
Last month Don ald Trump an nounced his in ten tion to with draw the United States from the Paris
cli mate ac cord. For his sup port ers, it pro vided evidence, at last, that the pres i dent is a man of his
word. He may not have kept many cam paign prom ises, but he kept this one. For his nu mer ous crit ics
it is just an other sign of how lit tle Trump cares about evidence of any kind. His de ci sion to junk the
Paris ac cord con firms Trump as the poster politi cian for the “post-truth” age.

But this is not just about Trump. The mot ley ar ray of can di dates who ran for the Repub li can pres i- 
den tial nom i na tion was di vided on many things, but not on cli mate change. None of them was will ing
to take the issue se ri ously. In a bit terly con tentious elec tion, it was a rare in stance of una nim ity. The
con sen sus that cli mate is a non-sub ject was shared by all the can di dates who ap peared in the first
ma jor Repub li can de bate in Au gust 2015 – Jeb Bush, Scott Walker, Ben Car son, Ted Cruz, Marco Ru- 
bio, Rand Paul, Chris Christie, John Ka sich, Mike Huck abee and Trump. Repub li can vot ers were of- 
fered 10 shades of de nial ism.

As Huck abee quipped in Jan uary 2015, any talk of global warm ing was a dis trac tion from the real
dan gers the coun try faced: “A be head ing is a far greater threat to an Amer i can than a sun burn.”
Trump’s re marks on cli mate may have more been er ratic (“I want to use hair spray!” he said at one
point, confusing global warm ing with the hole in the ozone layer) but their con sis tent theme was that
man made cli mate change is a “hoax”, per pe trated by the en e mies of the US, who may or may not in- 
clude China.

Cli mate science has be come a red rag to the po lit i cal right. The sci en tific con sen sus is clear: more
than 95% of cli mate re searchers agree that hu man ac tiv ity is caus ing global warm ing, and that with- 
out ac tion to com bat it we are on a path to dan ger ous tem per a ture rises from pre-in dus trial lev els.
But the mere ex is tence of this con sen sus gets taken by its po lit i cal op po nents as a pri ori evidence of a
stitch-up. Why else would sci en tists and left-lean ing politi cians be agree ing with each other all the
time if they weren’t scratch ing each oth ers’ backs? Knowl edge is eas ily turned into “elite” knowl edge,
which is tan ta mount to priv i leged snobs telling or di nary peo ple what to think. Trump’s stance re flects
the mu tual in tol er ance that now ex ists be tween those pro mot ing the sci en tific con sen sus and those
for

whom the con sen sus is just an other po lit i cal racket. Trump didn’t cre ate this divi sion. He is sim- 
ply ex ploit ing it.

It is tempt ing for any one on the sci en tific side of the di vide to want to ap por tion all the blame to
the “alt-facts” crowd, who see elite con spir a cies ev ery where. But there is more go ing on here than
dumb pol i tics ver sus smart science. The facts are not just the in no cent vic tims of pol i tics. The facts
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have long been put in the ser vice of pol i tics, which is what fu els the sus pi cions of those who wish to
deny them. The politi ci sa tion can cut both ways.

The pol i tics of cli mate change poses a stark dilemma for any one want ing to push back against the
pur vey ors of post truth. Should they bide their time and trust that the facts will win out in the end? Or
do they use the evidence as weapons in the po lit i cal fight, in which case they risk con firm ing the sus- 
pi cion that they have gone beyond the facts? It is not just cli mate sci en tists who find them selves in
this bind. Econ o mists mak ing the case against Brexit found that the more they in sisted on agree ment
in side the pro fes sion about the dan gers, the more it was viewed with sus pi cion from the out side by
peo ple who re garded it as a po lit i cal con.

