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BLASTLAND: Hello listener. So pleased you could join us. Nice to be with 

someone so rational and open-minded. How can I tell? Well you like Radio Four. 

You’re tuned to Analysis. Wouldn’t catch you prejudging an argument. Oh no. 

You’re here for thinking, evidence, facts. So here’s a simple question about 

climate change, a thought-provoker if ever there was: is the earth warming? 
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Now, this is a question of fact or science well short of bigger controversies about 

whether humans are to blame or what to do about it - just the basic is the earth 

warming? Nevertheless, those on the left are most likely to say yes. Those who 

say no are more likely to be on the right. Why? Is the left/right (delete as 

applicable) simply wrong, or is there more to it? The writer and philosopher 

Roger Scruton is intrigued. 

 

SCRUTON: It is interesting that people’s beliefs about plain matters of fact do tend 

to correspond to other attitudes which are not intellectual but more deeply implanted 

in their whole response to the human community and to the problems posed by life. 

We know that your average businessman involved in taking risks and entrepreneurial 

exercises will tend not to believe that climate change is potentially catastrophic; 

whereas your average civil servant, who perhaps works for the government and votes 

for some socialist party, would believe it. This isn’t obviously a universal truth, but it 

does suggest that people’s opinions are not simply the result of rational argument but 

are in part, as it were, they’re becoming conscious of deeper social and maybe even 

biological currents within them. 

 

BLASTLAND: What are they - these deep social or biological currents - and how 

do they work? This programme sets out to understand them, not least because 

this has long been a fascination of my own: the tussle between evidence and 

belief and how that muddies politics. And it just happens that some provocative 

thinkers have a new idea or two to try to change us. First is Jonathan Haidt, an 

American Professor of both Psychology and Business Ethics whose recent book, 

The Righteous Mind, had thinkers everywhere all aflutter.  

 

HAIDT: The righteous mind is this amazing thing we have between our ears, which 

processes information about who believes what, who’s on what team, who is cheating, 

and this allows us to work together with other people, be careful about getting ripped 

off, figure out who’s loyal and achieve miracles of cooperation. If you understand 

moral psychology properly and you see just how groupish it is, how much it is about 

binding us together into teams, now return your attention to politics and religion and 

they make a lot more sense. 

 

BLASTLAND: You’re explaining people’s politics in terms of their morality, are 

you? 

 

HAIDT: Exactly. One of the basic principles in the book is morality binds and blinds. 

This is just a great trick that we humans have, that we’re able to bind ourselves 

together if we have sacralised certain things together. 

 

BLASTLAND: Bound together in tribes by a shared morality such as belief in 

the moral pre-eminence of fairness or maybe freedom, then righteously blinded 

by our morality to other people’s. And not just in politics. Jonathan Haidt sees 

similar moral foundations in scientific controversy. 

 

HAIDT: The trick is for any moral disagreement, you have to look at it as team 

versus team, figure out what each side holds sacred, and then you’ll find irrationality 

on both sides. So if you go back to the 60s and 70s, the left is already beginning to 

sacralise the earth and nature; the right is already beginning to sacralise the free 
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market. Alright, now you let things play out a little bit - the earth begins to warm, 

scientists start saying it’s beginning to warm. So far, so good. So far, it’s just a 

scientific question. But now look at the remedies. On the left, the remedies are 

generally we’ve got to stop spewing so much CO2. We’ve got to have controls, we’ve 

got to get rid of cars, we’ve got to switch to bicycles and alternative fuels. Well, now 

what you’re getting is the left pushing its favoured remedies against the right, so the 

right is already beginning to get its hackles up. And I listen to a lot of right wing 

media in the US. Glenn Beck, one of the main right wing spokespeople, is always 

saying, “Folks, this is not about protecting the earth. This is about control.” And in 

fact, he’s not crazy. In fact, it is partly. So the right digs in its heels and says, “Oh 

you’re just trying to regulate CO2, so you can shut down our industries and make us 

all ride bicycles to the commune.” So you get these exaggerations on both sides and it 

becomes a partisan issue. Al Gore was speaking very forcefully on the issue and we 

now have this partisan war over the basic facts. 

