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Preface

Eighteenth-​century philosopher David Hume is justly celebrated for 
treating the mind as part of nature, rather than as something that belongs 
to some spiritual realm separate from the material world. “Naturalism” 
about the mind just means that the mind’s operations are natural phe-
nomena that obey rules like any other phenomenon described by science. 
According to naturalism, the proper study of our mental operations is 
through natural sciences like biology, neuroscience, and psychology. In 
offering explanations for various phenomena, the sciences center on the 
search for causal regularities. In seeking to understand belief as a naturally 
occurring phenomenon, Hume therefore decided to focus on what causes 
one to hold a given belief, rather than on what justifies one in holding a 
belief. This might seem the wrong approach if one felt that (a) one’s beliefs 
about the world are typically well grounded in reasons, and (b) the pro-
cess of arriving at—​and acting on—​those beliefs is accurately described 
as one that involves a dispassionate weighing of evidence before reaching 
a conclusion. But human beings generally do not operate this way, if 
ever. Hume argued that reason is an essential tool for achieving our ends, 
but it remains a “slave” to the passions, in that our actions are ultimately 
explained by our motives—​and reason by itself does not motivate.

The often-​insidious influence of unconscious motives on our actions 
is most apparent in the area of ideology. Philosophers, historians, 
psychologists, political scientists, and other students of human nature 
have long noted that we exhibit an enormous susceptibility to uncon-
scious bias in our beliefs. Our interests and emotional needs affect not 
just our values and choices but also our factual picture of the world 
around us. In his book on self-​deception, psychologist Harry Triandis 
discussed the many reasons to conclude that “people often see what 
they wish to see, and believe what they wish to believe.”1 Our picture 

	 1	 Harry Triandis, Fooling Ourselves: Self-​Deception in Politics, Religion, and Terrorism 
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 2009).
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of the world is distorted by self-​interest, peer influence, prejudice, fear, 
and favoritism, and we are often not aware of the influence our motives 
have on our factual understanding of the evidence for our conclusions. 
Triandis described how we tend to prefer (again, often without self-​
awareness) explanations of phenomena that conform to our favored 
view of things. We seek out evidence and opinions that tend to confirm 
our prejudices; we ignore or avoid unwanted information. At the same 
time, we routinely view ourselves as more objective in our judgments 
than our ideological opponents.

An approach to understanding the mind’s operations that focuses 
on motives seems particularly apt when our subject of study is ideo-
logical or doctrinal belief. Political, religious, and other worldviews in-
clude certain ideals and prescriptions, but such worldviews themselves 
rest on a bedrock of factual claims about the world. Because we are not 
dispassionate about our ideological commitments, it is exceedingly 
difficult (indeed, almost unheard of) to be entirely dispassionate in the 
way we account for them using facts and evidence. The justifications 
we offer for our ideological positions are suffused by unconscious, 
implicit bias, and are maintained by selective attention to evidence. 
“Denial” is a word we sometimes use in describing the psychological 
state of those who are self-​deceived about the real causes for the beliefs 
they hold. Any economist will tell you that human behavior is all about 
incentives. We are increasingly coming to understand that factual be-
lief can work much the same way.

Those with an interest in manipulating public opinion are happy to 
exploit this aspect of human nature by spinning the truth in ways that 
appeal to existing prejudices. As a result, ideological partisans wind up 
disagreeing not just on policy preferences but even on basic facts.

Of late, observers of the U.S.  political landscape have been 
commenting more and more on the alarming ways in which 
Americans of different political persuasions and cultural, racial, and 
other identity groups seem not just to disagree on issues but also to 
be living in different realities. One area where this situation has sig-
nificant consequences is in the way people can interpret reports of 
scientific consensus differently, depending on their prejudices and 
allegiances. Different people, for example, may hear about the sci-
ence on the human causes of climate change and—​sincerely—​perceive 
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either certainty, uncertainty, or outright hoax. This phenomenon 
undercuts public discourse on matters where public policy grounded 
in solid science has never been more essential.

This phenomenon is on a continuum with the way in which dif-
ferent people can look at those living in poverty, and see them either 
as victims of unfair circumstances or as people who are complicit in a 
culture of irresponsibility and dependency. Different people will con-
sider a given refugee population, and see either an alien threat to our 
way of life or deserving potential members of our society. Different 
people will see a video of a police shooting; some will see justification 
and others will see murder.

An environment of polarization, prejudice, bias, and willful self-​
deception, combined with an often misleading political and media en-
vironment, is toxic for political discourse. Polarization on matters of 
fact is affecting progress on matters of critical public importance, such 
as action on climate.

Research on denial has exploded over just the last few years. This 
includes game-​changing work from social, political, cognitive, and 
evolutionary psychology, as well as from sociology, communication 
studies, political science, history, and philosophy. My goal has been 
to bring this diverse work together for the reader while, I hope, con-
vincing readers of the urgent importance of gaining a better under-
standing of unconscious bias and self-​deception. Denial concerns all 
of us—​both as victims and as perpetrators—​and so this work is in-
tended not just for an academic audience; it is for everyone.
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1
 Bias and Belief

1.1  What Is Denial?

In his 1689 book An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, English 
philosopher John Locke laments the human tendency to close the 
mind off to unwanted conclusions:

Let ever so much probability hang on one side of a covetous man’s 
reasoning, and money on the other; it is easy to foresee which 
will outweigh. Earthly minds, like mud walls, resist the strongest 
batteries:  and though, perhaps, sometimes the force of a clear ar-
gument may make some impression, yet they nevertheless stand 
firm, and keep out the enemy, truth, that would captivate or dis-
turb them. Tell a man passionately in love that he is jilted; bring a 
score of witnesses of the falsehood of his mistress, it is ten to one but 
three kind words of hers shall invalidate all their testimonies. Quod 
volumus, facile credimus; what suits our wishes, is forwardly believed, 
is, I suppose, what every one hath more than once experimented: and 
though men cannot always openly gainsay or resist the force of man-
ifest probabilities that make against them, yet yield they not to the 
argument.1

This observation about human nature is pretty uncontroversial. 
Indeed, as social psychologist Peter Ditto puts it, the pervasive influ-
ence of our hopes and fears on our judgment “would likely seem so 
obvious to the average person as to defy the need for empirical con-
firmation.”2 Individual factual beliefs often derive not from a cold 
assessment of probabilities but, rather, from a psychological phenom-
enon sometimes simply called denial. Denial involves the emotion-
ally motivated rejection (or embrace) of a factual claim in the face of 
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strong evidence to the contrary. Easily recognizable examples include 
denying one’s spouse is being unfaithful despite ample evidence that 
he or she is cheating; denying that one has a terminal illness despite 
diagnoses to that effect; or denying one is an alcoholic despite a history 
of heavy drinking with destructive consequences. In such cases we col-
loquially describe the person as being “in denial.” (The word “denial” 
suggests disbelief rather than a positive assertion, but as a misrepre-
sentation of reality, denial can be expressed in terms of either denying 
something true or affirming something false: The person denying he 
is an alcoholic may say “I am not an alcoholic,” or, affirmatively, “I can 
stop drinking anytime I  like.” The candidate down 20 points in the 
polls who privately insists that she can still win the election may be in 
denial.3)

We may find applications of the concept of being “in denial” most 
familiar in cases of personal difficulties like those just mentioned.4 
But such cases are structurally identical to many instances of belief of 
much more public import. One pressing example of tendentious be-
lief in the face of contrary evidence is the sincere denial of the reality, 
severity, and/​or urgency of anthropogenic global warming (AGW). 
Given adequate information about the clear scientific consensus on 
the overall situation, no one should be denying AGW with confidence. 
Just as in the more common, more personal instances of denial, the 
selective representation of the climate consensus is based on a preex-
isting, affective attachment to a particular conclusion. Another signif-
icant example is the not uncommon belief in the inherent superiority 
of one’s own race or ethnicity—​or in the inferiority of another’s. When 
sincerely articulated by someone who is sane and moderately well in-
formed, this sort of denial of reality—​just as in the case of someone 
who wants to disbelieve one’s spouse has been unfaithful, or who wants 
to believe he or she has many more years to live—​derives from wanting 
the world to be a certain way that it evidently isn’t. Any sincere state-
ment like “My husband would never do that to me,” or “The Armenian 
genocide is a myth,” or “Vaccines frequently cause injury,” or “President 
Obama was born in Kenya,” or “My financial success has had nothing 
to do with my inheritance,” or “The Cowboys are definitely going to 
win the Super Bowl this year” is an indication that sincere speaker is 
in denial when the speaker (a) has little reason, all things considered, 
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to believe the claim; (b) has been exposed to good reasons, all things 
considered, to doubt it; and (c) has some emotional need to believe it 
that accounts for the belief (i.e., if the emotional need weren’t there, the 
belief wouldn’t be either).

Beliefs like these are not purely self-​generated. Powerful political or 
economic elites, through their paid agents or media surrogates, may 
be motivated to deliberately misinform the public on various issues. 
Such efforts are no doubt helped along by ignorance. Many Americans 
are uninformed about science, the economy, and many other issues 
relevant to social and economic policy. Obviously, many Americans 
deny the reality and severity of climate change. A majority deny the 
evolution of human beings by natural selection.5 When U.S.  adults 
are asked what percentage of the federal budget goes to foreign aid, 
the median response is 25% (the real foreign aid figure is less than 
1%); Americans also grossly overestimate how much those from the 
U.S. middle class pay in federal income taxes.6 Despite the fact that vio-
lent crime in the United States has fallen by over 50% since 1992,7 year 
after year a majority of Americans report an overall increase in vio-
lent crime.8 When asked, in a 2016 Ipsos-​MORI poll, what percentage 
of wealth is held by the bottom 70% of Americans, U.S. respondents 
guessed 28%, whereas the actual figure is about 7%.9 In the same 
poll, the average U.S. respondent’s guess as to the Muslim population 
in the United States was 17%, whereas the actual figure is about 1%. 
Survey after survey shows that voters know very little about political 
party platforms, and yet voters’ own policy preferences are heavily 
influenced by what the party elites favor.

But to bring the public along, lies and demagoguery need to find fer-
tile ground. Hitler’s claims that the Jews were responsible for Germany’s 
economic problems were only effective because they catered to a base-
line anti-​Semitism on the part of a substantial portion of the German 
population. False claims about climate science by vested interests and 
their allies find a receptive audience in those with preexisting anti-​
government inclinations. Doctrines upholding the special, divinely 
chosen status of some particular religious or ethnic group persist be-
cause they satisfy powerful emotional needs for affirmation, status, se-
curity, and/​or meaning. This is why the study of problems caused by 
the public and private misunderstanding of reality needs to look not 



4  The Truth about Denial

just at misinformation but also at the murky psychological processes 
that allow bias and self-​deception to thrive.

The purpose of this book is to examine the pervasive human ten-
dency to deny uncomfortable truths and to discuss how this tendency 
affects public discourse—​as well as private life—​on an exceedingly 
wide range of important topics. The phenomenon of denial, as we 
shall see, is dependent on motivated cognition. “Motivated cognition” 
refers to the “unconscious tendency of individuals to process informa-
tion in a manner that suits some end or goal extrinsic to the forma-
tion of accurate beliefs.”10 Motivated cognition happens behind the 
scenes, but is closely tied to the more overt rationalization of belief, 
which I shall define as the process of retroactively inventing defensive 
justifications for holding those beliefs formed via motivated cognition. 
Motivated cognition is about belief formation, whereas rationalization 
is about maintaining and defending beliefs. Rationalization is thus a 
kind of second stage for motivated cognition. Unlike motivated cogni-
tion, explicit rationalization is a conscious process, though we are often 
not consciously aware of our motives when we engage in it. (I shall use 
the familiar phrase motivated reasoning—​the popular use of which 
doesn’t generally distinguish between initial motivated cognition and 
the second-​stage rationalization of that way of thinking—​to denote the 
whole process wherein implicit, motivated cognition is followed by the 
generation of spurious reasons to maintain those sincerely held beliefs 
formed via motivated cognition.)

Let’s get a little clearer on exactly what “denial” does and does 
not include, for purposes of this discussion. It does not refer, for in-
stance, simply to being misinformed. I wish to examine denial strictly 
in that sense of being “in denial” wherein the denier is exhibiting a 
kind of emotionally self-​protective self-​deception. (Denial is often 
misattributed to ignorance; as I  shall discuss further, there is good 
reason to think that the real issue is motivated reasoning.) Denial, in 
this context, presumes some exposure to relevant—​and unwelcome—​
facts and constitutes a kind of reaction to them. This sort of self-​
deception is different from mendacity, wherein one purposefully lies 
to others about the existence of evidence for something, or deliber-
ately misrepresents the evidence. One might know perfectly well, for 
example, that one’s oil company is responsible for a toxic spill, and 
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respond by actively and consciously engaging in a cover-​up and public 
denial of responsibility.11

Neither am I  talking about “spin,” or what philosopher Harry 
Frankfurt has termed bullshit.12 The bullshitter’s intent is not to lie but, 
rather, to influence or to create a certain reality, and is simply indif-
ferent as to whether his or her claims are true or false. The job of the 
trial attorney, the political operative, or the commercial advertiser is 
neither to uphold the truth nor to lie; rather, the job is to represent 
one’s client in the best light possible.

Being in denial is also to be distinguished from wishful thinking. 
What wishful thinking has in common with denial is that each fulfills 
an emotional need of some kind. However, with wishful thinking, 
there is a belief without solid evidence for a conclusion one way or 
the other. You might wishfully believe, for example, that an acquaint-
ance is romantically interested in you, despite having no clear positive 
indication of this. This becomes denial only if you come to discredit 
strong evidence to the contrary, such as the knowledge that the ob-
ject of your affections is romantically involved with someone else, 
or is only attracted to members of a different sex, and so on. Unlike 
beliefs arising from denial, beliefs arising from wishful thinking can 
even become what philosopher Neil Van Leeuven calls “self-​fulfilling 
beliefs”:  An otherwise unwarranted confidence in, say, romantic 
or athletic prospects can sometimes contribute to the actual fulfill-
ment of those prospects.13 These are also sometimes called “positive 
illusions,” and a tendency to experience them may be adaptive, in 
that a stubborn disposition to maintain a particular belief in the face 
of contrary evidence might sometimes work in one’s favor.14 Negative 
emotions can hamper our ability to function, and some ability to au-
tomatically discount the factual sources of some negative emotions 
may be adaptive. As psychologist Timothy Wilson puts it, people are 
“equipped with powerful psychological defenses that operate offstage, 
rationalizing, reinterpreting, and distorting negative information in 
ways that ameliorate its impact.”15 (He calls this our “psychological 
immune system.”) A tendency to unrealistically positive self-​appraisal 
may give us the confidence to overcome daunting challenges. Undue 
discounting of the odds against us when faced with, say, an external 
threat, may expedite a productive response by heading off paralyzing 
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fear. Belief in a benevolent higher power may solidify group member-
ship, or provide the comfort we need to endure loss. Unfortunately, 
what in some contexts might be an adaptive—​even charming—​facet of 
human nature can have very bad consequences. Wishful thinking can 
easily morph into denial when the evidence turns against you, at which 
point the failure to respond appropriately to the facts can be destruc-
tive on a personal, societal, or global scale.

We sometimes use the word “delusional” as a derogatory term for 
people who we think are in the grips of motivationally biased thinking, 
but there is an important distinction between denial and delusion. 
Delusions arise from illness or psychiatric disorder (like schizo-
phrenia), or from injury (e.g., phantom limb syndrome), rather than 
from emotional need.16 Neurologist Robert Burton describes known 
delusional conditions like Cotard’s syndrome (in which a person 
suffers from an unshakeable conviction that he or she is already dead) 
or Capgras syndrome (in which one suffers from an unshakeable con-
viction that a loved one has been replaced by an imposter), that often 
directly result from acute brain-​related events like stroke or viral men-
ingitis.17 In such cases, we may rarely happen also to find some dis-
tinct, accompanying emotional need to believe such things, but even 
if so, we would not attribute the delusion to that need. Further, a de-
lusional belief need not be based on a rationale the believer actually 
expects everyone else to accept. In cases of delusion, the victim may 
not even attempt to rationalize the delusional belief.18 Someone with 
Capgras, or who suffers from the delusion that he is in communication 
with aliens, may not necessarily also believe that others ought to be 
able to come to the same conclusion by considering publicly available 
evidence. By contrast, the person in denial is rational in the sense that 
evidence still matters. Typically, as psychologist Ziva Kunda argued 
in an influential essay on motivated reasoning, even those who are 
“motivated to arrive at a particular conclusion attempt to be rational 
and to construct a justification of their desired conclusion that would 
persuade a dispassionate observer.”19 Motivated reasoners are neither 
divorced from nor indifferent to reality; their perception of reality is 
just motivationally skewed in nonconscious ways. Nor do we think of 
people in denial as literally incapable of revising their beliefs, unlike 
people whose false beliefs can be traced to acute brain injury. Delusion 
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is unusual, abnormal, and pathological, whereas denial is common, 
normal, and requires no malfunction.