Post-truth pol i tics also poses a prob lem for scep ti cism. A healthy democ racy needs to leave plenty
of room for doubt. There are lots of good rea sons to be doubt ful about what the re al ity of cli mate
change will en tail: though there is sci en tific agree ment about the fact of global warm ing and its
source in hu man ac tiv ity, the ul ti mate risks are very un cer tain and so are the long-term con se- 
quences. There is plenty of scope for dis agree ment about the most ef fec tive next steps. The ex is tence
of a very strong sci en tific con sen sus does not mean there should be a con sen sus about the cor rect po- 
lit i cal re sponse. But the fact of the sci en tific con sen sus has pro duced an equal and op po site re ac tion
that squeezes the room for rea son able doubt. The cer tainty among the sci en tists has en gen dered the
most in tol er ant kind of scep ti cism among the doubters.

Not all cli mate scep tics are part of the “alt-right”. But every one in the alt-right is now a cli mate
scep tic. That’s what makes the pol i tics so toxic. It means that cli mate scep ti cism is be ing driven out
by cli mate cyn i cism. A scep tic ques tions the evidence for a given claim and asks whether it is be liev- 
able. A cynic ques tions the mo tives of the peo ple who de ploy the evidence, re gard less of whether it is
be liev able or not. Any at tempt to de fend the facts gets pre sented as evidence that the facts sim ply suit
the in ter ests of the peo ple ped dling them.

Cli mate change is the defining po lit i cal issue of our times and not sim ply be cause of the risks we
run if we get it wrong. An in ad e quate re sponse – if we do too lit tle, too late – could in flict un told
dam age on the hab it able en vi ron ment. But even be fore that day comes, the con test over the truth
about cli mate change is do ing se ri ous dam age to our democ racy.

The fight over cli mate re veals how eas ily pol i tics can get in the way of the facts, and how hard it
can be to es cape once cyn i cism ex erts its grip. In many ways, cli mate science is par tic u larly vul ner a- 
ble to po lit i cal dis tor tion. But the issue of cli mate change also shows that it is a false com fort for lib- 
eral elites to think that the facts will win in the end. If they do, it won’t be be cause we woke up to the
science. It will be be cause we woke up to the pol i tics.

Cli mate science has not al ways been so po lit i cal. The idea that man made car bon emis sions are
con tribut ing to sig nif i cant changes in the cli mate first came to pub lic no tice in the 1960s and 1970s.
But at ten tion to the issue was not pri mar ily driven by pol i tics, de spite an at tempt by Richard Nixon
when pres i dent to push for more re search into the issue. Most of the early con scious ness-rais ing
came from jour nal ists.

In 1975, Newsweek made a splash with the claim that the science of cli mate change was point ing
to the im mi nent threat of global cool ing. This warn ing gained no to ri ety but lit tle po lit i cal trac tion, at
a time when the dan gers of nu clear war and the eco nomic con se quences of the oil cri sis crowded out
other forms of apoca lypse. The po lit i cal con se quences had to wait decades to be felt. Many of the re- 



cent Repub li can pres i den tial can di dates cited over-the-top scare sto ries about global cool ing from
their child hood as a rea son to dis count scare sto ries about global warm ing to day.

What politi cised the idea of cli mate change was its adop tion as a cause by Demo cratic politi cians
in the 1980s, above all by Al Gore. By the start of that decade, evidence of global cool ing had faded
and a sci en tific con sen sus was start ing to form around the idea that the cli mate was warm ing up.
Gore be longed to a group known as the “Atari Democrats”, for their wonk ish at tach ment to science
and tech nol ogy. These politi cians saw cli mate as a use ful issue, as well as an ur gent one. It was a way
of ap peal ing to mod er ate Repub li can vot ers, be cause the con cerns it raised cut across party lines. In
the words of an other mem ber of the group, Chuck Schumer, then a Brook lyn con gress man, now Se- 
nate mi nor ity leader: “If you’re a Demo crat, es pe cially in a mid dle-class dis trict or on the west coast,
[cli mate] is a great issue … It is an issue with no down side.”