 

BLASTLAND: Remember the former US Vice President Al Gore at the time of 

his Inconvenient Truth? Had a beard, you know. Which matters why exactly? 

Listen on. Not all science is contested this way. In fact, most science isn’t - the 

moral foundations of gravity, for example. But for the conservative philosopher, 

Roger Scruton, certain scientific subjects do set us off. 

 

SCRUTON: All human beings do have this sense that there are issues which 

transcend their own ability to deal with them case by case and with the capacities that 

have been given to us. And these issues tend to loom very large in people’s 

consciousness because they have a quasi-religious aspect to them - this is something 

huge, I can’t solve it on my own; perhaps I should be on my knees praying to the 

deity to solve it, or perhaps I need some huge agency like the state to take the 

situation in hand and solve it on my behalf. That’s what I mean by a transcendental 

issue. We are talking really about the great divisions within human nature which set 

people against each other regardless of what they think, and perhaps actually also 

cause people to think one thing rather than another.    

 

BLASTLAND: Roger Scruton’s latest book is called Green Philosophy, which he 

once reclaimed from one side of the great division of human nature - the red - in 

terms that suit another - the blue. He doesn’t like state solutions, for example. 

Now you. You’re rational, as we observed. You believe things because they’re 

true, not for some transcendental hokum about deep currents and the rest. 

Anyway, you can’t make facts in your deep currents even if you wanted to, for 

the simple reason that it’s not you who comes up with the facts; it’s the experts. 

Isn’t it? Dan Kahan, Professor of Law and Psychology at Yale University, runs 

the Cultural Cognition Project, exploring the cultural values that shape what we 

think about risk. Experts, he says, are key. 

 

KAHAN: How do we know that something like the earth is round? It’s not like you 

can do a personal experiment and figure this out. You probably actually could, but 

people don’t. What they’re attending to is who knows what about what. What do the 

people who actually understand this issue believe? And that’s true not just for 

ordinary citizens; it’s true for scientists too. I love the Royal Society, I really do, but it 

has this motto - the nullius in verba. You know what that means? Like you don’t take 

anybody’s word for it. It captures kind of the spirit of science, but it’s really 
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ridiculous. Imagine this. You’ve come to me with Newton’s principia naturalis, and I 

say, “Oh no, don’t tell me what Newton said. I’m going to figure out gravity you 

know on my own. I’m going to have to reproduce all those experiments.” And then I 

say, “Don’t tell me what Einstein said about relativity. I’m closing my ears. Nullius in 

verba, I’m going to figure it out myself.” Nullius in verba is ridiculous. You take 

people’s word for it and you build on it. And that’s an amazing thing about our 

species. It’s part of why we’re so smart. If you start with that, that’s how we actually 

know something. 

 

BLASTLAND: We all stand on the shoulders of giants. Why is that sometimes a 

problem? Because being a less deferential society or maybe a more cynical one 

that assumes everyone has an agenda (or perhaps for other reasons) we pick and 

choose our experts. Dan Kahan experiments on people to show how it’s done. 

 

KAHAN: We showed them pictures of scientists and we described their credentials. 

They were all people trained at elite research universities; they all were on the faculty 

of such universities, so all members of the US National Academy of Sciences, which 

is like the Royal Society. And we would just ask the subjects: are these experts, are 

these people whose opinions, whose understandings, knowledge, positions on these 

issues - climate change, nuclear power and gun control - ones that it makes sense for a 

citizen to take into account in forming a position? And it turned out that the answer 

that the subjects in our experiment gave depended on whether the expert we were 

showing them was depicted as taking the position that was consistent with the one 

that predominates in our experimental subjects’ cultural group or the one that’s 

inconsistent with it. And so we created these culturally identifiable experts. 

 

BLASTLAND: I note the communitarian, the egalitarian has a beard.  

 

KAHAN: Right.  

 

BLASTLAND: That’s a giveaway, is it? 