People are motivated to deny reality for many different reasons, 
including self-​interest, a desire to avoid feelings of insecurity or loss 
of control, or a desire to defend one’s cultural or political identity. 
Cognitive dissonance is the state of mind one experiences when one 
encounters information that is inconsistent with one’s beliefs. This is 
cognitively disruptive simply because it forces a reassessment of some 
accustomed representation of reality. Groundbreaking studies on dis-
sonance and dissonance resolution were executed by Leon Festinger 
in the 1950s, wherein he studied the psychological effects of new, in-
consistent information on one’s existing beliefs or worldview.20 He 
observed a natural, psychological resistance to belief revision as a re-
sult of dissonant information. One likely explanation for some of this 
resistance is an evolved cognitive heuristic telling us that, other things 
being equal, mental representations of the world built up over time are 
more likely to be accurate, and so should be favored over new infor-
mation up to a point. But Festinger noted an emotional component 
in subjects’ responses. Cognitively dissonant information can also be 
experienced as personally disruptive—​undermining the comfort one 
feels in thinking one has a good grasp of things—​and therefore be anx-
iety inducing. This discomfort spurs an unconscious drive to resolve 
the dissonance by discounting or otherwise dismissing information 
that contradicts existing beliefs. In important confirming studies of 
subjects in an induced dissonant state, social psychologists Andrew 
Elliot and Patricia Devine demonstrated that “dissonance is experi-
enced as psychological discomfort.”21 Further studies by psychologist 
Eddie Harmon-​Jones tested whether the dissonance itself causes the 
discomfort, or rather simply by some perception of the consequences 
of being wrong. He confirmed that “dissonance is associated with 
increased feelings of negative affect even in situations void of aversive 
consequences.”22

Most dissonant information one encounters is not particularly 
emotionally threatening in terms of its content (e.g., “I was sure 
that only Australia had marsupials, but now I  hear that American 
opossums are marsupials,” or “I thought that low-​fat diets were better 
for losing weight than low-​carb diets, and now this magazine article 
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is saying that’s not true”). Such new information just spurs brief con-
fusion, followed, in some cases, by dismissal of the new claim or, in 
others, a not terribly disruptive update of one’s obsolete beliefs and/​or 
behaviors. In his original studies, however, Festinger found that cogni-
tive dissonance can produce intense emotional discomfort, when the 
particular change in thinking demanded by the dissonant information 
threatens a representation of reality to which the subject is emotionally 
attached. Information can be threatening to the self because it conflicts 
with one’s desires, expectations, sense of control, or cultural or polit-
ical identity (e.g., “I was expecting the Rapture on this day, but it didn’t 
happen,” or “I was sure Hillary Clinton was going to win the election, 
but she didn’t”).23 In other words, cognitive dissonance can refer either 
to the “plain vanilla” dissonant effect of unexpected information or to 
the “extra spicy” dissonance experienced upon receiving unwanted 
information. The effects of the latter feelings of dissonance are much 
more dramatic than the effects of the former. It is when it represents 
some sort of threat to a state of affairs the individual prefers to believe 
in, or to some system of thought with which the individual identifies, 
that dissonant information will frequently lead to outright denial. (The 
cultists Festinger was studying chose to believe not that they had been 
wrong about the apocalypse but, rather, that they had headed off the 
apocalypse by their devotion. After the 2016 U.S. presidential election, 
Hillary Clinton supporters called for recounts in the states they un-
expectedly lost, and blamed foreign interference for electoral losses—​
while at the same time, Donald Trump denied that he had lost the 
popular vote, insisting that millions of people voted illegally for his op-
ponent.) What is quite clear is that, when dissonance arises, the extent 
to which one is emotionally committed to maintaining a certain belief 
or worldview now under threat both increases the negative response 
to the dissonance and affects how the discrepancy is resolved.24 (The 
ancient Greek word amathia [“not-​learning”] is sometimes taken to 
refer specifically not to ignorance but to the state of unwillingness to 
learn—​typically, when one is motivated to maintain a certain belief or 
worldview in the face of recalcitrant evidence.25)

It might be helpful here also to mention compartmentalization, 
which is a way of doing a kind of cognitive judo move on disso-
nant beliefs and feelings: When we compartmentalize, we somehow 
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manage—​at least temporarily—​simply to avoid thinking about one 
side of the inconsistency in our beliefs and behavior. For example, con-
sider the environmental activist who blithely makes flight reservations, 
thinking only about the vacation destination and not about his or her 
knowledge of the contribution passenger jet travel makes to global 
warming. The liberal opposing unfair labor practices overseas can 
walk into Walmart and think only about the low prices; someone who 
is revolted by factory farming practices can grab a burger at a fast-​food 
restaurant without the inconsistency this decision represents ever 
coming to mind. Mere moments after sincerely avowing a duty to the 
poor, a devout Christian exiting his church can stroll right by a home-
less beggar without giving it a thought. Though it is also an uncon-
scious defensive response to distressing cognitive dissonance, I would 
distinguish compartmentalization from denial in that, with compart-
mentalization, the inconvenient information in question is suppressed 
rather than denied; dissonance is thus avoided rather than defeated. 
The compartmentalizer’s beliefs do not change; there is simply a tem-
porarily unrecognized, hypocritical inconsistency between his or her 
avowed beliefs and his or her behavior. It is a different story when we 
twist our representation of the facts to suit our needs (e.g., “I’m sure 
Apple has fixed the labor practices in their factories by now,” or “That 
guy probably just wants money for drugs”).26 This sort of manipulation 
is characteristic of denial. The compartmentalizer might change his or 
her behavior when called out on the inconsistency, but the person in 
denial has eliminated inconsistency by altering his or her (perceived) 
reality. The denier is harder to dislodge because he or she has de-
voted cognitive resources to eliminating dissonance, rather than just 
ignoring it.

Denial manifests itself in a wide spectrum of contexts, both private 
and public. Believing in fate or luck, in supernatural powers, in the fi-
delity of one’s spouse, or in one’s own competence at auto repair can 
(depending on circumstances) be examples of denial. In a forthcoming 
book, sociologist Keith Kahn-​Harris suggests a further distinction be-
tween denial and denialism:

Denialism is an expansion, an intensification, of denial. At root, de-
nial and denialism are simply a subset of the many ways humans 
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have developed to use language to deceive others and themselves. 
Denial can be as simple as refusing to accept that someone else is 
speaking truthfully. Denial can be as unfathomable as the multiple 
ways we avoid acknowledging our weaknesses and secret desires. 
Denialism is more than just another manifestation of the humdrum 
intricacies of our deceptions and self-​deceptions. It represents the 
transformation of the everyday practice of denial into a whole new 
way of seeing the world and—​most important—​a collective accom-
plishment. Denial is furtive and routine; denialism is combative and 
extraordinary. Denial hides from the truth, denialism builds a new 
and better truth.27

Denialism is the (usually collective) building of a worldview that both 
derives from and supports the denial of some inconvenient truth. Some 
forms of denialism have significant public policy implications:  for 
example, holding a belief—​despite having good reason not to—​
in inherent racial superiority, in the status of others as dangerous 
nonbelievers or apostates, in the efficacy of destructive authoritarian 
policies, in the claims of vaccine opponents, or in the claims of anthro-
pogenic global warming deniers. These forms of denialism will typi-
cally be linked to the believer’s ideology, or ideological worldview.

“Ideology” is another general term without a fully agreed-​upon 
meaning. Roughly, it refers to a set of factual beliefs—​together with 
some evaluative attitudes pertaining to those facts—​that give rise to 
some broader social, cultural, political, economic, or religious view-
point. An ideology combines a kind of factual, explanatory theory of 
(some aspect of) the world, with some prescriptive conclusions based 
on the factual picture presented by the theory. For example, one might 
believe that (a) self-​interested bankers exert disproportionate control 
over the world economy, and that (b) this control has proven harmful 
to the interests of much of the world’s population. This picture, in turn, 
is the (alleged) factual basis for the broader evaluation that unregu-
lated globalized capitalism is a problem, and therefore we ought to 
have greater governmental control over international banking.

There is nothing inherently wrong with having an ideology. 
However, in practice, ideology is often tied up with denial, and denial is 
a primary reason for the intractability of ideological conflict: Someone 
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in denial, by definition, is not receptive to disconfirming evidence or 
argument, and is highly resistant to change or compromise. This is 
why “ideologue” tends to be used as a pejorative term, equivalent to 
characterizing someone as closed-​minded. Denial can be a cause of 
ideological positions, or a product of an emotional attachment to such 
a position. It is interesting to note that the most influential early dis-
cussion of ideology was that of Karl Marx, who saw ideology primarily 
as a vehicle for misconceptions on the part of the majority as to where 
its economic interests lie. (Friedrich Engels’ famous term “false con-
sciousness” was coined in reference to this phenomenon.28)

It has been much lamented in recent years that opposing political 
factions in the United States seem increasingly unable to agree on 
basic facts, such as the fact that the Earth’s surface is warming due to 
human activity.29 Ideological conflict is often thought of as primarily 
a matter of conflicting value systems. Yet, it is a dispute over factual 
claims, rather than a difference in values, that should be expected to 
be the primary arena for ideological disagreement in liberal dem-
ocratic contexts. The defining feature of a liberal democracy, in the 
Lockean, “classical” sense, is that individual rights trump any partic-
ular, sectarian conception of the good (i.e., what way of life and/​or be-
lief system is best). By contrast, in, say, an authoritarian communist or 
theocratic context, the state claims the authority to impose a partic-
ular conception of the greater good on its citizens; these latter kinds 
of regime are thus “illiberal” in the classical sense.* In an open society, 
mainstream public policy positions at least ostensibly rely on factual 
claims about the expected benefits of certain social, economic, or for-
eign policies, rather than explicitly relying on sectarian or doctrinal 
claims as justifications in themselves.30

The boundaries between factual beliefs and moral values can be 
fuzzy, partly due to some mutual dependence of one on the other.31 
Yet, ideological debates over right and wrong (in liberal democratic 
contexts) almost always involve some disagreement over factual 

	 *	 To the list of illiberal social systems I would add the libertarian’s ideal free market 
capitalist regime. Such a regime would claim the moral authority to enforce a morally 
indefensible system of natural and absolute property rights on individuals, to the detri-
ment of their capacity to pursue their own conception of the good. But more on this in 
chapter 3.
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claims. Consider opposition to marriage equality for same-​sex couples. 
Clearly, some oppose marriage equality because they evaluate homo-
sexuality as wrong, as immoral. But which comes first—​value or fact? 
This moral evaluation of homosexuality is predicated on a set of fac-
tual claims, including (a) that God exists and (b) that God condemns 
homosexuality. In the public sphere we hear the claim that marriage 
equality would undermine the institution of marriage and/​or that “tra-
ditional” heterosexual marriages provide a more stable environment 
for children.32 These are claims of fact, and appeal to these alleged facts 
in opposing any expansion of the legal definition of marriage implies 
an appeal to shared evaluative beliefs: that marriage is a positive social 
institution and that stable families are best for children. Even genocide/​
Holocaust denial can be understood as resting on factual beliefs about 
the innate qualities of members of other races: Genocide apologists 
value peace and humanity while excluding some inconvenient group, 
such as the Jews or Kurds, from the ranks of the fully human.

Or consider the mid-​2000s debate over the morality of the Bush 
administration’s “enhanced interrogation” techniques, as practiced on 
insurgents captured in Afghanistan and elsewhere. Most members of 
each side would quickly agree with the evaluative statement that “tor-
ture is wrong.” The primary dimension of public disagreement was 
on historical and legal precedents as to what constitutes torture. The 
Bush administration produced lawyers who were willing to claim that 
causing physical pain does not constitute torture, so long as it falls short 
of pain associated with “serious physical injury, such as organ failure, 
impairment of bodily function, or even death.”33 Under this definition 
of torture, the U.S. government could argue that waterboarding is not 
torture, even though, after World War II, Japanese officers were exe-
cuted by representatives of the U.S. government for having used water-
boarding as an interrogation tactic.34

Nothing exemplifies ideological “fact polarization” like the de-
bate over economic policy. During the last few decades in the United 
States, this debate has revolved around whether taxation and spending 
policies should reflect Keynesian demand-​side economics or small-​
government supply-​side economics. Proponents of the former em-
phasize fairness and equality of opportunity; proponents of the latter 
emphasize liberty and personal responsibility. Yet each side typically 
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would agree that, strictly speaking, these are all positive values; the 
main issue is the factual, empirical question as to what is lost or gained 
by relatively high taxation and a strong social safety net, versus the re-
verse policy of low taxation and limited social spending.35

In each of these cases, ideological conflict has centered on a disa-
greement over facts, not values. Sociologist John Levi Martin writes:

[D]‌ifferences in ideology seem to correlate much more strongly with 
differences in descriptive statements than they do with differences in 
purely prescriptive ones. . . . And this is because . . . the thing about 
values is that they are all good, considered singly. It’s only in trade-​
offs that people begin to distinguish themselves. So people can agree 
with one another in their value commitments, while still having dia-
metrically opposed opinions.36

In one respect, this is an optimistic view of ideological conflict: If ide-
ological conflict is a matter of irreducible and irreconcilable value sys-
tems, there is no possible resolution but for one side to suppress or 
dominate the other; by contrast, factual disputes are resolvable, in prin-
ciple, without violence. So there is a puzzle here: In the face of roughly 
the same available information, how is it that different individuals or 
groups can come to such wildly different conclusions about reality? 
If most ideological differences rest on factual disputes, and if factual 
disputes can (in principle) be resolved by appeal to evidence and rea-
soning, then most ideological disputes should be resolvable simply by 
study and debate among reasonable and open-​minded persons. Yet in 
practice this is not what happens. Why not? A vast amount of—​mostly 
quite recent—​evidence from social psychology, sociology, political sci-
ence, and allied fields points to the answer: motivated reasoning and 
denial. Answering the following questions is therefore essential:  (a) 
What are the motivators behind motivated reasoning? and (b) What 
are the psychological mechanisms that can turn a defensive emotional 
impulse into a sincere factual representation?

Much of the academic, philosophical literature on belief has focused 
on the necessary and sufficient conditions of a belief ’s being justified. 
The phenomenon of denial spotlights the ways in which evidence 
and justification can be effectively irrelevant as to whether someone 
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believes something or not. In this context, then, the correct line of in-
quiry (as David Hume proposed) would seem to be one directed at 
what causes or explains belief, rather than one examining technical 
questions surrounding what theoretically constitutes adequate evi-
dence and warranted belief.*

An inquiry into the motivational underpinnings of denial and de-
nialism demands an extensive dive into the interdisciplinary study 
of noncognitive bias. Psychologists and social scientists from various 
subfields have examined a number of nonrational factors that can in-
fluence information processing in ideologically heated contexts; and 
researchers have identified a wide variety of mechanisms by which—​
once motivation is activated—​bias explains belief.

1.2  “Hot Cognition”

The naïve account of reasoning is that the process of human judgment 
is entirely conscious, and is primarily motivated by accuracy (with 
some additional consideration given to balancing the need for preci-
sion with the need for efficiency in expenditure of resources). A con-
scious, willful blindness to the truth would seem paradoxical:  This 
implies simultaneously knowing and not knowing the truth.37 The 
concept of motivated cognition suggests a process by which evidence 
known to undermine a preferred result is ignored or discounted, with 
the intention of producing a false, or at least unwarranted, belief. But 
if the processes leading to belief are always transparent, then self-​
deception would involve believing the result of motivated cognition 

	 *	 The problem of establishing precise, necessary and sufficient conditions for an as-
sertion being justified (or refuted) is extremely difficult and very technical. This is a cen-
tral concern of the fields of epistemology and philosophy of science, and the relevant 
philosophical literature is extensive. For purposes of this text I am taking for granted 
that there are some clear-​cut cases of overwhelming evidence and/​or settled scientific 
issues, the denial of which—​under certain circumstances—​is patently unjustified. I am 
therefore appealing to an intuitive notion of having (overwhelmingly) good reasons to 
believe something, and conversely lacking good reason to deny it. It would otherwise be 
impossible to proceed to an examination of motivated reasoning and denial. My focus is 
on examining why we form the (often irrational) beliefs we have, rather than on giving a 
general, theoretical account of rationality itself.
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while knowing you don’t have reason to believe it, and/​or consciously 
intending to self-​deceive—​but how can you deceive yourself if you are 
aware of your intention to do so?

The answer is that reasoning is not a self-​transparent process. 
René Descartes assumed that, if I have a thought or belief, I am nec-
essarily aware of my own role in producing it.38 Modern psycholog-
ical science has not been kind to this assumption. Self-​deception, and 
thus motivated cognition, is possible because of unconscious bias in 
accessing and/​or assessing evidence.39

In adding to many other lines of investigation pointing away 
from the reasoning-​as-​transparent model, social scientist Daniel 
Kahneman and his collaborators have identified a routine role in 
judgment for an “implicit cognition” system of spontaneous, uncon-
scious, “gut” processes that can have as much to do with belief for-
mation as conscious processes.40 This system can be responsible for 
many helpful shortcuts and processing successes, but also innumer-
able individual and systemic errors. Psychologist Timothy Wilson has 
explained some of the ways in which nonconscious processing is vital 
to our making sense of the world: There is far too much incoming 
information, moment to moment, for us to consciously handle; if 
it weren’t for nonconscious heuristics, selective attention, and im-
plicit processing, effective interaction with the world would be im-
possible.41 This is about making quick, efficient decisions. The world 
would leave us behind in short order if we constantly questioned 
everything.

Obviously, how we process information affects decision-​making 
and behavior. Philosopher Tamar Gendler introduced the term alief 
to refer to propensities to judge and act based on implicit, automatic 
association:

To have an alief is  .  .  .  to have an innate or habitual propensity to 
respond to an apparent stimulus in a particular way. It is to be in a 
mental state that is  .  .  . associative, automatic and arational. As a 
class, aliefs are states that we share with non-​human animals; they 
are developmentally and conceptually antecedent to other cognitive 
attitudes that the creature may go on to develop. Typically, they are 
also affect-​laden and action-​generating.42
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Gendler goes on to claim, quite plausibly, that these aliefs are re-
sponsible for much of the moment-​to-​moment management of our 
behavior.43 Implicit associations—​and the emotional values they 
carry—​allow us to react to situations much more quickly and ef-
ficiently than if we always thought everything through. If you see 
a snake on the path, you jump back; you don’t need to think about 
what to do.

But this helpful, cognition-​bypassing mechanism also opens the 
door to innumerable unconscious motivational influences on belief. 
Political scientists Milton Lodge and Charles Taber have shown in great 
detail how automatic, affective responses to stimuli can have a signif-
icant short-​ and long-​term influence on political opinion, even when 
the individual in question takes the time to carefully weigh reasons for 
and against.44 Implicit bias is the general term for “relatively uncon-
scious and relatively automatic features of prejudiced judgment and 
social behavior.”45 Lodge and Taber found that unconscious emotional 
associations can sharply bias our evaluations of situations, persons, 
and evidence (they call this phenomenon “affect transfer”), as well as 
our automatic processes of retrieval of considerations relevant to a con-
clusion (“affective contagion”), to the point where even conscious and 
considered processing of information about political candidates and 
public policy issues is deeply influenced by unconscious valences.46 
It is clear this is a precognitive effect: Subjects asked about polarizing 
political figures will execute a measurable “like–​dislike” judgment on 
the politician in milliseconds, whereas it takes longer to report the 
most basic cognitive associations, such as that the politician is male 
or a Democrat. “Affect,” Lodge and Taber conclude, “precedes and 
contextualizes cognition.”47

Stephen Colbert introduced the term “truthiness” on the first ep-
isode of his television show The Colbert Report in 2005.48 Editors at 
Wikipedia define “truthiness” as “a quality characterizing a ‘truth’ 
that a person making an argument or assertion claims to know intu-
itively ‘from the gut’ or because it ‘feels right’ without regard to evi-
dence, logic, intellectual examination, or facts.”49 Critically, what our 
“gut” tells us has a lot to do with our background and with our peer 
group. That’s where many of our gut reactions come from. If most 
people I  trust think something is true, that becomes part of what 
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I  judge to be true—​guided by the automatic, affective associations 
that “precede and contextualize” decision-​making in so many 
contexts.