The ec u meni cal qual ity of cli mate change as a po lit i cal cause was em pha sised when Mar garet
Thatcher took it up at around the same time. In her speech to the UN gen eral as sem bly in 1989, she
spoke of global warm ing as one of the most se ri ous threats fac ing hu man ity. She was com fort able
speak ing the lan guage of science, having been a sci en tist her self. But her mo tives were po lit i cal: it
suited her prior point of view. She drew ex ten sively from the warn ings of the Scott Po lar Re search In- 
sti tute in Cam bridge, in part be cause she had grown to trust their ad vice on climactic con di tions dur- 
ing the Falk lands war. She be lieved in nu clear power as an em blem of free en ter prise. And she had
his toric rea sons to be sus pi cious of coal. For Thatcher, cli mate change was a convenient truth.

But no issue, once politi cised, re mains ec u meni cal for long. In 1989 Thatcher’s time was nearly
up. Gore’s was just be gin ning. Through the 1990s and 2000s, as cli mate change be came as so ci ated
with left or lib eral pol icy po si tions, it started to re ceive se ri ous push back from the right, for whom the
po lit i cal mo ti va tions of those cham pi oning the science were ob vi ous. Cli mate change was seen as a
ve hi cle for pro mot ing big gov ern ment and higher taxes. It be came a totem of the par ti san di vide.

This was the be gin ning of a vi cious cir cle of mu tual dis trust. Once science gets dragged into the
ter ri tory of pol i tics, its op po nents can ac cuse it of be ing a dis tor tion of science. Sci en tists are meant to
be po lit i cally neu tral, at least as far as their science is con cerned. Yet it is al most im pos si ble to re main
neu tral when you are un der po lit i cal as sault.

In these po lit i cally charged cir cum stances, there is no safe space for the facts to retreat to. That
was made clear by the so-called “cli mate gate” scan dal of 2009, when a se ries of hacked emails from
the Univer sity of East Anglia was held up as evidence that the sci en tific evidence was be ing dis torted
to fit a po lit i cal agenda. The emails showed no such thing. What they did re veal is that in an en vi ron- 
ment of highly politi cised scep ti cism, cli mate sci en tists were forced to think about guard ing the
evidence against op po nents look ing for any ex cuse to dis credit it.

In pri vate cor re spon dence, the UEA sci en tists talked about pre sen ta tional “tricks” for de scrib ing
the data and the need to favour cer tain out lets for pub li ca tion over oth ers. They looked out for their
friends and they were wary of their en e mies: that’s pol i tics. There was noth ing wrong with the
science, as was con firmed by an ex ten sive se ries of in quiries into the af fair. But the emails be trayed
the sci en tists’ aware ness that the idea of a con sen sus on man made cli mate change was un der con- 
certed attack. So they went out of their way to shore up the con sen sus. Which, when re vealed, con- 
firmed to their op po nents that the con sen sus was a sham.

This is how cli mate scep ti cism be comes cli mate cyn i cism: doubts about the evidence are re placed
by doubts about the mo tives of the peo ple us ing it. In 2012, Sen a tor Jim In hofe, a Repub li can who



once brought a snow ball on to the floor of the se nate to show that cli mate change wasn’t real, pub- 
lished The Great est Hoax: How the Global Warm ing Con spir acy Threat ens Your Fu ture. The book
con tains two lengthy ap pen dices. The first is the full tran script of the UEA emails, pre sented as prima
fa cie evidence that the science is a fix. The sec ond is a his tory of the United Nations global de vel op- 
ment pro gramme. The ar gu ment goes like this: there is no need for world gov ern ment un less there
are is sues that can’t be solved by na tional gov ern ments. Cli mate change is such an issue. So it fol lows
that it has been in vented by peo ple who can’t jus tify world gov ern ment any other way. It is a glob al ist
plot.

Once cyn i cism be comes the de fault mode of attack, then both sides are trapped. More over, it is
not a level play ing field. It favours the cyn ics. Sci en tists have to de cide whether to let the facts speak
for them selves, or whether to try to take on the cyn ics at their own game. If they pull back from pol i- 
tics, they risk let ting the cyn ics set the agenda. If they don’t, they risk prov ing the cyn ics right.