 

KAHAN: The egalitarian communitarian looks less formal, less constrained by 

convention. He doesn’t look unprofessional, right, but he looks like a young Fidel 

Castro (laughter) and a much more uptight, strait-laced one and so forth. There are 

four of them. Our subjects would see these arguments on one side or the other coming 

from these experts, and then they would predictably adopt the argument of the 

advocate whose values are closest to theirs. And sometimes that would magnify the 

polarisation. I asked them at some point, “What do you think about climate change?” 

And they know that they don’t know themselves. They try to think what do experts 

say? And they go, “Every expert I can think of says this.” And the problem is they’ve 

engaged in kind of biased sampling, right? They’re much more likely to count 

somebody as an expert if he takes the position consistent with the one that 

predominates in the group. Therefore both of the groups end up with radically 

opposed estimations of what expert consensus is. 

 

BLASTLAND: Easy, isn’t it, to filter out the other lot by accusation of 

corruption or conspiracy by government or industry, whether they are sound 

because they sound or look like us, or by beard? Another reason maybe to have 

more women in top scientific posts. In another experiment, Dan Kahan’s team 
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took an unfamiliar subject with little polarisation: engineering at the very small 

scale, known as nanotechnology. Grey goo to its critics. Then get everyone more 

information. Result: more polarisation along political or cultural lines. That is, 

evidence did not beget common understanding; just made it easier to work out 

how to pigeonhole the subject. So neither expertise, nor evidence, necessarily 

broaden the mind. Mike Childs, Head of Science, Policy and Research at the 

environmental pressure group Friends of the Earth, sees a world ever more full 

of information ever easier to access. A good thing, but … 

 

CHILDS: There are some downsides to those trends as well, and one is that it is very 

easy to find evidence on your side - not necessarily either with a requirement to check 

on whether that evidence is very good or not. So in media terms, you can look to the 

US particularly and look at Fox News and how it’s portrayed climate change, and in 

many ways it has had an agenda to undermine climate change. And the Internet, of 

course, you can almost pick up any opinion you want and some “facts” to bolster your 

case. 

 

BLASTLAND: I wonder if Fox News agrees. Though if you are on the left, 

perhaps you’re thinking how true, how anti-science the right has become, 

especially in America. Except that Jonathan Haidt says the left also rejects 

certain inconvenient truths. 

 

HAIDT: For example, IQ tests are the most valid tests we have; they’ve been under 

development for a hundred years. But they lead to some uncomfortable results and, 

therefore, the academic left has long denied that IQ tests were valid, they’ve denied 

that traits are heritable, they’ve denied that hormones affect behaviour because this 

could justify or this could explain sex differences. So my general finding is if you 

know what a group holds sacred, you’ll be able to find where they deny science. 

Everybody denies science when it’s uncomfortable. 

 

BLASTLAND: Jonathan Haidt, who surely has his facts wrong/who surely has 

his facts right? Filter as required. Dan Kahan defers to the American Academy 

of Sciences for the measure of where expert consensus lies. All sides, he says, 

ignore the academy when it suits them. But if all side do it, that raises an 

awkward question: what chance, a sane conversation about climate change? Do 

these deep currents and habits in our nature make the expectation of reasoned 

argument on some subjects unrealistic? Back, once more, to the clean-shaven, 

conservative philosopher Roger Scruton. 

 

 

 

SCRUTON: We’re talking about human nature and it’s perhaps wise to wake up to 

the fact that human beings are not necessarily interested in the truth. They have to get 

through their life without going mad, and perhaps too great a concentration on how 

reality really is will prevent them from doing so. T.S. Eliot said famously that 

“humankind cannot bear very much reality.” 

 

BLASTLAND: So someone on this question of how to deal with environmental 

threats and old Scruton’s hauling us to the same old solution. We know he believes 

this, we know that this is what’s in his heart, but it’s not really rational, is it? 
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SCRUTON: Well you see I’m unique among human beings in that I’m also rational. 

That’s to say, I have instincts and needs and desires just like everybody else, but I 

subject them to the discipline of thought. 

 

BLASTLAND: Don’t we all say that? 