Human beings are demonstrably bad at figuring out the reasons 
for our own decisions, preferences, and the like. Study after study 
has shown that people will unintentionally invent post hoc “ra-
tional” explanations for decisions that were really caused by some-
thing else (this is known in the literature as confabulation).50 In 
fact, it has proven shockingly easy to demonstrate that our decisions 
are frequently explained by factors of which we are not introspec-
tively aware.51 People demonstrate more helping behavior when in 
the presence of pleasant ambient smells, such as the aroma of baking 
cookies—​but will not cite any awareness of the odor or its mood effects 
as a contributing factor in deciding to help.52 Shoppers will choose a 
product simply because of its positioning on the right side of a display 
of identical products, and then confabulate some quality it has that 
the others lack.53 Study participants will report greater relief from a 
medication if they were told it is more expensive than another, iden-
tical one.54 Significantly, effects like these may extend to expressions 
of moral and ideological preferences. Multiple studies have indicated 
that moral judgments are more severe when sensory disgust is induced 
in study subjects being asked to make a moral assessment.55 Voting 
behavior trends more conservative when the polling place is a church 
and less so in a public school.56

Of all the implicit influences on our thinking and our behavior, 
our emotional needs are the most pervasive and the most persua-
sive. Affect bias is the standard term for the distorting influence of 
emotion on behavior. (“Affect” and “emotion” are often used inter-
changeably. “Affect” refers to the positive/​negative feelings we have in 
response to some stimulus, and “emotion” to the same thing—​and also 
to the motives the affective response engenders.57) Researchers have 
identified a wide range of unconscious effects of emotion on those 
particular behaviors directly involved in belief acquisition and main-
tenance. For example, we know that one’s emotional state can affect 
how much attention is paid to aspects of a situation. A subject’s feeling 
angry can result in greater attention being paid to evidence of blame-
worthiness; feeling fear can lead him or her to focus more on evidence 
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of risk.58 Such changes in attention can lead to different assessments of 
evidence, and thus to different conclusions.

The influence of emotion on belief is particularly insidious, thanks 
to the nature of emotion itself. As psychologists Gerald Clore and 
Karen Gasper put it,

[E]‌motions are believable. Because emotional feelings are directly 
experienced, and arise from within, the personal validity of the in-
formation they appear to convey seems self-​evident to the person 
experiencing them. One can argue with logic, but not with feeling.59

(One is reminded of the all-​purpose excuse for unwise romantic 
liaisons, using language appropriated from Emily Dickinson:  “The 
heart wants what it wants.”) Psychologists Nico Frijda and Batja 
Mesquita describe ways that strong feelings or desires have been 
shown to influence belief, and even to induce new beliefs.60 A strong 
desire that one’s romantic love be reciprocated can all too easily de-
velop into a belief that, in fact, it is reciprocated. It’s not unusual for 
love for one’s child to grow into a conviction that he or she is espe-
cially or uniquely talented. Fear of death may explain a belief in the 
afterlife, and an emotional commitment to religious dogma can in-
cite a dogmatic rejection of counterevidence (just ask Galileo!). 
Frijda and Mesquita note also the special emotional valence of con-
version experiences, veneration, inspiration, and the like, where the 
emotional intensity of these experiences—​along with the feelings 
of longing, despair, or guilt that cause the believer to seek out such 
experiences—​seems to validate the associated belief.61 (Blaise Pascal 
famously proposed immersing oneself in ritual and enthusiasm in 
order to engender a genuine belief in God not otherwise supported by 
reason and evidence.) By contrast, cognitive biases employed as mere 
heuristics by automatic information-​processing systems—​even if dif-
ficult to avoid—​lead to judgments that are relatively easy to correct 
after the fact when pointed out. This is because, in most such cases, 
only “plain vanilla” cognitive dissonance is at issue, so the reasoner is 
not motivated to remain in the wrong. It is a different story when the in-
dividual is experiencing the “extra spicy” dissonance that derives from 
emotional needs.
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Hume pointed out the artificiality of separating emotion from cog-
nition. Reason is “slave to the passions,” he argued, in that reason alone 
cannot account for motivation.62 Reason supplies the means to achieve 
some end, but not the end itself. “’Tis not contrary to reason,” Hume 
wrote, “to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching 
of my finger.” Even the so-​called dispassionate reasoning motivated 
exclusively by an interest in accuracy depends on one’s caring about 
being accurate. It is impossible to discuss rational deliberation in 
abstraction from the emotional bases of motivation.* Neurologist 
Antonio Damasio studied patients who had, through accident or di-
sease, suffered damage to their brains that eliminated their emotional 
processing while leaving their so-​called higher-​order reasoning skills 
entirely intact.63 He found that these subjects’ very ability to make 
decisions was crippled.

Further—​as Damasio argues—​the notion that we must always be 
aware of the factors involved in our beliefs and decisions is an un-
founded holdover from the Cartesian view of the self (a view in-
spired by the substance dualism of major strains of Christianity), 
according to which we are composed of essentially distinct material 
bodies and immaterial minds. For Descartes, all thoughts are con-
scious thoughts: The essence of the mind or “soul” is only to think; 
and so the mind’s activity must necessarily always be transparent to 
the mind.64

Neuroscientists have concluded that the circuitry of cognitive pro-
cessing heavily overlaps with the circuitry of affect in the embodied 
beings that we are, and that emotion influences sensory processing, 
language, and memory functions basic to cognitive processing.65 
Emotion, in short, is itself an inextricable aspect of information pro-
cessing.66 In addition to supplying the motivation to act (as Hume 
described), emotions are directly implicated in belief formation. Key 
brain areas are involved in both social judgment and emotional pro-
cessing.67 Some have gone so far as to state that the brain does not 
“respect” the affective–​cognitive distinction, and that any apparent 

	 *	 Though being motivated by accuracy is importantly different, in that such motiva-
tion applies not to the content of the belief but, rather, to its correspondence with reality.
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difference between affect and cognition is merely phenomenological.68 
Cognitive scientists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson summarize 
the point:

Reason is not disembodied, as the tradition has largely held, but arises 
from the nature of our brains, bodies, and bodily experiences. . . . The 
same neural and cognitive mechanisms that allow us to perceive 
and move around also create our conceptual systems and modes of 
reason. . . . Reason is not a transcendent feature of the universe or of 
disembodied mind. Instead, it is shaped crucially by the peculiarities 
of our human bodies, by the remarkable details of the neural struc-
ture of our brains, and by the specifics of our everyday functioning 
in the world.69

We are biological organisms whose nervous system evolved to serve 
bodily needs. Our reasoning skills are inseparable from somatic and 
emotional responses; and accuracy in reasoning is secondary in im-
portance, from an evolutionary perspective, to issues like survival and 
fecundity (two accomplishments that often importantly rest on suc-
cessful social integration with one’s tribe).70 Under this understanding 
of cognition, any expectation that human beings would or could char-
acteristically reason in complete independence from their motivations 
seems unrealistic.

The developmental psychologist Alison Gopnik describes an innate 
“theory formation system” in children that mimics in some respects 
the process of theory formation and revision in science.71 The evolu-
tionary purpose of this system, she argues, is to help us develop rea-
sonably accurate, explanatory “causal maps” of the world that allow us 
to operate in our environment more effectively. Built into this system 
are rewards for producing explanations. Gopnik compares this link 
to the rewards for sexual activity. Thanks to the evolutionary pro-
cess, nature has provided us with reasons to associate sexual activity 
with pleasure. The pleasure of sex would serve the purpose of encour-
aging activities that often lead to reproduction, which obviously is a 
positive development from an evolutionary standpoint. Thanks also 
to the evolutionary process, Gopnik argues, nature has similarly pro-
vided us with a motivational phenomenology that encourages theory 
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formation—​namely, the emotion of curiosity and the joys of discovery 
and sudden understanding.

From our phenomenological point of view, it may seem to us that we 
construct and use theories to achieve explanation or that we have sex 
to achieve orgasm. From an evolutionary point of view, however, the 
relation is reversed, we experience orgasms and explanations to en-
sure we make babies and theories.72

Just as Hume insisted, emotion is essential to agency, and this is true 
even for the (allegedly) coldly dispassionate activity of assembling fac-
tual beliefs about the world. It is, perhaps, the long shadow of the tra-
ditional, naïve separation of emotion and cognition that has caused 
many students of human nature to overlook the function of certain 
emotions within cognition, or what Gopnik calls, simply, “cognitive 
emotion.”73

However, Gopnik continues, the fact that the existence of the sex 
drive is explained by its past success in stimulating reproduction 
doesn’t mean that reproduction occurs in all cases or that the sex drive 
is operational only in contexts where reproduction is even possible. 
We explain the presence of the sex drive in terms of reproduction even 
though, for example, people have sex while using contraception and 
women continue to enjoy sex after menopause.74 With someone who 
always uses contraception because he or she wants to avoid having 
children, or who is only attracted to a person or persons with whom 
he or she cannot reproduce, or is only motivated to have sex with non-
human animals, we may see orgasms without any connection to repro-
duction. Similarly, someone who is motivated by factors other than 
accuracy in forming his or her judgments about the world may hold 
any number of theories about the world (and normative conclusions 
based on those theories) that are disconnected from the evidence. As 
Gopnik puts it,

The function of theory formation may be to obtain veridical causal 
maps, in general and over the long run . . . but this is perfectly com-
patible with the idea that the products of theory formation are often 
not veridical. . . . [G]‌enuine explanation, and indeed genuine theory 
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formation, can take place whose outcome is normatively deficient, 
even, very deficient much of the time.75

And indeed, the evidence from social psychology has strongly indi-
cated that information processing is quite often motivated by emotions 
other than accuracy, and that such distorted processing is largely un-
conscious and driven by nonrational attitudes and dispositions.

Commercial advertising is often designed specifically to generate 
emotions through images and associations that have little or nothing 
to do with any actual advantages of a product; the purpose of these af-
fective proddings is to lead us to believe that a given product is the best 
of its kind or will improve one’s life in some way. The influence of emo-
tion on belief is also exploited in political propaganda, where scape-
goating, demonization, or dehumanization of political opponents is 
so common as to be ubiquitous; tying members of other nationalities, 
racial groups, or other subgroups to crimes, economic collapse, and 
the like generates affective associations that in turn seem to validate 
convictions of superiority and the justice of one’s cause.76

Motives permeate even paradigm cases of “cold” scientific rea-
soning, where investigators truly feel no personal stake in the outcome. 
As philosopher Heather Douglas has stressed, any inquiry requires 
decisions about what questions to investigate, which hypotheses to 
test, and what margin of error is permissible.77 Motives and values 
need to be brought in at some level to explain such choices. Consider 
an inquiry into the effects of certain gun laws. Certain private or public 
institutions need to have decided that this topic is worth studying; they 
need to decide exactly which questions to ask; and the level of risk they 
already believe to be posed by guns (or gun laws) will help determine 
when they feel they have enough information to draw a conclusion. 
We therefore should speak not of unmotivated reasoning but, rather, of 
relatively unmotivated reasoning. Some reasoning is motivated mainly 
by some combination of curiosity and a widely shared sense of the im-
portance of the topic. By contrast, some reasoning is characterized 
by distinctively personal/​political interests; an individual may feel 
threatened by some factual claim or worldview, and thus has an in-
tense desire to find some particular result. The question is, Does the 
topic of gun control trigger certain self-​ or worldview-​protective 
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responses specific to the issue of gun control? Are these motives un-
consciously affecting the inquiries launched, the methods used, and 
the conclusions drawn?

In sum, the real explanations for our preferences and decisions, 
and for the factual beliefs on which they are based, often are not in-
trospectively transparent, and thus our various evaluations and 
representations of reality are frequently—​even routinely—​subject to 
factors of which we are unaware. (“The heart has its reasons of which 
reason knows nothing,” as Pascal insightfully asserted.) And this 
phenomenon not only is implicated in narrowly circumscribed per-
sonal situations but also plays a hidden role in the formation of broad, 
ideology-​defining worldviews.

Emotion, at both the psychological and neurological levels, is an 
integral part of judgment, motivation, and belief. Which emotions 
are specifically implicated in denial? We have already discussed cog-
nitive dissonance:  at root, the experience of a discrepancy between 
how one expects—​or wants—​the world to be and how it appears to 
be.78 Dissonance, especially when it represents a threat to one’s emo-
tional needs, spurs discomfort or anxiety, which in turn unconsciously 
influences how we handle evidence; the resulting biased informa-
tion processing empowers us in rejecting unwanted beliefs and in 
instigating new beliefs that we anticipate will make us happier.79 This 
response is, in general terms, the phenomenon that characteristically 
underlies denial.

Perhaps the most obvious emotional/​attitudinal factor that can im-
plicitly bias information processing is self-​interest.80 Bias based on 
self-​interest can take several forms. One is the unconscious motive to 
maintain beliefs conducive to one’s individual self-​interest, as when 
a tobacco company executive sincerely maintains the belief that the 
health impacts of tobacco remain unproven.* (This phenomenon is 
the subject of Upton Sinclair’s famous quip, “It is difficult to get a man 
to understand something when his salary depends on his not under-
standing it.”) Another self-​serving motive is that of maintaining beliefs 
that validate our moral worthiness, intelligence, and/​or competence 

	 *	 This is to be distinguished from the case in which the executive is insincere in pub-
licly maintaining this position; that would be a case of mendacity rather than denial.
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(see, for example, evidence for the Dunning-​Kruger effect, wherein 
individuals tend to overestimate their knowledge or abilities81).

Next there is group-​serving motivation, wherein individuals 
are motivated to maintain beliefs and worldviews that favor the so-
cial group with which they identify.82 For various reasons, people 
come to identify with cultural, racial, religious, political, and other 
communities or subgroups. To the extent that one’s self-​concept is tied 
up with one’s membership in a group, then, evidence working either 
for or against the status of that group should be expected to trigger, 
respectively, a positive or negative emotional response.83 There is a 
strong psychological motivation to view one’s own group, or in-​group, 
as special and privileged, and thus by contrast other groups, or out-​
groups, as inferior in various respects. This partisanship motivates bi-
ased information processing in the wide variety of contexts where the 
status of one’s group is at issue. Furthermore, as political psychologist 
Elizabeth Suhay has shown, conformity to group norms can enhance 
one’s standing in one’s in-​group, while deviation can lead both to so-
cial exclusion and to personal feelings of shame and alienation; these 
effects can function as powerful influences on ideological belief.84

In a similar vein, psychologist Jonathan Haidt has found associations 
between ideological partisanship and biased information processing. 
He characterizes our reasoning regarding moral or ideological matters 
in terms of individual “righteousness” and group-​ or system-​serving 
“tribalism,” stemming from a pervasive, nonrational “intuition” col-
oring our assessment of information.85 Journalist David Roberts 
summarizes this perspective:

In fact, human beings are not primarily rational creatures. We are 
primarily social creatures. We are born into specific social contexts, 
overlapping tribes from which we absorb our worldviews and values. 
We stitch our identities together out of those tribal affiliations. Most 
of what we believe, we do not conclude. We do not reason to it at 
all. We inherit it. Those inherited beliefs are often tribal markers, 
conditions of approbation, even acceptance, among our tribes. 
Because belonging to tribes is fundamental to our well-​being, those 
markers become very important to us. Protecting them is adaptive 
behavior, among our most basic instincts.86
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In cases where our social identity is under threat, reasoning is a tool to 
assert and defend ourselves, rather than primarily a tool to develop ac-
curate beliefs. In such contexts, as Haidt puts it, “the reasoning process 
is more like a lawyer defending a client than a judge or scientist seeking 
truth.”87

This sort of factual “partisan cheerleading” is context dependent, 
as recent studies have found subjects to be somewhat more accurate 
on politically charged factual issues when they are given a mone-
tary reward for accuracy. This just goes to show how one’s interests, 
motivations, social context, and threat context affect one’s view of the 
world from moment to moment.88

Our tribalistic, “us versus them” tendencies are exacerbated by 
group polarization, which is the well-​recognized tendency for groups 
of predominately like-​minded individuals to form more extreme 
positions as a result of the in-​group dynamic. Opinions can feed off 
each other, as individuals starting out with more nuanced views are 
influenced by the group consensus; the result is that the members of 
the group tend to collectively move in the direction of a more steadfast 
and doctrinal way of thinking. After interacting, groups of like-​minded 
individuals will arrive at more extreme, one-​sided views about, for ex-
ample, race, punishment, public policy, and/​or the threat posed by 
out-​groups.89 Group polarization thus can play a part in exacerbating 
preexisting ideological differences.

Political psychologist John Hibbing and his collaborators have 
highlighted evidence that polarizing ideological identification may 
be rooted in measurable personality traits.90 There is a modest, but 
very consistent, correlation between identifying as a conservative and 
getting a high score on the “conscientiousness” dimension in person-
ality tests. Political liberals have a modest, but consistent, tendency 
to score higher on the “openness” dimension. High levels of consci-
entiousness indicate a stronger interest in security, predictability, 
and authority; a high score on openness indicates a greater com-
fort with uncertainty, complexity, and novelty.91 These personality 
dimensions can be used effectively to predict motivated assessments 
of evidence either confirming or undermining one’s political views.92 
Further, researchers have found that certain differences in physio-
logical responses can also be associated with ideological positions. 
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People who are more physiologically sensitive to negative or threat-
ening stimuli—​like images of spiders, or of people who have been 
assaulted—​are more likely to support “socially protective policies” like 
“greater military spending, harsher punishment for criminals, and re-
strictive immigration.”93 Some people are measurably more reactive 
to disgusting stimuli—​such as being exposed to the idea of touching 
feces or eating worms. It turns out that there is a strong correlation be-
tween having a high sensitivity to disgust and a conservative attitude 
toward gay marriage.94 Several studies have linked disgust sensitivity 
to various kinds of negative attitudes toward out-​groups.95 In fact, 
heightened sensitivity to disgusting images (as directly measured in 
terms of neural responses via MRI) is strongly predictive of a conserva-
tive political orientation overall.96 Results like these have led Hibbing, 
along with the other proponents of what they call biopolitics, to sug-
gest that ideology is heavily influenced by inner psycho-​physiological 
dispositions.97

System justification theory agrees that “dispositional variables” 
like openness and conscientiousness “co-​vary with ideological self-​
placement,” and adds that “situational variables” like “system threat 
and mortality salience” are also partly determinative of ideological 
stance.98 According to this theory, the combination of personality 
and situation goes a long way toward explaining an individual’s ideo-
logical positions—​in particular, with respect to ideological positions 
defending the status quo. Evidence from many subdisciplines shows 
that, just as Marx and Engels suspected, “citizens often think and 
act in ways that maintain existing social, economic, and polit-
ical arrangements (i.e., the status quo)—​even if alternatives might 
be better for them as individuals or as members of social groups.”99 
Conscientiousness, as noted by dispositionalists like Hibbing, is partly 
predictive of a conservative, pro–​status quo belief system. Further, 
some situations prime “epistemic needs to reduce uncertainty, exis-
tential needs to manage threat, and relational needs to achieve shared 
reality with others”; such situations can trigger a compelling bias in 
favor of existing social, economic, political, or theological systems.100 
For example, multiple studies have shown that reminders of terrorism 
or other mortal threats increased approval of conservative political 
leaders and pro–​status quo attitudes.101 This bias, in turn, can explain 
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selective, unconscious motivated responses to informational threats to 
accustomed systems of thought or social arrangements. The system of 
thought with which one identifies is strongly associated with how one 
assesses information that either supports or threatens that system.102

System justification theorists see self-​, group-​, and system-​serving 
motives often blending together in practice:

For example, an individual’s (false) belief that President Obama is a 
Muslim or was born outside of the United States may simultaneously 
reflect a self-​serving desire to maintain and justify prior attitudes 
and behaviors, a group-​serving desire to believe that Republicans are 
superior to (or more honest than) Democrats, and a system-​serving 
desire to maintain the traditional racial hierarchy, whereby African-​
Americans are denied powerful leadership roles. Most likely, such 
beliefs reflect some combination of these (and perhaps other) 
motives and purposes.103

All these motives may themselves derive from a combination of innate 
personality traits, developmental environment, and situation, leading 
to what is likely to be a complex web of causes underlying any partic-
ular instance of denial.