Cyn i cism is fu elled by the ease with which un cer tainty about the science can be spread. All it takes
is time and money. Ques tion ing cli mate science suits the in ter ests of the fos sil fuel in dus try, where
the pol i tics of cli mate change has long been seen to pose a di rect threat. Ever since cli mate be came a
po lit i cal issue in the 1980s, the big oil com pa nies have been fund ing an ex ten sive PR op er a tion to
raise ques tions about the strength of the evidence. ExxonMo bil alone has spent more than $240m on
pub lic re la tions in this area in the past two decades. Many of the lead ing Repub li can can di dates for
pres i dent in 2016 (though not Trump) took cam paign fund ing from the Koch broth ers, who have
been at the fore front of the fight against the sci en tific con sen sus on cli mate change.

The cur rency in which these cam paigns trade is doubt. Their goal is to sow un cer tainty in the pub- 
lic mind about what the science shows. In the words of an Amer i can Pe tro leum In sti tute ac tion plan
from 1998: “Vic tory will be achieved when av er age cit i zens ‘un der stand’ un cer tain ties in cli mate
science.” To that end, money has been fun nelled to wards sci en tific re searchers who dis sent from
main stream opin ion, even if those re searchers are in a very small mi nor ity. Sow ing doubt turns out to
be rel a tively cost-ef fi cient, be cause dis sent only needs a few ex cep tions to the or tho doxy, whereas
con sen sus re quires every one else to hold fast to it.

How ever, it is no co in ci dence that this is how the oil in dus try chooses to see the strug gle. Fram ing
it as a con test be tween het ero doxy and or tho doxy fits the lan guage of scep ti cism. In that way, it can
be made to ap pear con sis tent with both science and democ racy. Democ racy needs dis sent in or der to
func tion. Sci en tific progress de pends on peo ple be ing will ing to chal lenge the con ven tional wis dom.
Many cli mate scep tics ar gue that they are the ones on the side of science, be cause the cur rency of
science is doubt. But when het ero dox opin ion gets pur chased with hard cash, it ce ments the tri umph
of cyn i cism. Money en sures that mo tives are what mat ter.

The ul ti mate goal of the mer chants of doubt has been to politi cise the or tho doxy, not sim ply to
dispute it. What has given cli mate scep ti cism po lit i cal teeth over the past two decades is the drive to
as so ci ate the sci en tific con sen sus with the po lit i cal es tab lish ment. Main stream sci en tists and main- 
stream politi cians are both viewed as be long ing to a club that is com fort able spend ing other peo ple’s
money but deeply un com fort able with any one else’s point of view. In an age when all kinds of elites
are viewed with sus pi cion, por tray ing sci en tists as a well-con nected in ter est group leaves them vul- 
ner a ble to po lit i cal attack. Sci en tists take pub lic fund ing. Sci en tists pass judg ment on each other’s
work. The sci en tific es tab lish ment is just an other a closed shop.



Po lit i cal cyn i cism has weaponised cli mate scep ti cism. But it might also prove to be its achilles
heel. Just as pure science strug gles with the fact that it can’t avoid pol i tics, so pure pol i tics strug gles
with the fact that it can’t avoid science. Even the most cyn i cal po lit i cal op er a tors need to know what’s
re ally likely to hap pen. As re port ing in the Los An ge les Times has shown, at the same time that it has
been fund ing a PR cam paign to ques tion the sci en tific con sen sus, ExxonMo bil has also been fund ing
some of the re search that un der pins that con sen sus, in clud ing stud ies of rapidly shrink ing ice lev els
in the Arc tic. In the words of David Kaiser and Lee Wasser man, writ ing in the New York Re view of
Books, “a com pany as so phis ti cated and suc cess ful as Exxon would have needed to know the dif fer- 
ence be tween its own pro pa ganda and sci en tific re al ity”. Kaiser and Wasser man ar gue that, as a re- 
sult, the com pany has com mit ted fraud: it failed to dis close to its share hold ers the ba sis on which it
was mak ing its in vest ment de ci sions. Its busi ness plans take it for granted that cli mate change is a
real and im mi nent threat.

