysenko earlier, serves to legitimate and support an approach to policy making that is in opposition to what most of the legitimate scientists in the relevant academic fields consider to be appropriate. In much the same way that Lysenko sought to base agricultural policy on unproven and highly unscientific experimental techniques, Lomborg and his supporters in the Danish government are basing environmental policy on unproven assertions and unscientific methods of argumentation.

There is nothing to say that science is always right; but on the other hand it might be safer to base policies in such important areas as environmental protection on a belief that science is not always wrong. Indeed it is probably more often the case, I would suggest, that the more scientists and the more varied the scientific opinions that are solicited for any policy decision, the more appropriate the decision is likely to be. Remember Lysenko.      
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