The cultural cognition thesis proposes that factors surrounding 
cultural identity are central to ideological bias, and are associated with 
motivated cognition and denial. As defined on law professor and so-
cial scientist Dan Kahan’s Cultural Cognition Project webpage, “cul-
tural cognition refers to the tendency of individuals to conform their 
beliefs about disputed matters of fact (e.g., whether global warming 
is a serious threat; whether the death penalty deters murder; whether 
gun control makes society more safe or less) to values that define their 
cultural identities.”104 On the cultural cognition model, persons can be 
effectively classified according to where they fall on a two-​dimensional 
ideological spectrum: hierarchicalism versus egalitarianism, and in-
dividualism versus communitarianism. People who self-​identify 
as political conservatives tend to be more accepting or approving of 
nonegalitarian social arrangements; they tend also to respond more fa-
vorably to social policy favoring individual rights and responsibilities 
over community rights and obligations. The views of political liberals 
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or progressives, by contrast, are exemplified by what Kahan calls 
“egalitarian-​communitarianism”:  Liberals tend to prioritize equality 
and community in their value judgments.105 Research has repeatedly 
shown that the cultural-​value identifications of subjects are signifi-
cantly correlated with their assessment of contested factual claims in 
ideological contexts.106 For example, this sort of value group mem-
bership has been shown to be effectively predictive of beliefs about 
the cancer-​preventing efficacy of the HPV vaccine;107 the risks and 
benefits of nanotechnology;108 and the scientific consensus on global 
warming, nuclear waste disposal, and the effects of concealed handgun 
laws.109 A strong individualist may reject evidence of the efficacy of 
government regulation because of his or her ideological opposition 
to government interference in personal freedoms; a strong egalitarian 
may reject evidence of the benefits of markets because of their inegal-
itarian outcomes. Hierarchicalists are suspicious of cultural elites and 
their perceived attempts to undermine the status quo economic order, 
while egalitarian-​communitarians are suspicious of corporations, and 
so are more ready to believe their activities are harmful.110 These sorts 
of automatic responses are examples of what Kahan calls “identity-​
protective” cultural cognition, wherein assessments of factual claims 
(such as risk assessments) underlying policy positions are colored by 
the individual’s motives to maintain his or her identity as a member of 
a cultural group defined by its values.

Of course, most people don’t use technical terms like “individualist” 
or “communitarian” to describe themselves. More familiar identifiers 
like “Christian evangelical,” “environmentalist,” “conservative 
Republican,” or “Latino/​a child of undocumented immigrant” can cor-
relate with certain value prioritizations like the above. Such identifiers 
also can be effectively predictive of what sources of information and 
opinion a given person turns to in drawing conclusions about the ac-
tual relationship between religiosity and divorce rates, or between im-
migration and crime.

Cultural identifications like these say a lot about who one typically 
associates with. Sociologist Kari Marie Norgaard sees cultural identity 
and peer pressure as key to the kinds of informational selectivity in-
herent in denial. She cites Evitar Zerubavel’s concept of the “social or-
ganization of denial,” according to which we get our cues from social 
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interaction about not only what is important but also what information 
to ignore and what topics to avoid.111 These “norms of attention” can 
serve the protective function of protecting cultural identity, reducing 
dissonance, and alleviating negative emotions like guilt and insecurity.

As individuals increasingly self-​segregate into like-​minded geo-
graphical112 and online113 communities, group polarization effects 
only intensify the level of ideological agreement, as well as the confi-
dence expressed in the factual beliefs bolstering the group’s ideolog-
ical commitments. As John Zaller argued in his influential 1992 book 
The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, most of the general public 
lack fixed or systematic views about ideology, as opposed to a vague 
sense of loyalty to some identity group. Most people, most of the time, 
rely on signals from elites (through mass media) and peers (through 
personal interactions and social media) about what views (and thus 
what facts) are acceptable.114 And so, the greater the fragmentation 
into separate identity groups, the more the individual’s existing views 
are confirmed by the group’s thought leaders and are reinforced by 
interactions with peers.

Unconscious bias based on cultural-​group identification likely 
works in parallel with self-​serving bias, personal dispositions, and sit-
uational factors. A close cultural-​group identification could mean that 
threats to one’s in-​group could register as emotionally indistinguish-
able from threats to oneself. Further, one’s values, and the value com-
munity with which one identifies, are likely influenced both by one’s 
personality and by situational factors; for example, someone who is 
highly sensitive by nature to external threats, and who lives in a con-
text where, say, violent crime or terrorism is particularly salient, could 
thereby be especially attracted to an ideology that values hierarchy and 
order over openness and tolerance. And this works in the other direc-
tion: The community in which one is raised—​and the value system it 
endorses—​is likely to influence the kinds of emotional responses one is 
disposed to exhibit in different situations.

Whatever the source of the motive to deny, the proximate trigger 
leading to denial appears to be, once again, the emotional distress 
brought on by the conflict between what one wants to believe and some 
incoming inconvenient information.115 We work, self-​protectively and 
unconsciously, to resolve this uncomfortable dissonance by any means 
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necessary. The need to mitigate anxiety brought on by unwanted in-
formation is the cause of motivated cognition. Dissonance reduction 
is thus implicated in much ideological thinking. This is unconscious, 
affectively laden hot cognition, as contrasted with the “cold” cognition 
of reasoning mainly motivated simply by curiosity and accuracy.116

We are now in a better position to understand motivated cognition 
and denial. Motivated cognition is the sincere confounding of an emo-
tional need—​usually of a self-​serving, self-​protective, and/​or social 
identity-​defining sort—​to hold a certain view of things with having 
good reasons to hold that view. To be in denial, then, is to engage in a 
kind of psychological projection—​that is, to unconsciously mistake the 
emotional value of denying something for actually having good reasons 
to deny it.

The opponent of scientific consensus need not be a victim of bad in-
formation. An early hominid who thought the earth was the unmoving 
center of the universe was not in denial; a reasonably well-​educated 
creationist in a contemporary industrialized society who sincerely 
maintains this belief probably is. Someone like the latter person ought 
to know better. We have noted that there are always motives present, 
even in the context of rigorous scientific inquiry. In this case, however, 
the individual is unduly affected by nonepistemic motives specific to 
the issue: The evolution-​denying creationist is emotionally threatened 
by this particular conclusion in a way likely to color his or her as-
sessment of the evidence. The fact that the creationist doesn’t “know 
better” is explained not by the individual’s ignorance but by his or her 
motives; in the absence of those motives, the individual would accept 
the truth. We often think of people in denial—​however unaware of 
their motivations they may be—​as at fault in some way, or even com-
plicit. Thus the seemingly paradoxical term “willful ignorance.” Denial 
is willful in a way, but indirectly. The person in denial is complicit in 
that we can distinguish between people who are (relatively) “episte-
mically responsible” and those who are unconsciously influenced by 
nonepistemic motives specific to the subject matter. Someone who is 
epistemically irresponsible is intellectually capable of avoiding bias in 
acquiring beliefs, and/​or getting at the root causes of his or her existing 
beliefs, but doesn’t really want to. Imagine two persons who regularly 
lose their temper. We can distinguish between the person who makes 
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an effort to understand the roots of her out-​of-​control aggression and 
the person who does not. The second person is perfectly sincere in 
attributing his outbursts to the chronic failings of others, but also has 
avoided taking steps—​such as seeking therapy or engaging in serious 
self-​reflection—​to determine whether the conflicts he keeps getting 
into are sometimes his fault. Alternatively, consider a parent who is dis-
turbed at the prospect of having her child subjected to multiple painful 
and invasive vaccine injections, containing substances the parent does 
not understand. She then selectively seeks out websites that question 
the safety of vaccines, and attends only to media figures who do the 
same. She neither seeks out nor attends to authoritative medical in-
formation or advice, even as she tells herself she is doing her due dil-
igence as a concerned parent. Finally, imagine two scientists, each of 
whose research is funded by a pharmaceutical company that wants to 
see if its new drug is effective. One scientist makes sure she is using 
a controlled, double-​blind process in testing the efficacy of the drug; 
the other does not. The latter scientist—​unaware of the subtle ways his 
personal stake in positive results has influenced his conclusions—​may 
sincerely believe the glowing reports he returns to his corporate pa-
trons, even though he knows by training that the methods he is using 
are deficient.

1.3  Mechanisms of Motivated Reasoning

Identifying motives to believe something in the face of evidence to the 
contrary is only part of the puzzle of denial. What are the mechanisms 
by which these motives determine belief? How, exactly, is information 
processing affected by unconscious bias?

A person in a state of denial is, by definition, motivated to stay 
in denial: The whole point of denial is that it allows us to maintain 
beliefs that are emotionally satisfying. It is therefore all too easy to 
continue on this path by treating incoming information in a biased 
manner. Confirmation bias refers to the tendency to seek out only 
confirming evidence for our beliefs and expectations, rather than im-
partially considering all the evidence from neutrally selected sources. 
(“Disconfirmation bias” refers to the complementary tendency to 
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ignore evidence disconfirming our beliefs.) In his groundbreaking 
seventeenth-​century treatise on the scientific method, the Novum 
Organum, Francis Bacon eloquently described this habit of mind:

The human understanding, when any proposition has been once laid 
down (either from general admission and belief, or from the pleasure 
it affords), forces everything else to add fresh support and confirma-
tion; and although most cogent and abundant instances may exist to 
the contrary, yet either does not observe or despises them, or gets rid 
of and rejects them by some distinction, with violent and injurious 
prejudice, rather than sacrifice the authority of its first conclusions. 
It was well answered by him who was shown in a temple the votive 
tablets suspended by such as had escaped the peril of shipwreck, and 
was pressed as to whether he would then recognize the power of the 
gods, by an inquiry, But where are the portraits of those who have 
perished in spite of their vows? All superstition is much the same, 
whether it be that of astrology, dreams, omens, retributive judgment, 
or the like, in all of which the deluded believers observe events which 
are fulfilled, but neglect and pass over their failure, though it be 
much more common. But this evil insinuates itself still more craftily 
in philosophy and the sciences, in which a settled maxim vitiates and 
governs every other circumstance, though the latter be much more 
worthy of confidence. Besides, even in the absence of that eagerness 
and want of thought (which we have mentioned), it is the peculiar 
and perpetual error of the human understanding to be more moved 
and excited by affirmatives than negatives, whereas it ought duly and 
regularly to be impartial; nay, in establishing any true axiom the neg-
ative instance is the most powerful.117

As Bacon here observes, it is a common error in reasoning to go about 
trying to confirm an existing conviction (a “settled maxim”) by looking 
exclusively for confirming evidence. Suppose you have run across a lot 
of white swans, and you subsequently form the hypothesis that all swans 
are white. Now, which would be a better way to explore the hypoth
esis that all swans are white: by looking for more white swans in places 
where they are known to congregate, or by looking for non-​white swans 
in places you haven’t looked yet? Finding more white swans doesn’t tell 
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you anything you don’t already know—​namely, that at least some swans 
are white. Finding a non-​white swan, by contrast, would tell you some-
thing new, as would the failure of a reasonably comprehensive search 
for non-​white swans.* Unconsciously favoring confirming evidence is 
an easy cognitive shortcut wherein we assume we can generalize from 
what experience we have; this heuristic allows us to form working 
theories of the world more quickly and efficiently. (“I saw a bunch of 
white swans. I guess swans are white.”) It makes sense as a strategy built 
in by evolution: Beings whose cognitive systems insisted on a full and 
proper examination of every generalization about the world would get 
completely bogged down; we wouldn’t be able to function if we were 
that thorough all the time. In inquiry there are always trade-​offs and in-
dividual preferences. The value of the scientific method (including in-
valuable institutions like peer review, publication, and replication) lies 
in its built-​in protections against confirmation bias.

So human beings characteristically exhibit confirmation bias any
way, just because it makes things easier. But when we find a factual 
worldview either comforting or socially helpful, we now have not only 
a tendency (a cognitive bias) but also a motive (a noncognitive bias) 
in favor of seeking out confirmation for that worldview and, further, 
to avoid sources that might undermine that worldview. This emo-
tional motivation piggybacks on the existing cognitive bias and makes 
confirmation bias “hot”—​potentially very much so, if the motive is 
strong. This sort of motivation can operate unconsciously at the level 
of forming desirable beliefs (motivated cognition), or at the level of 
defending existing beliefs (rationalization).

Motivationally distorted information gathering and processing are 
the fundamental mechanisms of denial. Researchers have identified 
and observed a number of ways such distortion can happen; roughly, 
these fall under the categories of biased search for information, selec-
tive assimilation and recall of information, and biased interpretation 
of evidence.118

When affectively inclined to confirm a particular belief or world-
view, individuals often prefer information sources of a sympathetic 

	 *	 FYI, Australian swans are generally black.
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ideological bent. This phenomenon is sometimes called selective ex-
posure.119 As sociologist Robert Brulle puts it, “Individuals want to 
maintain their self-​identity and self-​image. They’re not going to read 
something that challenges their values, their self-​worth, their identity, 
their belief system.”120 Such selectivity maximizes comforting feelings 
of reassurance while minimizing uncomfortable exposure to dissonant 
information. The fragmentation of contemporary media facilitates the 
self-​reinforcing process of confirmation bias via selective exposure 
to sources that will corroborate existing beliefs. Attending to ideo-
logically friendly sources is a more pleasant experience, just because 
those sources provide more confirmation of desirable beliefs and less 
by way of dissonant, anxiety-​inducing views. In the United States, po-
litical conservatives strongly prefer Fox News as a news source; liberals 
are less monolithic, but gravitate away from Fox and are more likely to 
make use of the left-​leaning MSNBC.121

Online information search is also demonstrably influenced by 
confirmation bias.122 Social media enables selective exposure by pro-
viding platforms where individuals can selectively limit their online 
encounters to interactions with like-​minded people, even as the media 
service itself algorithmically tailors its “news feed” to articles those 
individuals are predicted to “like,” based on past indicators of interest. 
In this way, the current media landscape allows individuals automat-
ically to fill their days almost exclusively with ideologically friendly 
inputs across multiple platforms.

Further, as psychologist Peter Ditto and fellow researchers have 
shown, in many contexts individuals will be lax in examining evi-
dence confirming a cherished belief, but will expend more time and 
energy trying to recheck or disconfirm evidence dissonant with their 
preferred beliefs. For example, subjects will reliably accept a negative 
diagnosis of disease without further investigation, but will question 
the test, examine it longer, and/​or request further tests when a posi-
tive diagnosis is indicated. The quantity of processing view123 is the 
idea that confirmation bias characteristically expresses itself via the 
unconscious application of what psychologist David Dunning calls 
“differential stopping rules” in assessing evidence.124 John Locke was 
familiar with the idea that we may conveniently halt our inquiries be-
fore they get too uncomfortable: “Not but that it is the nature of the 



Bias and Belief  35

understanding constantly to close with the more probable side; but 
yet a man hath a power to suspend and restrain its inquiries, and not 
permit a full and satisfactory examination, as far as the matter in ques-
tion is capable, and will bear it to be made.”125 On Ditto’s view, what 
we call motivated reasoning is primarily the issue of a biased alloca-
tion of cognitive resources with regard to unwelcome information: We 
unconsciously allocate more resources to disconfirm the conclusions 
we wish to shun.126 Elsewhere in the social science literature, infor-
mation avoidance is the term for the familiar phenomenon of actively 
avoiding information that would be unwelcome because it would force 
the individual to relinquish a cherished belief or worldview, would 
force an unwelcome change in behavior, or would simply cause un-
pleasant emotions.127 A classic example is failing to go through with a 
recommended medical test for fear of a frightening result; but so is, say, 
avoiding news sources when something dissonant to one’s ideological 
worldview has occurred. It is patently the case that such avoidance, just 
like selective exposure or biased evidence collection, can sometimes be 
unconscious, and be bolstered by self-​deceptive rationalization.

Individuals will also predictably demonstrate selective assimi-
lation and recall of evidence. Test subjects with an established view-
point on, say, the effectiveness of the death penalty as a deterrent have 
demonstrated a reliable tendency to take particular note of confirming 
evidence, and to disregard disconfirming evidence, when presented 
with empirical findings on the subject.128 Subjects will demonstrate 
better recall of evidence confirming their beliefs and poorer recall of 
discomforting information.129

Finally, individuals will interpret evidence differently depending 
on whether it is consonant or dissonant with their preferred beliefs. 
Studies over the last few decades have shown again and again that 
subjects will assess the reliability of evidence for or against their views 
very differently, depending on their prior convictions, on the level of 
threat posed by the evidence, and/​or on their group identification. 
Subjects have been shown to be predictably biased in assessing evi-
dence regarding the health effects of smoking130 and caffeine use,131 
and the validity of intelligence tests.132 Other examples of areas where 
evidence is predictably given biased treatment include affirmative ac-
tion, gun control, gay stereotypes, global warming, stem-​cell research, 
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nuclear waste disposal, GM food safety, vaccination safety, Saddam 
Hussein’s involvement in 9/​11, and WMDs in post-​invasion Iraq, just 
to name a few.133

An important respect in which individuals may misinterpret 
evidence has to do with inflating or discounting probabilities of 
outcomes, depending on whether one is motivated—​by self-​interest, 
system threat, cultural identity protection, and so on—​to either inflate 
or discount estimations of risk. Individuals will assess differently, for 
example, the level of risk posed by nuclear power or the probability of 
predicted effects of climate change, quite predictably according to the 
ideology to which they subscribe.134

Frequently, the individual in denial is not the only person involved. 
Those wishing to manipulate public opinion in service of some agenda 
are all too happy to exploit humans’ emotional needs and biases.135 
All one has to do is to supply the fearful ideologue with informa-
tion confirming his or her prejudices while disparaging evidence to 
the contrary. Childhood indoctrination is also highly effective, most 
prominently with regard to religious belief. Once a worldview is 
internalized, anxiety in the face of recalcitrant evidence is to be ex-
pected; from that point, resistance in the form of biased information 
processing is all but guaranteed, as the ideologue takes on the task of 
maintaining his or her emotionally charged beliefs no matter what. As 
Jonathan Swift put it, “Reasoning will never make a man correct an ill 
opinion, which by reasoning he never acquired.”136 Reasoned refuta-
tion of a prejudice is quite beside the point: Prejudice is based on emo-
tion and is maintained by emotion.

Of course, as Ziva Kunda has noted, the person genuinely in thrall 
to motivated self-​deception does not actually take him-​ or herself to 
be irrational. The evidence always looks good from the perspective of 
the true believer. Subsequently, as a worldview or ideology takes root 
and continues to affect assessment of evidence, recall, and exposure to 
sources of information, motivated cognition shades into rationaliza-
tion, which is a kind of second-​order denial, or simply a continuation 
of the process of denial.