This be hav iour has clear echoes of an ear lier at tempt to chal lenge the sci en tific con sen sus: the
cam paign by the big to bacco com pa nies to dispute the link be tween smok ing and can cer. Al though
many of these busi nesses recog nised as far back as the 1950s that the science was sound, they funded
a body of widely dis sem i nated re search de signed to throw doubt on that view. Their goal was to keep
the pub lic open minded about the dan gers of cig a rettes, and there fore to keep as many of them puff- 
ing away for as long as pos si ble. It was a purely cyn i cal busi ness strat egy, and in some cases it was
crim i nal as well. It worked to the ex tent that it bought the to bacco in dus try time to re ori ent its in vest- 
ment and mar ket ing to take ac count of the new re al ity. But in the long run it failed. No rea son able
per son – and cer tainly no se ri ous

Cli mate cyn i cism is fu elled by the ease with which un cer tainty about the science can be spread. All
it takes is time and money

politi cian – now doubts the link be tween smok ing and can cer. The fate of to bacco can give hope to
peo ple who worry that the truth is al ways out gunned: the science won out over the cyn ics in the end.

Are there grounds for think ing that the same will be true for cli mate science? The tac tics of the in- 
dus tries in ques tion may be sim i lar, but the cases are dif fer ent in cru cial re spects. To bacco im pacts
on its vic tims di rectly – smok ers do even tu ally die – and it was when per sonal ex pe ri ence caught up
with in dus try de nial that the ar gu ment was lost. It is pos si ble that cli mate change could kill even
more peo ple than smok ing. But any dam age on that scale is still a long way off. It is also far less di- 
rect. The vic tims will not nec es sar ily be the peo ple who are cur rently en gaged in the most harm ful be- 
hav iour.

Once it had been es tab lished that smok ing causes can cer, it was clear what had to be done to pre- 
vent it: in di vid u als would have to stop smok ing and to bacco com pa nies would have to stop en cour ag- 
ing them. There is no equiv a lent cer tainty around cli mate change, even once we ac cept the sci en tific
con sen sus that it is real. Those re spon si ble for caus ing it are not those who will suf fer most from it.
The cur rent mi gra tion cri sis is partly be ing driven by changes in the cli mate af fect ing food and wa ter
sup plies in Africa and the Mid dle East. But the pol i tics of mi gra tion will never find an swers in the
science of cli mate change, for the sim ple rea son that the science does not tell us what to do about it.

Cli mate change has dis tinc tive features as a po lit i cal issue that make it much more in tractable
than other con tro ver sies in which the science was once in cyn i cal dispute. The hy per politi ci sa tion of
cli mate science has co in cided more or less di rectly with the rise of so cial me dia; the fight over to bacco
took place be fore the age of the in ter net, which at least gave sci en tists some measure of pro tec tion



from per sonal ex po sure. Mean while, the con se quences of cli mate change are long-term, global and
un cer tain. That means any solution places a huge pre mium on trust. We have to trust that it re ally
will cause harm. We have to trust that we are re spon si ble for any harm it causes. We have to trust
that any ac tion we take won’t be un done by the in ac tion of oth ers. In an age of enor mous mis trust in
politi cians, this poses a huge chal lenge.

We need far more trust in pol i tics than we have at present in or der to take con certed ac tion on cli- 
mate change: apart from any thing, we would need to be lieve that politi cians would be will ing to share
in the sac ri fices they ask of us. In the

The peo ple who made the case that smok ing causes can cer were not gen er ally thought of as hyp- 
ocrites. It’s true that some of them still smoked, even af ter they knew the dan gers. But there were far
more smok ers in side the to bacco in dus try, where be ing seen with a cig a rette in hand was pos i tively
en cour aged as a sig nal that there was noth ing to worry about.

