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SCIENCE AND POLITICS

Anti-Realism
in Government
Naomi Oreskes

n the mid-1990s, a group of scientists led by
Paul Gross and Norman Levitt made a
grand fuss about attacks on science from the
“academic left.” Most of these attacks originated in France and were linked to the
philosophical question of how well humanconstructed theories can map onto humanindependent reality, an academic anxiety if
ever there was one. But while Gross and his
friends engaged in academic internecine warfare over postmodernist theory, a far more serious attack on science was building on the political right here in the United States, with serious
consequences beyond the walls of academe.
This attack is the subject of journalist Chris
Mooney’s The Republican War on Science.
As Mooney recounts, for two decades,
influential Republicans—initially in
Congress and now also in the White
House—in concert with determined allies in
private industry and fundamentalist
Christian organizations, have systematically
denied, disparaged, and misrepresented scientific information on topics relevant to public policy. The list is long: acid rain, global
warming, the efficacy of condoms in preventing the spread of sexually transmitted
diseases, the health impacts of excess dietary
sugar and fat, the alleged link between abortion and breast cancer, the status of endangered species, the efficacy of abstinenceonly sex education programs, the therapeutic
potential of adult stem cells, and more.
On these issues, a strange-bedfellows
alliance has sought to mislead both the voting public and elected representatives about
the scientific facts: misrepresenting real
debates, exaggerating uncertainty, interfering with the activities of expert agencies,
trumpeting the views of outlier scientists
whose interpretations are rarely to be found
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in the refereed literature, and attacking the
How are denials of global warming, the
integrity of genuine experts (1). In frighten- impact of CFCs on stratospheric ozone,
ingly Orwellian fashion, these actions are and the link between tobacco and cancer;
carried out in the name of “sound science.”
support of missile defense; and advocacy
Much of this will be familiar to those who of creationism related? On the face of it,
read the 2003 report prepared for California scarcely. But they all involve the promotion
Congressman Henry Waxman, “Politics and of a right-wing political agenda, and they
Science in the Bush Administration” (2), or all involve grotesque misrepresentations of
the 2004 report of the Union of Concerned scientific evidence. “Doubt is our product”
Scientists, “Scientific Integrity in Policy- was the slogan of an internal memorandum
making: An Investigation into the Bush from the Brown and Williamson CorpoAdministration’s Misuse of Science” (3). But ration as it set out to deny the scientific eviMooney goes further, documenting the roots dence linking smoking to cancer well after
of these abuses in the Reagan
the epidemiological evidence
administration and the Congress The Republican War was clear, and the same strategy
of Newt Gingrich. Historically,
underlines anti-scientific camon Science
Republicans have often been
paigns today (9, 10). The conby Chris Mooney
more sympathetic to scientific
nections Mooney discusses are
Basic Books, New York,
elites than populist-oriented
crucial, because they provide
2005. 338 pp. $24.95,
Democrats, but the animus C$32.95. ISBN 0-465- proof that these actions are
growing over the past 20 years 04675-4.
politically and economically
has culminated in the present
motivated, rather than based on
administration, which, being
principled scientific worries.
unable to control science, seems determined The same people are repeatedly involved in
to undermine it.
the same obfuscations.
Mooney points out that in many cases, the
Scientists have traditionally been loath
same groups and individuals have been to foray into politics for fear of politicizinvolved in multiple misinformation cam- ing science, but Mooney’s book makes it
paigns. Consider global warming and ozone clear that when sensible people stand on
depletion. Two leading deniers of the reality the sidelines, a great deal of nonsense can
or severity of anthropogenic global warm- be spread. Scientists and scientific sociing—S. Fred Singer and Sallie Baliunas— eties have tried in recent years to correct
previously vociferously denied the link misrepresentations and clarify misunderbetween chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) and standings, but the efforts have been too
depletion of stratospheric ozone. Although few and far between. Those who would
his views lie well outside the mainstream of attack science for political gain are orgaexpert scientific opinion and it has been a nized, persistent, and well-financed. The
long time since he regularly published in the Republican War on Science makes clear
refereed literature, Singer has been repeat- that scientists need to do more to present
edly invited to testify in Congress. Both he their knowledge to the rest of society,
and Baliunas have links to the George C. because there is no shortage of people
Marshall Institute, founded in 1984 to defend willing to misrepresent it.
Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative
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(2) Realists, and especially todayâ€™s neorealists, consider the absence of government, literally anarchy, to be the primary determinant
of international political outcomes. The lack of a common rule-making and enforcing authority means, they argue, that the international
arena is essentially a self-help system.Â After the annexation of Czechoslovakia, when the failure of the anti-League realist
conservatives gathered around Neville Chamberlain and of this policy became clear, they tried to rebuild the very security system they
had earlier demolished. Those who supported collective security were labeled idealists.Â Morgenthau systematizes realism in
international relations on the basis of six principles that he includes in the second edition of Politics among Nations. In analytic
philosophy, anti-realism is an epistemological position first articulated by British philosopher Michael Dummett which encompasses
many varieties such as metaphysical, mathematical, semantic, scientific, moral and epistemic. The term was coined as an argument
against a form of realism Dummett saw as 'colorless reductionism'. In anti-realism, the truth of a statement rests on its demonstrability
through internal logic mechanisms, such as the context principle or intuitionistic logic, in Realism, set of related theories of international
relations that emphasizes the role of the state, national interest, and military power in world politics.Â Neorealism differed from classical
realism in two important respects: methodology and level of analysis. In terms of method, realism was reconfigured as a rigorous and
parsimonious social-scientific theory drawing in particular on microeconomics. Regarding level of analysis, Waltz argued that traditional
realist arguments about domestic institutions, the quality of diplomacy and statecraft, national morale, and human nature were largely
irrelevant.