 

SCRUTON: Yes, of course we all say that, but most people are wrong. Spinoza said 

famously, “The philosopher will know the truth, but he ought to be very careful about 

expressing it because it’s not going to be believed just because it’s true.” 

 

BLASTLAND: Let’s put that to a practical test. Friends of the Earth recently 

asked an outside organisation to review the evidence for and against nuclear 

power in the light of climate change. If this review leads to a new policy, it will be 

big news. It’s by no means clear which way the review will go, but would it, if 

pro-nuclear, be a reality that Friends of the Earth couldn’t bear? Here’s their 

Head of Science Policy, Mike Childs. 

 

CHILDS: Well what we’re doing is reassessing the evidence. I mean as an evidence 

based organisation, we do continually reassess the evidence base from what our 

positions are based on, and that can theoretically of course lead to a change in 

position. So we’re carrying out that reassessment now. That’s a regular form of our 

work, if you like. We develop positions based on what we know at the time, and from 

time to time one has to reassess that evidence to see whether the position still stands 

or not and that’s across a whole range of different issues. 

 

BLASTLAND: At which hyper-rational moment, I quibbled: don’t 

transcendental feelings like purity or the sanctity of Mother Earth or the 

collection of anti-nuke badges from campaigns past intrude just a bit? For 

individuals perhaps; not for Friends of the Earth, he said. Though he did agree 

that evidence is not all that matters. You also need to be clear about your values 

and then you never know who might agree with you. 

 

CHILDS: Well at Friends of the Earth, we place a high value on not passing 

problems down to future generations; in fact trying to enhance the environment for 

future generations rather than despoiling it. And that’s not an attribute that’s unique to 

Friends of the Earth. In fact that’s an attribute that’s quite strong within parts of the 

centre right. The writer and philosopher Roger Scruton talks about the importance of 

stewardship and Margaret Thatcher famously said that, “the Conservative Party are 

more than just friends of the earth; they are the stewards of the earth.” Other people 

perhaps place a higher value on the need to not change the landscapes within which 

we’re living - not building wind farms, for example. It’s important I think to bring the 

evidence to the table, but ultimately choices are also made not just based on the 

evidence but the values one brings to the table. 

 

BLASTLAND: Imagine that one day, whilst scrapping over the climate, we 

admit the part played by our values, own up to our cultural baggage and how it 

weighs even on what we affirm as scientific fact - such that argument about fact 

then becomes liberated and reasonable. If only. Tracey Brown heads Sense 

About Science, a charity that in its own words equips people to make sense of 
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scientific claims - though it too has in the past been filtered by people who 

distrust it. She wouldn’t start from here on climate change, but she’s absolutely 

not giving up. 

 

BROWN: What we see there is people sort of poking holes in each other’s ideas. And 

that’s actually coalesced around some fairly fixed positions now, which has made it 

quite difficult to have a fairly frank and open discussion about the nature of the 

evidence for fear that it might add fuel to the fires of one particular camp or another. 

And we find that particularly troublesome, but the wider public at large find it 

incredibly troublesome and are often just so put off by that, they don’t know where to 

start in engaging in the subject. Perhaps not so much in the UK but certainly in the 

US, it’s now become quite strongly linked, where you sit on this issue, with your 

identity politically. Even religiously actually, your religious identity. These things are 

quite tightly bound up together and it becomes really difficult for people to pull back 

from positions that they’re adopting. So I think that’s tricky. 

 

BLASTLAND: But not in the UK? You think not in the UK? 

 

BROWN: I think it’s not quite so distinct. And perhaps one of the reasons why is 

there isn’t the same hostility in the UK to government action. I mean it’s much more 

polarised in the US about whether or not the federal state should intervene to mitigate. 

 

BLASTLAND: I think I’d still say sceptics here tend to be on the right of the 

spectrum. 

 

BROWN: I agree with you. I think there’s more fluidity in our debate here. I’m more 

hopeful. Perhaps I’m just being Pollyanna. (laughs)  

 

BLASTLAND: You think there’ll be a rational conversation here even if not 

elsewhere? 