Cli mate science is dif fer ent. Ever since it be came a po lit i cal issue, it has been be dev illed by ac cu- 
sa tions of hypocrisy. The in ter net is awash with tales of Al Gore and his mon strous dou ble stan dards:
he racks up enor mous air-con di tion ing bills in his mul ti ple homes; he leaves his pri vate jet idling on
the run way as he spreads the mes sage that fly ing is wrong; he sells his tele vi sion net work for
megabucks to al-Jazeera, where the money to buy it comes from Qatari oil. In the words of the Na- 
tional Re view in 2016: “The [cli mate] hys ter ics are hyp ocrites. It’s aus ter ity for thee but not for me as
they jet around the world to speak to ador ing au di ences about the need for sac ri fice.” Un til wealthy
lib eral New York ers start sell ing up their Man hat tan real es tate and mov ing to higher ground, the
cyn ics say, there’s re ally noth ing to worry about.

Re cent re search by a group of psy chol o gists shows why this is such a prob lem: we dis like hyp- 
ocrites be cause we hate they way they seem to be sig nalling their su pe rior virtue. Take two kinds of
claims about en vi ron men tal ac tivism. Un der one set of con di tions, a speaker claims to re cy cle his
rub bish, af ter which it is re vealed that he does no such thing. Un der the other, a speaker tell his lis- 
ten ers they should re cy cle their rub bish, af ter which it is re vealed that he does not do it him self. The
first is a liar. The sec ond is a hyp ocrite, but not a liar, since what he says is still true (peo ple should
re cy cle their rub bish). Most peo ple re spond with rel a tive equa nim ity to the lie. But they loathe the
hypocrisy, be cause the hyp ocrite seems to be pa tro n is ing them.

This is ter ri ble news for en vi ron men tal ism. Doc tors who smoke are not re ally pa tro n is ing their
pa tients: if any thing, they are re veal ing sym pa thetic hu man weak ness. But en vi ron men tal ac tivists
who leave the en gine run ning are eas ily por trayed as dread ful elit ists: they think the rules don’t ap ply
to them. The pop ulist rab ble-rousers of the right have ex ploited this fact mer ci lessly. Hypocrisy is
hard to avoid when it comes to the pol i tics of cli mate change, since it is a col lec tive-ac tion prob lem.
It’s far from clear what dif fer ence any in di vid ual ac tion will make. What mat ters is what we do to- 
gether. This makes it prac ti cally im pos si ble for any one in di vid ual to match words to deeds. Yet the
fail ure to do so pro vides the per fect stick for the cli mate cyn ics to beat their op po nents with.

If we dis like hypocrisy more than we dis like ly ing, then it is not just a prob lem for cli mate pol i tics.
It is a prob lem for democ racy. It gives the liars their chance. Dur ing the pres i den tial cam paign, it was
widely hoped that Trump’s re lent less record of un truths would be his un do ing. In the New York
Times, David Leon hardt painstak ingly listed the 26 lies Trump told in the first pres i den tial de bate,
which ought to have been enough for any one. But Trump has al ways been care ful not to come across



as the wrong sort of hyp ocrite: the kind who seems to be talk ing down to peo ple. Hil lary Clin ton was
not so care ful. And when the vot ers get to choose be tween the two, the hyp ocrite loses to the liar.

In the febrile, di vi sive state of our pol i tics, it’s not what you say, it’s what you say about your self by
say ing it that re ally counts. The so cial me dia rev o lu tion am pli fies and ex ag ger ates these kinds of ac- 
cu sa tions. It has be come eas ier than ever to find evidence of how in di vid u als’ pub lic at ti tudes are
given the lie by their pri vate ac tions. There are now so many pub lic at ti tudes to choose from, and pri- 
vate ac tions are now so much harder to hide. Twit ter is a vast hypocrisy-gen er at ing ma chine that is
cor rod ing demo cratic pol i tics. Scep ti cism, which is a demo cratic virtue, is giv ing way to cyn i cism,
which is a demo cratic vice, across the board.