“Rationalization” is a term that fits the sorts of explicit justifications 
we might offer when called upon to defend our practice of favoring 
or disfavoring certain pieces of evidence, depending on which fit our 



Bias and Belief  37

favored position. Even though rationalization may sometimes take the 
form of a more reflective process of explaining why, say, one source is 
more to be trusted than another, this process is an extension of denial 
when it is guided by the unconscious, affectively “hot” prejudices of 
motivated cognition. (Rationalization may also stem from a conscious 
intent to deceive others, but then it is just an example of mendacity; 
rationalization representing a venal attempt to spin the truth is just 
bullshit.)

It is of critical importance to note that emotionally motivated con-
firmation bias is in no way limited to the uninformed, the careless, or 
the unsophisticated. It is in the sciences that we find those who have 
the best grasp of techniques of data collection and analysis, and yet un-
conscious confirmation bias is a huge issue in scientific research. We 
may mock those who believe in astrology or mind-​reading, but some 
of the greatest scientists in history were extraordinarily resistant to let-
ting go of their prior commitments. The brilliant Danish astronomer 
Tycho Brahe was an extremely diligent observer, and he saw that the 
old Ptolemaic system placing the earth at the center of everything 
couldn’t work. But rather than embrace the Copernican heliocentric 
model, he crafted a wildly complex theory of the movement of the 
stars, sun, and planets that allowed him to continue to represent our 
planet as fixed in place. Another genius-​level thinker, Isaac Newton, 
hung on to the promise of alchemy long after his lack of results should 
have caused him to question it. The problem, as usual, was confirma-
tion bias: Newton spent many years looking only to confirm the princi-
ples of alchemy, rather than attending to reasons to reject them. Highly 
educated anatomists and anthropologists of the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries interpreted anatomical and/​or cultural differences 
between Caucasians and other groups as evidence for polygenism, 
or the view that different human races are actually different species 
with different origins—​with those of European origin being the su-
perior race. This group-​serving search for evidence of superiority in-
cluded, for example, the supposed “discovery” of racial differences in 
cranial capacity, physiology, and intelligence invariably confirming 
the superiority of the researcher’s race.137 At other points in history, 
various groups such as Sub-​Saharan Africans, Highland Scots, and 
Jews received similar treatment from leading scientists. Some scholars 
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today persist—​with ever greater sophistication—​in invariably finding 
a genetic explanation for social differences between ethnic groups 
experiencing hugely different environmental challenges.138 The list of 
prominent intellectuals through history who have found women in-
herently less intelligent than men is endless.

Scientists are not immune to the ideological implications of their 
research—​and, clearly, entire research programs have been launched 
with the purpose of validating some worldview. Scientists and 
researchers want to be right for various other reasons as well: the emo-
tional satisfaction of making a new discovery, or confirming a prior 
success; the career rewards of publication (the science journals are 
much more likely to publish reports of positive results than null results); 
the need to keep your lab operational by pleasing those funding your 
research into, say, a new drug. Contemporary scientific methodology 
specifically emphasizes bias avoidance via, for example, directives 
about identifying falsifying evidence, use of blind and/​or randomized 
studies, and peer review. Yet, even in the context of such guiding prin-
ciples, it is possible to unconsciously manipulate results. It remains 
all too easy to fixate on one hypothesis to the exclusion of others, and 
then keep devising new tests until something comes up that makes that 
hypothesis look good. Study subjects can be preselected in ways that 
make a positive result more likely. The way a study is designed and the 
way the data are collected can also skew the results in the expected or 
desired direction. Data anomalous to the expected (or desired) result 
may be discarded as flawed or irrelevant. More time and energy may 
be spent critically examining unwanted data, so as to find reasons to 
exclude it. Researchers can halt data collection right at the point where 
they have found a (marginally) statistically significant result. Looking 
at huge multivariate data sets can easily lead to finding spurious, but 
statistically significant, correlations just by chance. The more sophisti-
cated the research and data analysis tools, the more ways information 
can be massaged—​even unconsciously—​to yield the positive result the 
researcher is looking for.139 Well-​trained academic scientists are the 
most highly attuned to the issue of confirmation bias, but are also in 
possession of the most sophisticated means to convince themselves 
they are right. (Indeed, recent, large-​scale attempts to replicate certain 
research findings in psychology and medicine have met with mixed 
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success.140) As astrophysicist Saul Perlmutter puts it, “People forget 
that when we talk about the scientific method, we don’t mean a fin-
ished product. Science is an ongoing race between our inventing ways 
to fool ourselves, and our inventing ways to avoid fooling ourselves.”141 
Intelligence, specialized training, and responsivity to evidence-​based 
reasoning do not inoculate against self-​deception.

1.4  The Origins of Denial

Evidence for chronic, species-​wide biases in collecting and processing 
information might seem quite puzzling. Wouldn’t natural selection 
pressures militate against inaccurate beliefs? How to explain such 
widespread disdain for accuracy in our belief-​forming processes? The 
field of study sometimes called “evolutionary psychology” is a highly 
speculative business, but a few options have been proposed that exhibit 
some prima facie plausibility.

First, as Chris Mooney puts it, it would be highly inefficient to be in 
the habit of “discard[ing] an entire belief system, built up over a life-
time, because of some new snippet of information.”142 We couldn’t 
function if we exhaustively reviewed the evidence for every belief 
we have every time something odd comes up. In this respect a cer-
tain resistance to change would seem a likely heuristic for any cog-
nitive system. Indeed, there is plenty of evidence that individuals are 
motivated simply to preserve preexisting beliefs or defend preexisting 
decisions, whatever they may be, and that this motivation skews pro-
cessing of evidence contradicting preexisting beliefs or undermining 
preexisting choices.143

Next, one would expect that devoting more cognitive resources to 
potential physical threats than to nonthreatening stimuli is safer and 
more efficient; this adaptive selectivity might spill over into devoting 
more processing time to questioning input that is emotionally threat-
ening because it is dissonant with comforting beliefs.144 Anna Freud 
asserted that dealing with emotional threat is the main point of selec-
tive memory and certain interpretive distortions. As she put it, such 
distortions can be “ego-​protective,” allowing individuals to func-
tion better because they are less oppressed by emotionally disturbing 
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information.145 Conversely, positive illusions—​say, an inflated notion 
of one’s own competence—​can help one maintain the confidence to 
achieve difficult goals.146 Positive illusions can even lessen physically 
damaging stress responses and hasten recovery from illness.147

The ability to cooperate and collectively plan for the future is clearly 
a key adaptive advantage for Homo sapiens. In light of this, it is not 
surprising to find there exists a universal and profound human need 
for a feeling of belonging. This emotional need may be the single most 
important factor in motivated cognition. Group membership carries 
with it a significant sense of kinship, security, and self-​affirmation. As 
system justification theorists John Jost and David Amodio explain, 
various observers have long argued that “people are drawn to socially 
shared belief systems for reasons of affiliation”:  Affiliation with the 
larger group and its beliefs confers the existential comforts of identity 
and shared reality.148 And identifying emotionally with a group clearly 
means sharing its worldview, at least to some extent. It is hard to im-
agine feeling part of a group while simultaneously rejecting all the 
group’s most fundamental tenets and traditions.

In addition to these benefits, motivated cognition could be adaptive 
in that conforming to certain defining group beliefs (regardless of the 
facts), and thus to in-​group culture, can be advantageous—​and non-
conformity can be disadvantageous. Ideological conformity facilitates 
cooperation but also can be protective. An individual might be strongly 
motivated to just “go with the flow” if ostracism or worse (such as ex-
ecution for heresy) is the alternative. As social scientist Dan Sperber 
notes, “If an idea is generally accepted by the people you interact with, 
isn’t this a good reason for you to accept it too? It may be a modest and 
prudent policy to go along with the people one interacts with, and to 
accept the ideas they accept. Anything else may compromise one’s cul-
tural competence and social acceptability.”149 Philosopher Elizabeth 
Anderson coined the term expressive rationality150 for “forms of in-
formation processing that reliably promote the stake individuals have 
in conveying their commitment to identity-​defining groups.”151 As 
Kahan et al. put it,

For the ordinary individual, the most consequential effect of his 
beliefs about climate change is likely to be on his relations with his 
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peers. A  hierarchical individualist who expresses anxiety about 
climate change might well be shunned by his co-​workers at an 
oil refinery in Oklahoma City. A  similar fate will probably befall 
the egalitarian communitarian English professor who reveals to 
colleagues in Boston that she thinks the scientific consensus on cli-
mate change is a hoax. . . . Given how much the ordinary individual 
depends on peers for support—​material and emotional—​and how 
little impact his beliefs have on the physical environment, he would 
probably be best off if he formed risk perceptions that minimized 
any danger of estrangement from his community.152

Thus, Kahan concludes, the goals of dissonance reduction and main-
tenance of group standing can work together in favor of denial. Of 
course, as Sperber points out, this tendency fuels groupthink: “From 
an epistemological point of view, the fact that an idea is widely shared 
is not a good reason to accept it unless these people have come to 
hold it independently of one another.”153 Consensus can result from 
independent thinkers coming to the same conclusion, or it can result 
from cultural forces; trusting in the latter sort of consensus is good for 
getting along, but not so good from the standpoint of actually getting 
things right.

Further, social groups that share ideological common ground can 
be expected to show greater cooperation and resilience in the face of 
external threats. When the group as a whole is more successful, traits 
shared by group members may be more successfully preserved over 
the long run. To the extent that group-​selection pressures have a role 
to play in evolutionary adaptation, the cognitive flexibility necessary to 
consistent ideological conformity could also play a role here.154

Nor is it necessarily a bad idea, from an evolutionary standpoint, 
to be in the habit of placing more trust in members of the group with 
which you identify: Someone with whom you share cultural values or 
background is more likely to have your best interests at heart. An innate 
disposition to conform with your in-​group’s belief system can work to 
your advantage because, other things being equal, members of your 
“tribe” are less likely to be trying to deceive you than would be an out-
sider. It would then make sense if the statements of those with whom 
you already feel an ideological kinship have more of that “truthiness” 
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feel to them. And out-​group declamations are automatically regarded 
with some suspicion, or even distaste. A 2017 study in the Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, using multiple methodologies, found 
(a) that participants’ interest in hearing about reasons to question their 
own views about politics was only slightly greater than their interest in, 
say, having a tooth pulled; and (b) that there was little distinction be-
tween political liberals and conservatives with respect to the aversion 
to hearing about dissonant opinions. The researchers concluded that 
“People on the left and right are motivated to avoid hearing from the 
other side for some of the same reasons: the anticipation of cognitive 
dissonance and the undermining of a fundamental need for a shared 
reality with other people.”155 Unfortunately, as Dan Sperber points out, 
this results in a dangerous feedback loop between confirmation bias 
and the group polarization effect:

When  .  .  .  confirmation bias is not held in check by others with 
dissenting opinions, reasoning becomes epistemically hazardous, 
and may lead individuals to be over-​confident of their own beliefs, 
or to adopt stronger versions of those beliefs. In group discussions 
where all the participants share the same viewpoint and are arguing 
not so much against each other as against absent opponents, such 
polarization is common and can lead to fanaticism.156

By this route, the innocent, natural human need to feel a connection 
with others—​and to trust those with whom you feel that connection—​
can be implicated in the worst consequences of ideological thinking. 
The explosion of “fake news”—​often promulgated over social 
media—​during the 2016 U.S. presidential election may be a good ex-
ample. Many of these items were quite fantastic. Social media posts 
accused Hillary Clinton of running a child prostitution ring out of a 
pizza restaurant. Such items were not only read but also reposted, in 
some cases hundreds of thousands of times. Were these viral nonsense 
nuggets passed on to friends because people actually believed them to 
be true? And was anyone’s opinion of a politician or policy actually 
changed by reading them? Did anyone say, “Gosh, I was for Hillary 
until I  found out about her involvement in child trafficking?” Josh 
Marshall of Talking Points Memo has a more plausible account: “In 
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many cases, ‘fake news,’ the latest manufactured outrage, functions as 
a kind of ideational pornography ideas and claims that excite people’s 
political feelings, desires, and fears, and create feelings of connection 
with kindred political spirits.”157 Fake news favoring your side is ap-
pealing in exactly the same way that dissonant information can be 
unappealing.

There is yet more from evolutionary psychology on the possible 
advantages of a tendency to engage in motivated reasoning. The 
compelling argumentative theory of reasoning states, in short, that 
a primary evolutionary purpose of the capacity to reason is to jus-
tify positions and win arguments rather than to arrive at the truth.158 
This theory focuses on the fact that we evolved in the context of so-
cial groups. In a social group, one of the most important factors in 
reproductive success is social success, and social success means per-
suasion. In other words, sometimes it is more advantageous to win 
the argument than to be right.159 If persuasion plays a central role in 
evolutionary success, then perhaps we should interpret a tendency to 
confirmation bias (along with a talent for bullshit) as a feature of rea-
soning rather than as a bug.160 Relatedly, evolutionary theorist Robert 
Trivers has argued that self-​deception may have an adaptive role, in 
that it can boost both self-​confidence and the projection of that confi-
dence, which in turn can boost social standing and help win mates; in 
other words, sometimes it is more advantageous to be confident than 
to be right.161

There is a whole cottage industry of evolutionary theorizing spe-
cifically about the roots and persistence of religious ideology, where 
motivated reasoning plays a central role. The primitive, self-​protective 
preference for “false positives” over false negatives when it comes to 
detecting patterns, and agents behind those patterns, may be behind 
an interpretive bias in favor of supernatural explanations;162 religious 
ideologies promising immortality may facilitate risky, but rewarding 
activity that otherwise would be hampered by a paralyzing fear of 
death;163 shared religious beliefs can enhance reciprocity, adherence 
to rules, and solidarity against external threats;164 and, intriguingly, 
Daniel Dennett has expanded on Richard Dawkins’s concept of a ge-
netic “meme” in evolutionary biology165 in suggesting that religious 
ideologies may function as cultural memes analogous to viruses—​that 
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is, as informational packets that include instructions for their own 
replication.166

So a pervasive tendency to motivated reasoning makes some sense 
in light of its plausible contributions to personal fortitude, competi-
tive self-​promotion in social groups, and social cooperation. As Alison 
Gopnik argued, accuracy need not be the only factor in the long-​term 
success of your reality-​representation strategies. Journalist David 
Roberts again:

Motivated reasoning [is] likely what cognition is for. After all, why 
would evolution select for a species of pure reasoning machines? 
Beyond our ability to successfully navigate our immediate surround-
ings, we don’t really need accurate information, certainly not at the 
level of basic worldviews. It doesn’t have a ton of adaptive value. 
What does have adaptive value is our ability to access the benefits of 
community, to enter into reciprocal relationships with others around 
us for mutual benefit. That’s what evolutionary pressures are likely to 
select for—​the master to which reasoning is a servant.

Whereas accuracy is essential to survival with regard to particular issues, 
such as which berries are poisonous or when one can safely cross the 
street, it is less clear why larger worldviews or ideologies need to be accu-
rate. As long as your beliefs promote your individual well-​being (in the 
context of your social group), it doesn’t really matter why you hold those 
beliefs, or what higher-​order ideological framework they are part of.

1.5  Pathological Ideology, and Denialism  
as a Social Phenomenon

When is ideology non-​pathological? When the ideologue is passionate 
about his or her values, but dispassionate about his or her assessment 
of evidence. Ideology is pathological when the factual claims at its 
center originate in unconscious, self-​protective “hot” cognition, and 
are then selectively rationalized after the fact. Unfortunately, in prac-
tice most ideology is pathological. Challenges to ideological beliefs are 
met with anger, avoidance, interpretive bias, fallacious rationalization, 
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and—​as a last resort—​conspiracist ideation (if all the facts seem to be 
against you, there must a conspiracy of experts to deceive you).167

In a democracy, a lack of information and/​or education would 
seem highly relevant to the issue of bad public policy. Over one-​third 
of Americans cannot name a single branch of government.168 A ma-
jority of Americans think that Christianity was written into the U.S. 
Constitution.169 Few Americans are able to locate Iraq on a map; two-​
thirds of Americans estimate the U.S. population as between 750 mil-
lion and 2 billion.170 A much-​discussed survey conducted by Michael 
Norton and Dan Ariely showed that most Americans think the wealth 
distribution in the United States is vastly more egalitarian than it is.171

From results like these, it would be easy to jump to the conclusion 
that ignorance is the root of our problems. Surely, the broad misrep-
resentation of reality on ideologically charged issues is enabled by 
a similarly broad failure to understand more basic facts—​and it is a 
short step from blaming denial on apathy and information deficit to 
a kind of top-​down model wherein only the educated elite is qualified 
to make important decisions. But mightn’t it be self-​serving, or even 
dangerous, to think of humanity as divided between the self-​deceiving 
masses and the enlightened few? In the context of his discussion of 
Marx, Michael Rosen has warned that the identification of ideology 
with irrationalism is elitist and anti-​democratic:

What is most pernicious, however, is the way the theory of ideology 
enables those who hold it to divide the world between those who 
are (presumed to be) and those who are not in ideology’s grip. The 
theory of ideology offers its holders the psychic benefits that come to 
those who believe that they are part of an elite or vanguard. It licenses 
that vanguard to ignore the actions, attitudes and even votes of those 
in whose name they claim to act.172

Rosen is not wrong, in that there is indeed room for political elites to 
appropriate the notion of motivated reasoning, in the way he describes, 
in the service of rationalizing anti-​democratic methods. He continues:

The Leninist party, the presumed repository of correct policy, acts in 
pursuit of the interests of the working class, as it understands them; 
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but it acts on behalf of the working class, rather than as its representa-
tive, for it follows from the theory of ideology that the working class’ 
own perception of what would further its interests is distorted and 
inadequate.173

And we all know what Leninist thinking led to: massive centralization 
of power as part of the so-​named “dictatorship of the proletariat,” and 
correction of the “distorted thinking” of society through reeducation 
camps, the Gulag, the Cultural Revolution, and the killing fields of 
Cambodia.