 

BROWN: Well I actually, I think I’d have to pack up and go home if I didn’t think it 

was possible to draw the public and scientists and policymakers into a more reasoned 

and rational discussion about things. 

 

BLASTLAND: Keep the faith all ye listeners to Analysis on Radio Four. But 

how? What can we do to keep the argument honest? We asked each of our 

contributors, beginning with a glum question to Dan Kahan. You could take a 

very pessimistic view of all this. You could say that the evidence doesn’t count 

for much because people are just going to filter out anything that they find 

uncongenial? 

 

KAHAN: Well … 

 

BLASTLAND: Is there a better response than that? (Kahan laughs) Is there 

something more constructive that we can do than throw up our hands? 

 

KAHAN: Well here’s one thing. I’d better have a better response than that because 

what I just described to you is that people tend to resist evidence when they think that 

the conclusion is something that is disappointing to them. Climate change was not 
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born with these kinds of associations. No issue, no science, no technology is destined 

to become a subject of this kind of conflict. A smart society is going to try to have a 

scientific understanding of the kinds of influences that saddle technologies and 

science with these meanings and it’s going to try to prepare itself to prevent those 

things from happening. So if we get through climate change and we don’t die from the 

ice melting or die from doing something stupid unnecessarily that doesn’t work, then 

hopefully we’ve learned something from climate change that will help us to avoid this 

kind of problem for a future technology like synthetic biology. Right now, we should 

be looking at how people are starting to form their views on synthetic biology or 

nanotechnology and identify the potential influences in the communication 

environment that could cause that technology to assume these meanings and drive 

people apart, and trying to avoid having those things happen. 

 

BLASTLAND: Not just what you say, how you say it. Or maybe who says it on 

your behalf as you try to avoid tripping the tribal alarms. One of Dan Kahan’s 

most arresting arguments is about what happens if we avoid associating climate 

change with the need for more state control. 

 

KAHAN: Right now, we have an information environment where the issue of climate 

change is bound up with these associations about markets, commerce, industry, and 

it’s almost like a logical thing. Climate change means we’ve got to stop doing things 

like producing and consuming. That’s actually false. There are lots of things we’re 

going to have to do, but many of those things actually involve more technology, more 

kinds of production, the consumption of other kinds of things. We’ve done a study, 

for example, in which we show that when you make people aware of geo-engineering 

- as I’m sure you know and your listeners know, it refers to deliberate management of 

the environment through scientific means to offset the consequences of climate 

change - then people who otherwise were sceptical about climate change tended to be 

much less sceptical. The reason is that geo-engineering has a different kind of 

association, a different meaning than, say, restricting carbon emissions. It doesn’t say 

you know game’s over, we shouldn’t have been consuming so much. 

 

BLASTLAND: We tried that one on Mike Childs of Friends of the Earth. 

Plausible, he said, but he suspected people were more complicated than that. 

Even so, he’s read Dan Kahan’s research. You can tell. 

 

CHILDS: As an individual, I like to think of myself as rational. Of course you know 

no-one’s perfectly rational. One finds it quite difficult perhaps to say well actually it’s 

the framing and the message is as important as the content, but we live in a real world 

where we need to change if we’re not going to end up in a very bad situation for this 

generation and future generations, so let’s explore how best to do that. It may be that 

sometimes a rational description of a problem may not be the most helpful way of 

achieving change and at Friends of the Earth we are about creating positive change, so 

let’s find ways of doing that. That doesn’t mean we diverge from the need to be 

evidence based, but recognises that the evidence and our values perhaps need to be 

described in particular ways. 

 

BLASTLAND: Mark those words: “Sometimes a rational description of a 

problem may not be the most helpful way of achieving change.” From an 

advocate for evidence, that’s interesting. But it’s a line of argument that makes 
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Tracey Brown nervous. 