Since his ar rival in the White House, Don ald Trump has been in the mid dle of a tug of war be- 
tween the liars and the hyp ocrites in side the West Wing. On one side stands Steve Ban non, rep re sen- 
ta tive of the “alt-right”, still look ing to flush out the hypocrisy of the glob al ists and ready to ped dle
any old con spir acy the ory to achieve his goals. On the other stand the younger mem bers of Trump’s
fam ily, in clud ing his daugh ter Ivanka and her hus band Jared Kush ner, who are more con cerned with
keep ing up ap pear ances.

Cli mate change quickly emerged as one of the fault lines in this show down. In the end it was Ban- 
non who per suaded Trump to make good on his promise to with draw the US from the Paris cli mate
ac cord. Kush ner ar gued that this would send the wrong sig nal and that much more could be achieved
by stick ing with the agree ment but re ori ent ing it to suit the in ter ests of the big Amer i can fos sil fuel
pro duc ers. Trump’s sec re tary of state, Rex Tiller son, who was pre vi ously the CEO of ExxonMo bil,
sided with Kush ner. They lost.

In this case, both ap proaches are equally cyn i cal. For Ban non, ev ery thing, in clud ing cli mate
science, is just an ex ten sion of pol i tics: all that mat ters is which side you are on. For his op po nents in- 
side the ad min is tra tion, cli mate change can be side lined as an issue by pay ing lip ser vice to the con- 
sen sus while act ing in ways that make it ir rel e vant. The liar de nies that cli mate change is re ally hap- 
pen ing. The hyp ocrite ac cepts that it is real but be haves as if the words don’t mean any thing.

Trump’s ad min is tra tion is drag ging cli mate science fur ther into the swamp of par ti san pol i tics.
Pop ulist at tacks on the sci en tific con sen sus co-opt rea son able doubt and turn it into un rea son able
sus pi cion of an other self-in ter ested elite. The nat u ral ten dency of any elite un der this sort of pres sure
it to build the cas tle walls higher to keep the in ter lop ers out.

Faced with a con certed as sault on their in tegrity, what should cli mate sci en tists do? They face a
choice. One op tion is to try to re claim cli mate scep ti cism from the peo ple who have cor rupted it. The
other is to in sist more strongly than ever on the con sen sus. When the space for doubt has been taken
away, you can re spond by be com ing more cer tain of your own po si tion. Or you can try to take doubt
back.

There are lessons for the pol i tics of cli mate change from economics. The economics pro fes sion,
like any other, is full of peo ple who will ex press their doubts and un cer tain ties among friends. But
when con fronted with a hos tile or be mused pub lic, they will close ranks. Econ o mists do not want to
ap pear to be un sure of them selves, given how lit tle the pub lic un der stands of what they do any way.
So rather than ad mit that there are many dif fer ent ways of think ing about, for ex am ple, free trade,
they in sist that all econ o mists agree it is a good thing. As the econ o mist Dani Ro drik puts it, when
faced with hos tile fire, the nat u ral ten dency is to start cir cling the wag ons. For the many vot ers who
do not see the ben e fits of free trade, this looks like a stitch-up.



Econ o mists have found them selves vul ner a ble to the same dilemma as cli mate sci en tists. If they
ex press doubt, the cyn ics rip them to shreds. But if they con ceal doubt, the cyn ics rip them to shreds
any way. Po lit i cal pres sure of ten tempts ex perts into mak ing pre dic tions about the im me di ate fu ture
to prove their point, even though this is a hostage to for tune. Economics is not re ally meant to be a
pre dic tive science. But mak ing pre dic tions is a good way to get at ten tion in a very noisy news en vi- 
ron ment. The temp ta tion al ways ex ists to re duce long-term fore casts to short-term pre dic tions in or- 
der to get a hear ing. Some econ o mists fell into this trap be fore Brexit. By talk ing up the im me di ate
down side, they made it easy to dis miss their warn ings when the worst failed to hap pen straight away.
The costs of a failed pre dic tion far out weigh the ben e fits of an ac cu rate one, es pe cially when that pre- 
dic tion has made in the ser vice of pol i tics.