Yet, social science itself has supplied the corrective to anyone who 
would utilize evidence of motivated reasoning in order to rationalize 
elitism. Many studies and meta-​analyses have shown decisively that 
neither ignorance nor lack of intellectual or political sophistication is 
the cause of denialism.174 As of 2016, about 24 million Americans con-
tinued to believe that President Obama was born outside the United 
States; and whether the respondent also exhibited overall “high po-
litical knowledge” or “low political knowledge” had no bearing what-
soever on the likelihood of responding in this way.175 In a variety of 
targeted surveys, polarization over the fact of global warming increases 
according to the respondent’s knowledge of politics, science, and en-
ergy.176 Subjects scoring highest on a test for “cognitive reflection” 
(in other words, showing the greatest tendency to think through 
problems, as opposed to relying on knee-​jerk intuition) show the 
greatest susceptibility to motivated reasoning.177 Looking at citizens’ 
evaluations of arguments about affirmative action and gun control, 
Taber and Lodge discovered that the most noteworthy evidence of 
ideological confirmation bias is found among those with the “highest 
levels of political sophistication.”178 A recent experiment showed that 
subjects with the greatest demonstrated abilities in making use of 
quantitative information were less accurate and more polarized than 
less quantitatively inclined subjects when it came to assessing quan-
titative results of a gun-​control study.179 Further, the evidence shows 
that a higher level of education can be associated with an increased 
capacity for science denialism:  A 2008 Pew survey180 showed that 
“only 19% of college-​educated Republicans agreed that the planet is 
warming due to human actions, versus 31% of non-​college educated 
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Republicans.”181 Vaccine denialism is widely distributed among so-
cioeconomic groups,182 but there are definitely some elite, very well-​
educated and politically sophisticated enclaves where it has taken root 
strongly.183 As we have discussed, there is plenty of historical evidence 
of self-​deception among highly trained scientists and researchers. This 
sort of self-​deception is nourished by the confidence that comes from 
feeling like an expert: A 2015 paper reporting on six separate studies 
found that the more people regard themselves as having expertise in 
some area, the more closed-​minded they become.184 As columnist 
Ezra Klein puts it,

This will make sense to anyone who’s ever read the work of a serious 
climate change denialist. It’s filled with facts and figures, graphs and 
charts, studies and citations. Much of the data is wrong or irrele-
vant. But it feels convincing. It’s a terrific performance of scientific 
inquiry. And climate-​change skeptics who immerse themselves in it 
end up far more confident that global warming is a hoax than people 
who haven’t spent much time studying the issue. More informa-
tion, in this context, doesn’t help skeptics discover the best evidence. 
Instead, it sends them searching for evidence that seems to prove 
them right. And in the age of the internet, such evidence is never 
very far away.185

The transition from fear of change to denial of fact on the part of the 
well-​educated was described in 1937 by the Austrian essayist Robert 
Musil in his lecture “On Stupidity.”186 In that lecture he decried the “in-
telligent stupidity” that derives not from ignorance but from a willful 
blindness to the truth. “Functional stupidity” is that variety of intelli-
gent stupidity in which reasoning is subordinated to interests of party, 
class, or ideology. This form of intellectual obstinacy, he warned, is “the 
real disease of culture,” and is vastly more dangerous than mere igno-
rance. Even as personal and cultural pressures make implicit bias more 
or less universal, greater education and political sophistication give the 
true believer more ammunition—​and more confidence—​in justifying 
his or her position. As Thomas Hobbes observed, “Arguments seldom 
work on men of wit and learning, when they have once engaged them-
selves in a contrary opinion.”
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Further, while most people are aware in principle of the possibility 
of bias in their judgments, they almost invariably rate themselves as 
less prone to bias than others. This is known as the bias blind spot.187 
Neither education or nor other indicator of sophistication offers pro-
tection. An overview of research on the subject indicates that, “while 
some people are more susceptible to a bias blind spot than others, 
intelligence, cognitive ability, decision-​making ability, self-​esteem, 
self-​presentation, and general personality traits were found to be in-
dependent characteristics and not related to the bias blind spot.”188 In 
fact, one study looking at individuals’ awareness (or lack thereof) of 
their own biases found that higher cognitive ability is associated with 
a larger bias blind spot.189 Once again, we find that bias—​in this case, 
regarding one’s own ability to avoid bias—​affects everyone.* Only by 
disregarding the facts about motivated reasoning can the doctrine of 
ideology as product of motivated reasoning be represented as inher-
ently elitist. Denial is a human problem, not just a problem for the un-
educated or unsophisticated.

Rosen’s critique also doesn’t give enough credit to the modern sci-
entific process. Proper scientific practice today is inextricably bound 
up with transparency, peer review, and replication. While, admittedly, 
always more or less imperfect in practice, scientific reasoning is, by 
definition, reasoning that resists confirmation bias and seeks out dis-
confirmation.190 Scientists are subject to bias and self-​deception, but 
science itself is systematically and institutionally self-​critical; such self-​
criticism in itself is the best defense against misuse of science—​so long, 
of course, as science is allowed to play its proper role in informing 
public policy.191

The purpose of this book is to examine the psycho-​social phenom-
enon of denialism—​and its twin outboard motors, motivated cognition 
and rationalization—​through an analysis of its many contemporary 
manifestations in both public and private life. Denialism has been in 
the news a lot lately. Most often we hear about forms of what is spe-
cifically characterized as “science denialism”—​namely, denial of the 
science of anthropogenic global warming, creationist denial of the bio-
logical sciences, and/​or denial of vaccine science. These are important, 

	 *	 Except, of course, the author of this book.
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but an exclusive focus on these issues elides the full impact of denial on 
contemporary society and on the individual person, and obscures its 
true nature. First, denialism is much, much more pervasive than this 
focus would suggest. Second, the term “science denialism” is redundant 
because denial characteristically involves denying science, insofar as to 
think scientifically just is to take a skeptical, evidence-​based approach 
to forming factual beliefs about reality, on any subject. Advocates 
for abstinence-​only sex education, for example, must deny the so-
cial science refuting its effectiveness. Xenophobia and group-​serving 
motivations color the assessment of evidence about employment and 
crime pertaining to the public policy debate on immigration. Denial is 
getting in the way of a scientifically informed discussion of the safety of 
nuclear power and genetically modified foods.

Denial is convenient, comforting, and occasionally even useful; but 
it also cripples our ability to face urgent public policy issues effectively, 
and thus stands in the way of essential social, political, and economic 
changes. It pollutes our culture and retards our individual intellectual 
and moral development.

There is hope, in that we are evidently capable of relatively dispas-
sionate reasoning in “cold” contexts, and even are able to accept difficult 
truths under the right circumstances. But to overcome or otherwise mit-
igate the pernicious effects of denial, we have to understand the phenom-
enon better—​both in its depth and in its breadth. As they say in Alcoholics 
Anonymous, the first step is to admit that you have a problem. Learning 
how to make progress as a society on public policy issues requires a 
better understanding of the roots of ideological conflict, and this in turn 
requires a better understanding of the causes and mechanisms of deni-
alism regarding matters of public significance. Similarly, learning how 
people can progress as individuals, and make better decisions for them-
selves, requires a better understanding of the causes and mechanisms of 
denial as it manifests itself in the private sphere.
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that nonepistemic values—​for example, those pertaining to the relation 
between margins of error and risk to the public—​should play a role in sci-
entific investigation [“Inductive Risk and Values in Science,” Philosophy 
of Science 67 (2000), pp. 559–​579]). Bias, motivated cognition, and ra-
tionalization are potential problems for any human knowledge-​seeking 
endeavor. Yet contemporary academic science is the mode of inquiry 
that—​by definition—​includes peer review, replication, and other sys-
tematic protections against confirmation bias as part of its essential 
methodology.



2
 Science Denial

2.1  Climate Science Denial

A prominent example of contemporary science denial (particularly in 
the United States) is denial of the scientific consensus on the existence 
and/​or causes of global warming. The fact of dangerous anthropogenic 
global warming (AGW) is now accepted by all but an insignificant 
number of climatologists worldwide, by every major national and in-
ternational scientific society, and by every major nonpartisan human-
itarian and economic organization.1 Given the great complexity of 
climate systems, many details about the various mechanisms remain 
only partly understood. Further, a precise estimate of the consequences 
is impossible because modeling future impact depends not only on the 
interdependent response of these complex climate systems but also on 
factors such as future mitigation efforts and social and economic de-
velopment.2 But the fundamental nature and reality of the problem are 
settled.3

A 2019 Gallup survey shows that “concern” over global warming has 
increased modestly since 2001.4 And yet, a 2015 Pew Research survey 
found that only 45% of Americans actually accept the reality of AGW. 
About 7% answer “don’t know,” with the rest either denying it alto-
gether, denying that the question is settled, or chalking up any warming 
to natural variations.5 Results, in other words, have been mixed. But in 
any event, many Americans continue to deny climate science.

Just in the last few years, an impressive number of books have focused 
on the failure by large segments of the American public to accept the 
science of AGW—​Living in Denial; Merchants of Doubt; Science Under 
Siege; The Inquisition of Climate Science; Climate Change Denial: Heads 
in the Sand; and Don’t Even Think About It: Why Our Brains Are Wired 
to Ignore Climate Change are just a few. Over the same period of time 
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we can find hundreds and hundreds of academic and popular essays 
and news items decrying AGW denial, as well as dedicated websites 
like www.skepticalscience.com and the DeSmogBlog. Most people, 
when told they need antibiotics, don’t question medical science. When 
told they are safer wearing a seat belt, they don’t question the laws of 
physics. What accounts for the remarkable disconnect between public 
opinion and climate science? The social science discussed in the last 
chapter gives us the tools to get a good grasp of this phenomenon, and 
to contextualize it within the larger universe of denial.

One obvious approach to the problem of widespread misconceptions 
about climate is to work on education. Perhaps people just don’t know 
about the causes or the probable effects, or don’t know how to interpret 
the state of the science. In a 2014 survey of members of the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science, 84% of respondents said 
that limited public knowledge of science is a “major problem.”6 The 
idea that the fundamental problem in science denial is a lack of aware-
ness or understanding is sometimes called the information deficit 
model.7 Surely, if people had a better grasp of the reasons behind the 
expert consensus, they would be less likely to reject it.

No one would dispute that a well-​informed public would, in prin-
ciple, be in a better position to grasp the reality of the situation—​
especially in light of the authoritative consensus on the fundamental 
facts. Upon examination, however, it is not at all clear that ignorance 
is the main issue in this case. If the problem were a lack of information 
or understanding, one would expect a major positive correlation be-
tween knowledge of science and perception of the risks posed by cli-
mate change. Yet, in a large national study, Dan Kahan and colleagues 
found that science literacy and comprehension is, slightly, negatively 
correlated with perception of climate change risk. Something that 
really jumps out in the polling on climate science is how one’s po-
litical ideology so effectively predicts one’s beliefs about the facts. 
In the 2015 Pew survey on AGW, the statement “global warming is 
caused by human activity” is agreed to by 76% of self-​identified lib-
eral Democrats, but by only 15% of self-​identified conservative 
Republicans. Other polling confirms that the political ideology one 
identifies with is by far the leading factor in whether one accepts 
AGW.8 A 2016 meta-​analysis of 25 polls and 171 academic studies, 
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covering 56 countries, confirmed that ideological worldview and po-
litical orientation are the strongest factors in whether someone accepts 
the science of climate change.9 What does one’s ideology have to do 
with believing in the legitimacy of climatology as a research program? 
Scientific knowledge is not the issue, because one’s particular level of 
climate science literacy completely fails to predict acceptance of the ev-
idence about AGW—​whereas one’s political views predict one’s posi-
tion on AGW very well indeed (see figure 2.1).10
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Climate science literacy: item response functions

Figure 2.1  Scientific Literacy, Political Identification, and Climate 
Science Denial
Source: From Dan Kahan’s “What is the ‘Science of Science Communication’?”, Journal of 
Science Communication 14 (2015), pp. 1–​12. Used by permission of the author.
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In fact, as you can see in figure 2.1, increased climate literacy is asso-
ciated with greater denial on the part of conservatives. Most members of 
the public, liberal and conservative, essentially rely on the testimony of 
experts—​as filtered through media and peer interactions—​in making 
risk assessments and generally in deciding on the truth or falsity of 
claims that require technical expertise. Political conservatives deny 
AGW, but not because they lack information that others have. As noted 
in the last chapter, the highest rate of AGW denial is correlated with 
higher levels of education in political conservatives. Further, a modest 
but measurable decline in overall trust in science among conservatives 
between 1974 and 2010 is exhibited more strongly in those with higher 
education levels.11 Neither is there any evidence that the liberals/​pro-
gressives endorsing climate science have, in the aggregate, a substan-
tially better background in the scientific fields that have generated our 
current understanding of the relationship between greenhouse gases 
and climate trends. Few people can go very far in describing how at-
mosphere affects climate, or how the various factors involved can be ex-
pected to cause long-​term warming, et cetera. Even fewer have actually 
looked at the data. On this issue, liberals have simply chosen to accept 
expert opinion on warming while conservatives, largely, have not.

There are some people who have a direct or indirect financial stake 
in, for example, energy production companies that are threatened by 
anti-​carbon initiatives and subsidies. In their case, a simple self-​serving 
bias could explain some motivated cognition about expert opinion and 
subsequent rationalization of AGW denial. Lobbying groups for en-
ergy, transportation, and other carbon-​intensive industries like meat 
production are all on record as questioning the science on climate.12 
Paid flunkies troll comment sections on websites in an attempt to 
create the appearance of controversy. Some of this might originate in 
motivated cognition, but most of it is undoubtedly just spin. Slightly 
more interesting from a psychological standpoint are the following 
quotes from some current and former U.S.  congressmen, primarily 
from oil-​ and gas-​producing states, who each have relied heavily on 
political contributions from oil and gas producers:

	 •	 The former chair of the House Committee on Energy and 
Commerce, Joe Barton (R-​TX), calls global warming “a triumph 
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over good sense and science,” as surface temperature is deter-
mined by cloud shape. He is against wind power because wind is 
a “finite resource” and that harnessing wind power would “slow 
the winds down,” which in turn would “cause the temperature to 
go up.”13

	 •	 Member of the House Committee on Science, Space, and 
Technology Mo Brooks (R-​AL) pushed the narrative that climate 
scientists were ignoring the effects on sea-​level rise of silt and 
rocks falling into the ocean via erosion.14

	 •	 John Shimkus (R-​IL) was until recently chair of the House Energy 
and Commerce Subcommittee on Environment and Economy. 
He claimed that reducing CO2 emissions would be counter to our 
interests: “It’s plant food. . . . So if we decrease the use of carbon di-
oxide, are we not taking away plant food from the atmosphere?”15 
He also claimed that neither climate change nor sea-​level rise is a 
possibility, regardless of human activity. Quoting God’s promise 
to Noah in Genesis 8:21–​22, he said, “ ‘Never again will I curse the 
ground because of man, even though all inclinations of his heart 
are evil from childhood and never again will I destroy all living 
creatures as I have done. As long as the Earth endures, seed time 
and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, 
will never cease.’ I believe that’s the infallible word of God, and 
that’s the way it’s going to be for his creation. . . . The Earth will 
end only when God declares its time to be over. Man will not de-
stroy this Earth. This Earth will not be destroyed by a Flood. I do 
believe that God’s word is infallible, unchanging, perfect.”16

	 •	 Oklahoma senator James Inhofe, author of The Greatest 
Hoax:  How the Global Warming Conspiracy Threatens Your 
Future, states that “the claim that global warming is caused by 
man-​made emissions is simply untrue and not based on sound 
science.” Further, “CO2 does not cause catastrophic disasters—​
actually it would be beneficial to our environment and our 
economy.”17

	 •	 Former representative from Texas Steve Stockman disputed that 
melting ice could cause sea-​level rise: “How long will it take for 
the sea level to rise two feet? I mean, think about it, if your ice 
cube melts in your glass it doesn’t overflow; it’s displacement. 
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I mean, some of the things they’re talking about mathematically 
and scientifically don’t make sense.”18

President Trump’s incoming administration included former 
Environmental Protection Administration director Scott Pruitt, who 
thinks that the issue of AGW is “far from settled”;19 Secretary of Energy 
Rick Perry, who has accused climate scientists of falsifying data in order to 
win grant money;20 and former Secretary of the Interior Ryan Zinke, who 
claimed that AGW is “not proven science.”21 These statements could very 
well be examples of strategic bullshit performances for the sake of moving 
public opinion and preserving endorsements, donations, and/​or party 
support. There are other varieties of bullshit to be considered here. Dan 
Kahan has a category within his taxonomy of states of “knowing disbelief” 
that he calls “FYATHYRIO (Fuck You And The Horse You Rode In On),”

in which the agent . . . merely feigns belief in a proposition she knows 
is not true for the sake of expressing an attitude, perhaps contempt 
or hostility to members of an opposing cultural group, the recogni-
tion of which actually depends on others recognizing that the agent 
doesn’t really believe it (“Obama was born in Kenya!”).22

A subcategory of bullshit statements, in other words, is the category of 
statements that are primarily intended not to fool others but simply to 
express an attitude (e.g., disapproval, contempt, or solidarity), where 
the expression of that attitude serves a strategic purpose—​such as 
making your audience feel like you are on their side or whipping up 
support for some political initiative (a.k.a. “rallying the base”). I call 
this expressive bullshit. This may be a good description of the essen-
tial nature of many of the false claims made—​on many subjects—​by 
politicians and partisan media elites.

Social psychology is not psychiatry, and it does not concern itself 
with the mental states of particular individuals. Though attempting to 
explain what is going on psychologically for any particular individual 
is unproductive—​especially in the absence of a clinical examination by 
a professional—​under the circumstances I  feel I  cannot avoid briefly 
addressing the Donald Trump issue. Trump has called AGW a “hoax” 
for years, and, in general, constantly—​seemingly compulsively—​makes 
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patently false and self-​serving statements about environmental science, as 
well as most other subjects.* The philosopher Robert Paul Wolff recently 
offered an insightful assessment, which is worth reproducing at length:

Here are a number of observations I have made of Trump that set 
off alarm bells in my head. One: Trump lies about things that are 
common knowledge to the people he is talking to. He tweets that 
Meryl Streep is a failure as an actress, for God’s sake. This has been so 
widely commented on that I need not cite examples. Two: Trump is 
obsessed with issues of size. He exaggerates the size of his hands, the 
size of his genitalia, the size of his fortune, the size of the buildings that 
bear his name, the size of his election victory, the size of the crowds 
he draws for his speeches. Three: Trump uses language in primitive 
ways that reveal an almost complete lack of thought or knowledge 
behind them. One example that struck me especially powerfully 
was his bizarre claim, in referring to his speeches, that “I have the 
best words.” Think about that for a moment. What can he possibly 
have meant by that? Four: Trump makes claims that are absurd and 
immediately refutable, apparently simply because at the moment he 
is making them it feels good to make them. I am sure many of you 
could add countless additional examples. What do I make of all this? 
First, it seems obvious to me that Trump’s mental processes are ex-
tremely psychologically primitive. They are the thought processes of 
a child of three or four or five. Now, let us be clear, all of us start out as 
infants, and if Freud is correct, as I believe he is, we carry along with 
us throughout our lives the primitive thought processes that develop 
in us as infants (“primary thought processes,” Freud calls them). But 
in normal adults, reality-​tested secondary thought processes have 
been acquired and overlie the primary processes, which nevertheless 
live on in the unconscious and never cease affecting our experience 
of or thought about the world. . . . But some people are psycholog-
ically damaged. They never successfully integrate those secondary 

	 *	 In October 2018, Trump claimed that his “natural instinct for science” allowed 
him to see through the political biases of climate scientists. (Rebecca Morin, “Trump 
Says He Has ‘Natural Instinct for Science’ When It Comes to Climate Change,” Politico, 
October 17, 2018, https://​www.politico.com/​story/​2018/​10/​17/​trump-​instinct-​climate-​  
change-​910004.)

https://www.politico.com/story/2018/10/17/trump-instinct-climate-change-910004
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/10/17/trump-instinct-climate-change-910004
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thought processes with the primary processes and the drives that 
fuel them.23

A playground bully calls a smaller kid a “faggot,” not because of some 
belief he has about the victim’s sexual preference, but simply because 
the bully can temporarily relieve his own painful feelings of insecu-
rity by denigrating others. A proposed subcategory of expressive bull-
shit, in other words, is a statement that functions to express an attitude, 
when the primary explanation for that expression is that it provides 
some sort of noncognitive, visceral satisfaction (or emotional pro-
tection) to the bullshitter. This is infantile bullshit. My best guess on 
Trump is that many of his false statements should be interpreted as 
belonging to this category of expression.