 

BROWN: Perhaps if I could just shift the subject to look at something like the 

measles, mumps, rubella vaccine. Some of the discussion that’s been happening there 

is, is it in public health a good idea to lay out to people the evidence in favour of an 

intervention because will you not just alarm them more, will you perhaps not just 

raise more questions in their minds by doing that? Is it perhaps better to think about 

who it is who presents that evidence; that it shouldn’t come from central government, 

it should come from people within their own healthcare environment? There’s quite a 

lot of discussion about things like peer to peer presentation of evidence - that rather 

than having national health programmes that sort of emphasise a bloke in a white coat 

telling you what’s good for you, in fact what we should be doing is encouraging 

mentoring amongst kids to get the evidence across that way. So it’s a focus much 

more on the presentation rather than the content of the argument. 

 

BLASTLAND: You have reservations? 

 

BROWN: I do. 

 

BLASTLAND: (laughs) Tell me about them. 

 

BROWN: I do have reservations. At one level it’s very hard to dispute. It would seem 

rather stupid if you were running a public health programme to hire somebody who 

was a look-alike of Bela Lugosi or to call yourself Evil Incorporated. But it is of 

concern to me that we would focus very much on the idea of treating our population 

as people who are beyond the scope of a rational argument. That’s a rather creepy 

thing I think in a way because surely really you earn trust by giving people an account 

of the world that stands up when it’s examined, rather than that you earn trust by 

dressing up in a particular way what you’re trying to do. I find that a bit of a worrying 

emphasis on the kind of psychological approach to communicating. 

 

BLASTLAND: The word in the back of the mind here is ‘spin’, don’t you think? 

What’s the difference between spin and framing a conversation to avoid 

provoking cultural identities? It’s tricky. Which is perhaps why Jonathan Haidt 

would take a step back and first try to encourage better relationships. Here’s 

how he tackles the moral tribalism of his students. 

 

HAIDT: I have all the liberals read conservative writings and vice versa and 

everybody has to try to explain everybody’s views in terms that the other side would 

accept. And by the end of the semester, the students say well it hasn’t made me more 

centrist, but now I don’t hate the other side. At least I see they’re not crazy. If we can 

at least see that the other side is pursuing moral values and visions that we can even 

respect, even if we don’t share, then the way is open for a conversation, the way is 

open for productive disagreement in which I say well I disagree with you, but I don’t 

think you’re Hitler, I don’t think you’re saying this because you hate America or you 

hate the UK or you hate human beings. Inter-group conflict can be quite productive 

and this is the way our democratic institutions are set up, but when they cross the line 

into demonising, then they become terribly ineffective. I’m hoping that understanding 

moral psychology will open people’s hearts to the other side. And once your heart is 

open, then your mind is open, and then we can begin to listen to each other, learn 
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from each other and disagree productively.  

 

BLASTLAND: Which is all very well, but disagreeing productively is still 

disagreeing. More radically, he suggests the Green Movement sacrifice 

something sacred such as by relaxing its opposition to nuclear power to prove 

that it is motivated not only by imposing state control. Could critics also offer to 

sacrifice some freedom? Don’t write to me. Sacrifice hurts; that’s almost the 

point. But if it’s too painful or too counterproductive, maybe a more morally 

tolerant atmosphere is not a bad place to start. The conservative philosopher 

Roger Scruton certainly thinks so. 

 

SCRUTON: I’ve always thought that the Greeks were right; that a proper 

conversation requires wine. You should sit at a table. One person should speak after 

another and put his opinion forward as clearly as possible and then subject it to 

criticism. That’s something which doesn’t happen very much because this is one of 

those areas where people only discuss it with those whom they know in advance are 

going to agree with them. 

 

BLASTLAND: Could you agree about the wine? 

 

SCRUTON: Yes, there is one of the subjects where human beings do come 

spontaneously to agree on. 

 

BLASTLAND: The high table answer. Of course, you could reject the entire 

analysis - transcendental beliefs, cultural cognition, moral binds and filters, the 

works - and simply decide that you’re right, they’re wrong, and this whole 

programme has been a conspiracy to turn truth into longwinded, mushy 

relativism to protest right wingers from rigorous science. Er, I mean left wingers 

… or whatever. How can you tell quickly if even this programme can be trusted? 

Well obviously, does the presenter have a beard? And the answer: sort of, a kind 

of two-day impartial stubble. Very BBC. So do I speak the truth? 
          