Po lit i cal jour nal ism is now suf fer ing its own ver sion of this fail ure. Rea son able doubts about
Trump and Jeremy Cor byn were too of ten ac com pa nied by jour nal is tic pre dic tions that they couldn’t
pos si bly win. These pre dic tions were made to show that scep ti cism about their pol i tics was some thing
more than just one com men ta tor’s opin ion: it was based on a testable hy poth e sis that would be borne
out by events. When the pre dic tions turned out to be wrong, the rea son able doubts got dis cred ited,
too.

Cli mate sci en tists have not faced an em bar rass ment on an equiv a lent scale to the fi nan cial crash
of 2008 or the elec tions of 2016-17: the big shock they didn’t see com ing. Were global warm ing to
turn back into global cool ing, cli mate science might find it self in the same boat as the economics pro- 
fes sion: de rided for its fail ure to pro vide any kind of warn ing mech a nism for the real dan gers we run.
For now, the main ac cu sa tions it faces are of cry ing wolf. In their ea ger ness to push the idea that cli- 
mate change is real, en vi ron men tal ists have too of ten been drawn into mak ing pre ma ture claims
about when we will feel its ef fects. Gore did it in An In con ve nient Truth, re leased in 2006, when he
talked about a 10-year tip ping point af ter which dis as ter would be at hand. He also over stated the
threat of larger and more fre quent hur ri canes, in the re cent af ter math of Hur ri cane Ka t rina. Un til the
wolf is at the door, shout ing louder and louder about how close he is does no good. It plays into the
cyn ics’ hands.

Science of ten makes for bad pol i tics, be cause it pre tends that it is not pol i tics. The most ef fec tive
po lit i cal ar gu ments for tak ing cli mate change se ri ously can not there fore be ones that sim ply rest on
the science. We need to stop think ing that one side has pos ses sion of the truth and the other is just
run ning on money and prej u dice. Both sides get tempted into be ing eco nom i cal with the truth in the
cause of pol i tics. The cyn ics know what they are do ing, which is what makes them cyn ics. The other
side of ten doesn’t, which is what leads them into the cyn ics’ trap.

We live in an age when mis trust of pol i tics has spilled over into mis trust of ex per tise, and vice
versa. To re spond with ever-greater cer tainty in the name of science is a big mis take. Ex per tise
doesn’t just need hu mil ity. It also needs to re claim the idea of scep ti cism from the peo ple who have
abused it. Ex perts need to find a way of ex press ing un cer tainty with out feel ing it un der mines their ex- 
per tise. Voic ing doubt has been al lowed to be come a syn onym for ad mit ting you were wrong. The way
out is to stop in sist ing that you were right in the first place.

The sci en tific con sen sus on cli mate change is real. But by in sist ing on its mer its for the pur poses
of pol i tics, its cham pi ons have ex posed it to ridicule. Po lit i cal ar gu ments for cli mate science – in deed,
for any science – in the age of Trump should not keep say ing that the pop ulists are ly ing about the
con sen sus. They should say that they are hyp ocrites about the doubt: they do not prac tise what they



preach be cause they think they know the an swers al ready. Cli mate change de niers ar gue they are only
try ing to dis cover the truth. We should all be scep ti cal about that. •

Cli mate science is be dev illed by ac cu sa tions of hypocrisy. The in ter net is awash with tales of Al
Gore and his mon strous dou ble stan dards mean time, those who are de ter mined to sow sus pi cion
about the mer its of con certed ac tion are fu elling our mis trust in pol i tics. There is no equiv a lent of
watch ing a rel a tive die of lung can cer to split the dif fer ence.