We can’t inhabit the hearts and minds of others, so we can’t ever 
definitively say via direct observation whether we are dealing with an 
instance of denial per se or with bullshit or something even more prim-
itive. Politicians are adept at the strategic use of bullshit. However, the 
statements mentioned earlier by congressmen and cabinet officials are 
consistent in terms of content with authentic denialism, and in some 
of these cases motivated reasoning may be the best explanation for 
what we are seeing. For example, look at the quote from Stockman. His 
statement is so embarrassingly off target, so easily refuted—​obviously, 
sea-​level rise is a concern, in part, because of the melting of land-​based 
ice, not sea-​based ice—​that it is hard to imagine his being conscious of 
what is wrong with his statement while simultaneously believing that 
this public declamation would constitute an effective piece of polit-
ical theater. As another example, Congressman Barton has expressed 
concern that energy production from wind turbines may be harmful 
because it “slows the winds down.”24 Consider further the infamous 
February 2015 episode in which Senator Inhofe presented a snow-
ball on the Senate floor, claiming that the presence of snow during 
wintertime in Washington, D.C., refutes the existence of global 
warming.25 This nonsense has been openly mocked by innumerable 
commentators, such as opinion writers at the Washington Post26 and 
comedians such as Jon Stewart on The Daily Show.27 Wouldn’t opening 
oneself to such derision only weaken the public perception of the anti-​
AGW position? Todd Akin was the 2012 Republican candidate for U.S. 
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Senate from Missouri. He was notorious for having said to a TV inter-
viewer, regarding pregnancies from rape, “It seems to me, from what 
I understand from doctors, that’s really rare. If it’s a legitimate rape, the 
female body has ways to try to shut that whole thing down.”28 This pro-
nouncement was widely derided. If Akin were merely lying, while cal-
culating that this lie would work to his advantage, this would have been 
a deeply misconceived tactic. Rather, I  surmise this alleged medical 
fact was something he really believed. He heard it somewhere; it fit his 
own personal and ideological narrative, and confirmation bias kicked 
in, so there was no need to attend to other sources of information on 
women’s health. I believe that this was a sincere claim. Similarly, none 
of the above statements about the science of warming from Stockman, 
Barton, or Inhofe makes sense as a calculated attempt to move public 
opinion. Like Akin, these politicians appear to be genuinely confused, 
despite the fact that they are well educated and, in principle, have access 
to plenty of information that would undermine their rationalizations.

In these cases, the politicians involved have self-​serving reasons to 
selectively focus on bogus arguments for the anti-​AGW position fa-
vored by their donors. Maintaining such denialist positions sustains 
standing with ideological supporters, as well as donors. But self-​
serving motives do not themselves explain the polling data. Most of 
the main-​street, nonelite conservatives who deny AGW, discount the 
level of certainty about it or otherwise deny its severity or relative im-
portance, do not have an immediate stake in making the whole discus-
sion go away. Most of them are nonpathological and psychologically 
mature. Further, like all other residents of our biosphere, they face 
huge, negative consequences from our collective inaction—​if not for 
themselves, then for their cherished descendants. Yet actors with no 
affiliation with relevant industries deny the science, and even create 
websites, write opinion pieces, comment on blogs, and so on. They 
make discredited claims about a lack of scientific consensus, about sys-
temic flaws in temperature measurements, about natural climate varia-
tion due to solar activity, and the like.* So why all this denial, and why is 
it so closely associated with conservative political ideology?

	 *	 Many of these obfuscators have overt or covert financial support from individuals 
or corporations with a vested interest in denying AGW; I am here specifically concerned 
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2.2  Personality, System, and Status Quo

I think that we need to invoke a combination of personality, system 
justification, identity-​protective cultural cognition, in-​group thinking, 
and situational factors to explain the confirmation bias involved in cli-
mate science denialism. Frequently, comments by prominent AGW 
deniers expose political views underlying their denialism. Here’s polit-
ical advisor and columnist George Will:

Global warming is socialism by the back door. The whole point 
of global warming is that it’s a rationalization for progressives to 
do what progressives want to do, which is concentrate more and 
more power in Washington, more and more Washington power 
in the executive branch, more and more executive branch power 
in independent czars and agencies to micromanage the lives of the 
American people—​our shower heads, our toilets, our bathtubs, our 
garden hoses. Everything becomes involved in the exigencies of 
rescuing the planet.29

(Will goes on to accuse his political opponents of their own de-
nialism on climate.†) This kind of sentiment is echoed by Senator 
Inhofe: “Climate alarmists see an opportunity here to tax the American 
people.”30 Recent House majority leader Paul Ryan saw EPA emis-
sions regulations as “an excuse to grow government, raise taxes and 
slow down economic growth.”31 Climate science indicates that major 
changes are needed to national and global economic activity and de-
velopment, as well as to individual lifestyles, to reduce future warming 
and associated disastrous externalities. It is difficult to see how this 
can be accomplished without extensive governmental interventions. 
A major strain of contemporary political conservatism (a.k.a. “free-​
market conservatism” or “small-​government conservatism”) is 

with those who do not, along with the millions of AGW deniers in the general popula-
tion who also lack industry ties.
	 †	 He continues: “Second, global warming is a religion in the sense that it’s a series of 
propositions that can’t be refuted. It’s very ironic that the global warming alarmists say, 
‘We are the real defenders of science,’ and then they adopt the absolute reverse of the sci-
entific attitude, which is openness to evidence. You cannot refute what they say.”
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focused on reducing government interventions in property rights and 
the economy, including minimizing regulation and keeping taxes as 
low as possible. The very notion of working to prevent rapid, excessive 
climate change thus presents a clear and present threat to the heart of 
this small-​government ideology.

Modern political conservatism is also very closely associated with 
favoring status quo social and economic systems. In the mission state-
ment for the American conservative flagship journal National Review, 
the influential conservative thinker William Buckley described a “con-
servative” as “someone who stands athwart history, yelling Stop, at a 
time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much patience with 
those who so urge it.” In his famous essay, “On Being Conservative,” 
British intellectual (and conservative) Michael Oakeshott 
characterized conservatism as follows:

To be conservative, then, is to prefer the familiar to the unknown, to 
prefer the tried to the untried, fact to mystery, the actual to the pos-
sible, the limited to the unbounded, the near to the distant, the suf-
ficient to the superabundant, the convenient to the perfect, present 
laughter to utopian bliss.32

Historian of conservatism Jerry Muller also defines it in terms of 
an essential resistance to change:  “For conservatives, the histor-
ical survival of an institution or practice—​be it marriage, monarchy, 
or the market—​creates a prima facie case that it has served some 
need.”33 Ideological conservatives, according to this conception, are 
traditionalists who tend to oppose social experimentation or changes 
to sociocultural norms, as well as government intervention aimed at 
changing the existing distribution of wealth and opportunity. A par-
allel strain of contemporary conservatism is a sort of libertarianism 
that emphasizes freedom from government interference, rather than 
the maintenance of traditional social and economic norms; this 
coexists uneasily with a social conservatism that favors government 
endorsement of certain social and religious practices, yet dovetails 
perfectly with the traditionalist conservative’s attachment to status quo 
economic arrangements vis-​à-​vis the market and the existing hierar-
chical distribution of wealth.34 The more the state concerns itself with 
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the unequal economic outcomes to be expected in an unregulated cap-
italist context, the more it will try to intervene in the economy in the 
form of taxation to fund redistributive programs, plus regulation of 
various sorts of economic activity.

Psychological research on ideology mostly concerns the way in 
which individual motivational needs can explain both the content 
and the persistence of political (as well as religious) ideologies. As we 
discussed in chapter 1, psychological studies have found compelling 
explanations for the attractiveness of ideologies in the relation be-
tween the content of the ideology and the emotional needs of the ideo-
logue. The emotional reward system of motivated reasoning is, in turn, 
at the heart of the psychological study of factual belief in politically 
charged contexts—​in particular, the emotionally satisfying resolution 
of the dissonance between how one wants the world to be and how 
it actually presents itself. The difference between different ideologies, 
on this model, is fundamentally explained in terms of the different 
motivations and emotional needs of the individuals and groups in-
volved. As we have seen, the best predictor of what policy positions one 
finds intellectually most appealing has to do with what alleged truths 
one finds emotionally most appealing. An ideology has emotional 
value when it helps the individual make sense of the world, when it 
favors the group with which one identifies, and/​or when it reduces fear 
and anxiety. In order to understand the one-​sided ideological denial of 
climate science, we need to look at the particular inclinations and emo-
tional needs of conservatives.

Status quo bias refers to the well-​known cognitive bias favoring 
inaction over action and the current state of affairs over alternatives. 
Other things being equal, most individuals will show some preference 
for the status quo no matter what the issue. In various studies where 
subjects were given a number of decisions to make about a variety of 
hypothetical alternatives, “just describing an option as the status quo 
had the effect of increasing the likelihood that it was chosen.”35 These 
status quo effects are broad, powerful, and, in many cases, automatic:

To the extent that deference to the status quo is the native state of 
the organism, then any other set of beliefs or values that is incon-
sistent with the status quo requires more effort, more energy, and 
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more attention than other alternatives. Social change is difficult for 
a wide variety of reasons. It requires expense, it requires leadership, 
and it can require the consent of the governed. But social change 
faces another difficulty—​it is harder to imagine an alternative uni-
verse, and this alternative is likely to feel colder and less appealing 
than the status quo. There is a wide range of ways that people work 
in a motivated way to support, justify, and defend the status quo, as 
system justification theory makes clear. In addition, a wide variety of 
relatively unmotivated cognitive and affective processes makes the 
status quo seem more prevalent, more appealing, more correct, more 
the way things ought to be. Any serious attempt at social change 
must overcome this initial barrier.36

A presumptive bias in favor of the current state of affairs makes sense 
from an evolutionary standpoint; under ancestral conditions of 
great day-​to-​day uncertainty, the rule of thumb “a bird in the hand is 
worth two in the bush” makes adaptive sense. It’s the same for future 
discounting, wherein the value of a future good is subjectively dis-
counted relative to a present one. A large body of evidence supports the 
persistence of these related biases in both institutional and individual 
decision-​making. This attitude means that human beings characteris-
tically prioritize the short term over the long term in contemplating 
changes to current patterns of behavior. Psychologists Scott Edelman 
and Christian Crandall have studied other social and psychological 
advantages for the status quo that explain the grip of status quo bias. 
They note the socioeconomic barriers that often stand in the way of 
change:

Effecting social change is notoriously difficult. Change can be ex-
pensive; it can be risky. There are also many and sundry interests 
invested in protecting the status quo, and people who profit from the 
status quo often have significant resource advantages to protect these 
interests.37

But social factors like these are only part of the puzzle, even when it 
comes to a problem like responding to AGW, where many powerful 
vested interests are indeed interested in maintaining the status quo. 



80  The Truth about Denial

There is also a whole list of psychological reasons for an overall pre-
sumptive bias in favor of status quo maintenance, regardless of overt 
self-​interest. Status quo has proven inherent advantages when it comes 
to both cognition and evaluation of alternatives. For example, the ev-
idence shows that what is more familiar to us is more cognitively ac-
cessible; thinking of alternatives is more effortful and can feel more 
uncomfortable just because it is not what we are accustomed to. Loss 
aversion appears to be implicated here. It has been well established 
in the social sciences that individuals tend to weigh possible losses 
more than possible gains.38 Change is, in part, inherently uncomfort-
able because it raises the specter of losing what we are accustomed 
to; anchoring refers to the way that familiar ways of doing things can 
serve as a “start value” in decision-​making. What is most familiar and 
foremost in our mind tends to bias our thinking in favor of our starting 
point over any alternatives. For example, mock jurors asked to con-
sider the harshest possible penalty first will, on average, eventually 
recommend harsher penalties than those asked to consider the most 
lenient penalty first.39 So human beings inherently have some under-
lying degree of status quo bias. But, according to system justification 
theory, conservatives are distinguished by their particular pro–​status 
quo inclinations and an accompanying pro–​status quo ideology; this is 
just what makes them conservatives.

It is unclear whether preexisting emotional needs make an ide-
ology attractive or, alternatively, whether identifying with an ide-
ological group helps determine one’s emotional needs. The widely 
used OCEAN personality test (a.k.a. the “Big Five” test) is a question-
naire that assesses five key personality traits: Openness to experience, 
Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism 
(i.e., emotional stability). Of particular relevance to the study of ide-
ology and denial are the somewhat oppositional traits of openness and 
conscientiousness. “Openness” refers to the individual’s interest in new 
experiences and his or her willingness to accept difference and uncer-
tainty. Particularly conscientious people appreciate responsibility, 
structure, order, and predictability. Studies have consistently shown a 
link between liberalism and open-​mindedness; high scores on open-
ness have been found to be predictive of a liberal political identifica-
tion, with low scores on this measure correlated with conservatism.40 
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The reverse is the case for “conscientiousness”; high scorers on consci-
entiousness are more likely to identify as political conservatives.*

An intimidating number of studies have consistently indicated that 
conservatives are more sensitive to risk,41 to threatening stimuli,42 
and to negative images and messages.43 Using brain-​imaging tech-
nology, researchers have found striking differences in brain activity 
between Republicans and Democrats. When engaged in a risk-​taking 
gambling task,

Democrats showed significantly greater activity in the left in-
sula region of the brain, a region associated with societal and self-​
awareness. Meanwhile, Republicans showed significantly greater 
activity in the right amygdala, a region associated with the body’s 
fight-​or-​flight system. These results suggest that liberals and 
conservatives engage different cognitive processes when they think 
about risk. In fact, brain activity in these two regions alone can be 
used to predict whether a person is a Democrat or a Republican with 
82.9% accuracy. By comparison, the longstanding model in political 
science, which uses the party affiliation of a person’s mother and fa-
ther to predict the child’s affiliation, is only accurate about 69.5% of 
the time.44

Other studies have found differences not only in brain activity but also 
in brain structure itself. Researchers reported in 2011 that “increased 
gray matter volume in the anterior cingulate cortex was significantly 
associated with liberalism” and “increased gray matter volume in the 
right amygdala was significantly associated with conservatism,” to the 
point that they claimed to be able to distinguish self-​reported liberals 
from conservatives by brain structure alone, with over 71% accuracy.45 
(It is important also to note that brain structure is heavily affected by 

	 *	 Bear in mind that this association does not imply that political leaning is neces-
sarily based on innate personality traits. Personality traits are partly learned. Parents and 
communities, in teaching values, may prioritize conscientiousness and personal respon-
sibility, or may emphasize empathy and appreciation of differences. Along with family 
and tribal identification, learned values may play a role in the correlation between the 
political views of parents and their children.
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experience and development.46 Even if accurate, these results would 
not suggest that people are “born” liberals or conservatives.)

Societal order, structure, and stability suggest, for both the indi-
vidual and the community, less vulnerability to uncertainty. (Of pos-
sible relevance here are the particular conservative attachments to 
military spending and gun rights.47) Everyone appreciates the comfort 
of such certainty to some extent. But from the personality studies, we 
know that conservatives by disposition can be particularly attracted 
to order, structure, and stability—​which would seem to tie in well 
with the conception of conservatism (whether the social tradition-
alist or economic laissez-​faire variety) as a political ideology centered 
on defending status quo social and economic systems. In a series of 
studies and reports, system justification theorists like John Jost,48 
Aaron Kay,49 and Erin Hennes50 have determined that individuals 
with a lesser measured emotional tolerance for loss and uncertainty, 
and a greater measured emotional need for order and closure, are more 
likely to hold conservative positions across the board.* Conservatives 
are more likely, across a wide range of issues, to favor conventional so-
cial attitudes and oppose scientific progress.51

Political liberals can also be discomfited by uncertainty or societal 
disruption. Jost and his allies don’t claim that only conservatives can 
think conservatively, or that context is irrelevant: They also explain 
how emotional needs can vary by framing, context, and situation. 
How a situation or decision is presented, or “framed,” can actually spur 
more conservative thinking. It turns out that individuals generally, 
when faced with situations that spur feelings associated with threat, 

	 *	 A variety of critics of the “rigidity of the right model” have objected that one can 
trigger dogmatism and intolerance in leftists by varying survey questions:  questions 
about religion or nationalism trigger more conservative dogmatism, but questions 
about the environment trigger more liberal dogmatism. (See, for example, Ariel Malka 
et al., “Rethinking the Rigidity of the Right Model: Three Suboptimal Methodological 
Practices and Their Implications,” in The Politics of Social Psychology, ed. Jarret T. 
Crawford and Lee Jussim [New  York:  Taylor and Francis, 2018].) Conservatives are 
threatened by crime; liberals are threatened by pollution. But this is consistent with the 
idea that context and framing affect emotional needs, which is really the point here—​the 
point is not that conservatives hold a monopoly on either dogmatism or sensitivity. And 
these concerns do not undermine the association between conservatism and a general 
affinity for status quo, order, hierarchy, and stability. As we have seen, conservatives liter-
ally self-​define in terms of these preferences.
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uncertainty, or disruption to familiar ways of life (“system instability”), 
are more likely to support conservative political positions. Jost’s results 
indicate that “framing events in terms of potential losses rather than 
gains leads people to adopt cognitively conservative, as opposed to 
innovative orientations”; further, framing situations in a way that 
reminds individuals of mortality or the threat of death “leads people 
to defend culturally valued norms and practices to a stronger degree.”52 
Jost also claims that, in times of national crisis representing threats 
to the social and economic order (such as war or economic collapse), 
“people are more likely to turn to authoritarian leaders and institutions 
for security, stability, and structure.”53 (When the nation is threated, 
public approval of government and military institutions increases, as 
people “rally around the flag.”) Finally, Jost presents evidence showing 
that “threats to the stability of the social system increase politically 
conservative choices, decisions, and judgments.”54

So the system justification account attributes conservatism itself 
to a combination of individual dispositions (as formed either by he-
redity or by upbringing and experience) and individual and collective 
situational factors. Indeed, proponents of this analysis claim, meta-​
analytical studies examining decades of research on the variables asso-
ciated with different ideologies have “confirmed” that:

[B]‌oth situational and dispositional variables associated with the 
management of threat and uncertainty were robust predictors of po-
litical orientation. Specifically, death anxiety, system instability, fear 
of threat and loss, dogmatism, intolerance of ambiguity, and personal 
needs for order, structure, and closure were all positively associated 
with conservatism (or negatively associated with liberalism).55

From this we would expect conservatives to exhibit a particular ten-
dency to system justification—​that is, they would be especially 
prone to exhibit motivated cognition when it comes to order-​ and 
structure-​threatening, system-​disruptive information, such as infor-
mation about the causes and likely consequences of global warming. 
In the case of political conservatives, scientific conclusions about 
complex climate systems that seem to mandate aggressive, inter-
ventionist policies disruptive to the established social and economic 
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order are likely to instigate substantial dissonance and anxiety. This 
is fertile ground for denial, where the anti-​AGW position just “feels 
right,” regardless of what the experts might say. Republican presiden-
tial candidate Chris Christie, when asked why he says he doesn’t “buy” 
that AGW represents a crisis, replied “That’s my feeling. I didn’t say 
I was relying on any scientists. I don’t see evidence that it’s a crisis.”56 
Republican strategist and pundit Noelle Nikpour, when asked why 
she thinks AGW is a “scam,” replied, “I think that every American, if 
they really thought about it, would have a gut feeling that some of these 
numbers that the scientists are putting out are not right.”57 Despite the 
flood of reasons to accept AGW, the anti-​AGW position is sustained 
by varieties of confirmation bias:  Selective attention to anti-​AGW 
claims, selective interpretation and recall of AGW arguments, selec-
tive exposure to friendly media sources (facilitated by an increasingly 
fractured and individualized media environment), and the social re-
inforcement of one’s views via interaction with one’s like-​minded, 
largely self-​selected cultural community. (Please note that none of this 
discussion of AGW denialism is intended to discount the importance 
of intentional deception by elites; denialism on this issue is continu-
ously fed by conscious misinformation by vested interests58 and their 
allies in media59 and politics.60) Peer group polarization effects rein-
force (and enforce) the hardening of views about what sources to listen 
to regarding science and policy. One’s views become defining cultural 
markers that inform individuals which facts are acceptable and which 
must be dissolved via selective rejection of expert opinion. Success 
means group acceptance and failure means exclusion; the positive 
feelings associated with group membership are potent, as are the nega-
tive feelings associated with ostracism. (Just ask any middle-​schooler.)

Those with traits and interests especially conducive to conserva-
tism are more likely to respond to messages threatening to the social 
and economic order with system-​justifying motivated cognition and 
rationalization. Climate change is a complex problem involving many 
variables regarding causes, expected effects, and mitigation strategies. 
It raises issues in terms of loss, threat to life and property, and threat 
to social order. Any serious attempt at mitigation would upend the 
status quo in many ways. The doomsday messages of climate change 
scenarios might thus be expected to have the paradoxical effect for 
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conservatives of hardening their defense of the existing social and 
economic order.

And what climate change precisely lacks is the set of threat charac-
teristics that would contribute to breaking someone already resistant 
to change out of an accustomed behavior or worldview. Psychologist 
Daniel Gilbert uses the acronym PAIN for these characteris-
tics: Personal, Abrupt, Immoral, and Now.61 Climate change is imper-
sonal in its causes and development; the changes it brings about are too 
slow to trigger the kind of emotional response that spurs immediate 
action; the risk presented can’t be attributed to a particular actor felt 
to be immoral or impious; and the worst effects of our current, collec-
tive behavior are predicted to arrive only later, down the line. At the 
same time, thinking about, worrying about, or accepting the reality of 
long-​term environmental degradation generates all kinds of negative 
emotions, notably fear, helplessness, guilt, and the loss of what sociol-
ogist Anthony Giddens calls “ontological security”—​that is, the feeling 
of security that comes from a sense of order and continuity.62

As the identification of an ideological community with, say, the 
anti-​AGW stance becomes more definitive, then any new information 
militating against that position creates more dissonance in the mind 
of the ideologue; the response is more denial and more rationalization 
of denial, and ever stronger self-​identification as a member of a com-
munity of people who do not believe in AGW. The instinctual self-​ and 
group-​protective response to threatening information is to circle the 
ideological wagons. Under certain circumstances, with plenty of sup-
port in the form of peer interaction and selective media consumption, 
this can create a sort of self-​reinforcing feedback loop of increasing 
emotional commitment to a (counter-​)factual worldview.

Further, conservative politicians naturally will form mutually 
beneficial alliances with pro–​status quo special-​interest groups 
and industries. These politicians and their media allies would then 
be expected to push an anti-​AGW narrative on their constituent 
communities, thus positively reinforcing the existing emotional need 
to deny or selectively interpret the threatening information. Certain 
ideological positions become conditions for membership in one’s 
peer group or cultural community. Failing to conform with the group 
on, say, its AGW position risks exclusion from a group that provides 
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comforting feelings of affiliation and social support, along with a sense 
of shared reality. Exclusion from a group when others find you to not 
share their ideological beliefs threatens self-​esteem.63 There can be di-
rect, practical consequences for failing to toe the ideological line, as 
Dan Kahan explains in referring to former multi-​term South Carolina 
Republican congressman Bob Inglis. After speaking out against cli-
mate science denial, Inglis was promptly booted in his next Republican 
Party primary race:

Take a barber in a rural town in South Carolina. Is it a good idea for 
him to implore his customers to sign a petition urging Congress to 
take action on climate change? No. If he does, he will find himself 
out of a job, just as his former congressman, Bob Inglis, did when 
he himself proposed such action. Positions on climate change have 
come to signify the kind of person one is. People whose beliefs are 
at odds with those of the people with whom they share their basic 
cultural commitments risk being labelled as weird and obnoxious 
in the eyes of those on whom they depend for social and finan-
cial support. . . . People acquire their scientific knowledge by con-
sulting others who share their values and whom they therefore trust 
and understand. Usually, this strategy works just fine. We live in a 
science-​communication environment richly stocked with acces-
sible, consequential facts. As a result, groups with different values 
routinely converge on the best evidence for, say, the value of adding 
fluoride to water, or the harmlessness of mobile-​phone radiation. 
The trouble starts when this communication environment fills up 
with toxic partisan meanings—​ones that effectively announce that 
“if you are one of us, believe this; otherwise, we’ll know you are one 
of them.” In that situation, ordinary individuals’ lives will go better 
if their perceptions of societal risk conform with those of their 
group.64

In this way, one’s ideological stances—​already attractive because they 
serve emotional needs—​become cultural identifiers: What facts you 
accept sends a signal to your group as to whether you are with them or 
against them. And faking it—​just going along to get along—​will be dif-
ficult to sustain over the long term: What is needed is actual conformity 
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of individual beliefs to the group’s preferred interpretation of the facts. 
This is what motivated cognition is all about.

Because of the essential emotional components in such ideological 
groupings—​that is, the feelings of security and fellowship in being part 
of a group, in addition to the emotional needs met by the ideological 
positions themselves—​the distinction between in-​group and out-​
group becomes emotionally charged. In turn, this can contribute to 
polarization between ideological communities, often expressed in very 
personal ways: In 1960, only 5% of Republicans, and 4% of Democrats 
expressed displeasure at the prospect of their child marrying a member 
of the other party. In 2010, a YouGov poll found that the number is 
now at least 49% for Republicans and 33% for Democrats.65 In a poll 
conducted just before the 2016 presidential election, 60% of Democrats 
and 63% of Republicans wanted their children to marry someone from 
the same party.66

So conservatives, whose natural status quo bias is enhanced by per-
sonality traits that make them big system justifiers by disposition, sub-
scribe to an ideology that is particularly threatened by AGW. And the 
more strongly conservatism becomes identified with an anti-​AGW 
stance, the more individuals are inclined to signal this position to other 
members of their cultural and community in-​group, and to use this 
position as a condition of inclusion in the group. Threatening infor-
mation about climate is avoided via selective exposure and otherwise 
met with varieties of selective recall, interpretation, and assimilation. 
Denial is reinforced and encouraged through political messaging, 
media, and in-​group peer interactions.

Climate science threatens the social and economic status quo by re-
vealing the connection between (a) well-​established, pervasive human 
individual and economic behavior, and (b)  warming of the Earth 
that has us on a track catastrophic to human civilization. If ideolog-
ical stances are fundamentally affected by emotional factors, and if 
conservatives by disposition are particularly resistant to change with 
regard to existing social and economic orders, then we have a partial ex-
planation for the reactionary denialism and the—​often nonsensical—​
rationalization of that denialism we see from sincere, well-​educated, 
and scientifically literate anti-​AGW conservatives. Many of these cli-
mate science deniers (a) have access to the fact of overwhelming expert 
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consensus on the situation; and (b) do not, all things considered, have 
good reasons to reject this consensus; but (c) have deeply held emo-
tional and self-​protective motives—​of a sort particularly associated 
with certain aspects of conservative ideology—​to deny the facts.*

2.3  The Asymmetry Thesis

It is evident that folks in general are extremely resistant to changing 
their minds on ideologically charged positions, regardless of what facts 
or evidence they are presented with. In fact, political scientists Brendan 
Nyhan and Jason Reifler found that presenting conservatives with in-
formation decisively refuting their misconceptions about the presence 
of WMDs in Iraq or the macroeconomic effects of George W. Bush’s 
tax cuts not only did not get them to change their minds but also—​
in this test, at least—​appeared to strengthen their commitment to the 
misconception.67 This the authors termed the backfire effect. (Liberals 
proved just as hard to convince, but did not exhibit this backfire effect.) 
Nyhan and colleagues uncovered a similar backfire effect in a later 
study, “The Hazards of Correcting Myths about Health Care Reform,” 
on what happened with Sarah Palin supporters who were exposed 
to corrections of her false claims about “death panels” being part of 
the Affordable Care Act.68 The corrections worked for opponents of 
Palin, as well as for supporters with low political knowledge. However, 
supporters of Palin with high political knowledge were more likely 
to believe the death panel myth after being exposed to corrective in-
formation. Looking at the answers of more than 11,000 respondents 
to the 2010–​2012 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) 
panel survey, social scientists found that Republicans responded to a 
report about a sharp drop in unemployment (which put the Obama 

	 *	 Certainly, consensus is not simply equated with truth. Galileo had good reason 
to reject the Ptolemaic consensus, Newton had good reason to reject the Aristotelian 
consensus, Darwin had good reason to reject the Creationist consensus, and Einstein 
had good reason to reject the Newtonian consensus. But the consensus on the exist-
ence and causes of warming is vastly broader, and more rigorously examined under the 
modern scientific method, than these historical examples of consensus overturned. The 
heliocentric model of the solar system is not only a consensus position but also settled 
science; so are the basics of evolution by natural selection or the germ theory of disease.
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administration in a positive light) by, on average, increasing their es-
timate of the unemployment rate.69 In yet another study, professors 
of communication P. Sol Hart and Erik Nisbet found that messages 
about the deleterious effects of climate change on foreign populations 
led to a “boomerang effect” for Republicans, wherein their opposi-
tion to mitigation policies grew stronger.70 The existence of a back-
fire or boomerang effect might have been expected, given the results 
of psychological studies on the effects of resisting persuasion. There is 
some evidence that people who resist being persuaded—​especially by 
strong evidence or argument—​self-​monitor that resistance and sub-
sequently become more confident. As psychologist Zachary Tormala 
puts it, “When people perceive that they have done a good job resisting 
a counter-​attitudinal persuasive message, they infer that their atti-
tude is correct (otherwise it would have changed), and this inference 
manifests as increased attitude certainty.”71

There are doubts about how robust this alleged backfire response 
really is—​some very recent attempts to find it have met with mixed 
results, at best72—​but the issue of apparent asymmetries with regard to 
resistance to change remains. Alan Gerber and colleagues have found 
that liberals are more persuadable by political appeals—​which isn’t 
surprising if liberals by disposition are more open to new experiences 
and ideas.73 A 2015 study by polling data specialist Joshua M. Blank 
and political scientist Daron Shaw found that, while people of all po-
litical persuasions are capable of reacting negatively to ideologically 
dissonant information, Democrats are more likely to express a willing-
ness to defer to scientific expertise.74

These various findings are just what one would expect in light of the 
personality and system justification evidence. Erik Nisbet identifies 
(without endorsing it) a position he calls the intrinsic thesis, which he 
defines as the thesis “that political polarization about science is due to 
fundamental psychological differences between political conservatives 
and liberals.”75 If conservatives are, by disposition, more resistant to 
change, and more status quo and system oriented (and liberals more 
comfortable with uncertainty, and more open to new ideas), then 
shouldn’t we expect conservatives to have a greater tendency to deny 
science and factual evidence than liberals? The idea that conservatives 
inherently have a bigger problem with science and reality has made 



90  The Truth about Denial

its way into public discourse. Cognitive scientist and linguist George 
Lakoff is well known for arguing that conservative political appeals 
make more—​and more effective—​use of appeals to emotion, framing, 
and anecdote. Liberals have largely failed in recent decades, he argues, 
in thinking that the recitation of facts will win over messages that in-
voke emotions.76 According to economist and New York Times colum-
nist Paul Krugman:

The fact that climate concerns rest on scientific consensus makes 
things even worse, because it plays into the anti-​intellectualism that 
has always been a powerful force in American life, mainly on the 
right. It’s not really surprising that so many right-​wing politicians 
and pundits quickly turned to conspiracy theories, to accusations 
that thousands of researchers around the world were colluding in a 
gigantic hoax whose real purpose was to justify a big-​government 
power grab. After all, right-​wingers never liked or trusted scientists 
in the first place.77

And New York magazine columnist Jonathan Chait:

The contrast between economic liberalism and economic conserva-
tism . . . ultimately lies not only in different values or preferences but 
in different epistemologies. Liberalism is a more deeply pragmatic 
governing philosophy—​more open to change, more receptive to em-
piricism, and ultimately better at producing policies that improve 
the human condition—​than conservatism. . . . What appears to be 
conservative economic reasoning is actually a kind of backward rea-
soning. It begins with the conclusion and marches back through the 
premises.78

And blogger Amanda Marcotte:

The possibility that rationality itself has become a partisan issue is 
disquieting to many who prefer to believe that “both sides” have 
topics that they are irrational about and irrationality is evenly distrib-
uted among all political stripes. That may have been true in the past, 
but increasingly, Americans are rearranging their political views and 
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their views on empiricism so that liberals are putting much more of 
an emphasis on rationality.79

And there are innumerable other examples like this from online 
media over the last few years. This view of conservative dogmatism 
is what Stephen Colbert was referring to at the 2006 Washington 
Correspondents dinner when he said (only semi-​jokingly, I think) that 
“reality has a well-​known liberal bias.”

And yet a 2019 meta-​analysis of 51 experimental studies (led by 
Peter Ditto) found no significant differences in partisan bias exhibited 
by liberals or conservatives in the way they assessed information chal-
lenging or affirming political beliefs or allegiances.80 Cultural cogni-
tion theorist Dan Kahan rejects what he calls the asymmetry thesis: the 
thesis—​itself based on the intrinsic thesis—​that science denial in gen
eral is to be expected more from the political right than from the left. 
Contrary to Jost and other system justification theorists, Kahan argues 
that science denial stems not from a special dogmatic personality par-
ticular to conservatives but, rather, from a universal felt need to share a 
social/​cultural identity with a larger, like-​minded group:

The symmetry position (as reflected in cultural cognition and re-
lated theories) sees ideologically motivated reasoning as simply 
one species of identity-​protective cognition. . . . [I]‌dentity-​protective 
cognition refers to the dismissive reaction that individuals form 
toward information that threatens the status of (or their connec-
tion to) a group that is important to their identity. “Democrat” and 
“Republican” (along with hierarchy and egalitarianism, communi-
tarianism and individualism, in cultural cognition) are both group 
affinities of that sort, and so both create vulnerability to motivated 
cognition.81

Kahan again:

People have a big stake—​emotionally and materially—​in their 
standing in affinity groups consisting of individuals of like-​minded 
goals and outlooks. When positions on risks or other policy-​relevant 
facts become symbolically identified with membership in and 
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loyalty to those groups, individuals can thus be expected to engage 
all manner of information—​from empirical data to the credibility of 
advocates to brute sense impressions—​in a manner that aligns their 
beliefs with the ones that predominate in their group. The kinds of 
affinity groups that have this sort of significance in people’s lives, 
however, are not confined to “political parties.” People will engage 
information in a manner that reflects a “myside” bias in connection 
with their status as students of a particular university and myriad 
other groups important to their identities.82

And this is the reason, he argues, why level of education has nothing to 
do with acceptance of climate change, or evolution: “Asking whether 
people believe in evolution doesn’t measure science literacy,” he says, 
“it measures whether you’re religious. It’s an expression of iden-
tity.”83 People are against climate science because the kinds of change 
mandated by these particular facts conflict with their group’s cultural 
values; to accept AGW is to betray their tribe.

This understanding of science denial is echoed, in slightly different 
terms, by Jonathan Haidt. He thinks that intuitive/​emotional responses 
drive decision-​making, with strategic reasoning secondary as a means 
to justify one’s intuitions and convince others. He calls this the social 
intuitionist model of normative judgment (where a “normative judg-
ment” is just any judgment prescribing how people should decide or 
behave). He identifies six foundational moral priorities that may be 
emphasized differently, depending on the tendencies of the individual 
and/​or his or her community. Individuals and their social/​cultural 
groups may prioritize “care,” “fairness,” “loyalty,” “authority,” and/​or 
“sanctity.” According to Haidt’s research, U.S. political liberals tend to 
stress the first two in value judgments, while conservatives draw on 
all five.84 But everyone is equal, in his mind, with regard to the funda-
mental fact that intuitions drive one’s evaluations. As he points out, this 
is really the only way it could be if you subscribe to David Hume’s thesis 
that reason can provide only the means to an end, but not the end itself. 
For that, you need motivation, on which subject reason is silent.

Once the group defines itself in terms of a particular view of re-
ality, Haidt continues, certain evaluative/​ideological positions, and 
supporting factual claims, become “sacred” to the “tribe.” Attacks on 
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these facts are met with a defensive emotional response analogous to 
the defensive response when one’s community is under physical attack. 
The result is intensely motivated hot cognition, supplemented with re-
actionary rationalization when the idols of the tribe are challenged. 
And this description applies to everybody, according to Haidt; thus he 
rejects the asymmetry thesis for reasons similar to Kahan’s.

Kahan argues that the totality of the evidence on motivated cog-
nition shows that people across the ideological spectrum—​be they 
communitarian, egalitarian, individualist, or hierarchicalist—​will pre-
dictably exhibit motivated reasoning when presented with facts threat-
ening to their identity group’s value commitments. If conservatives 
have a special problem with closed-​mindedness relating to their par-
ticular emotional needs for closure, system stability, and avoidance 
of uncertainty, then, Kahan argues, they should perform worse than 
liberals when it comes to cognitive reflection—​that is, the use of con-
scious reasoning to overcome intuitive, knee-​jerk evaluations.85 But 
his research finds no difference between liberals and conservatives 
with regard to their capacity to engage in careful reasoning, and he 
shows—​as he showed elsewhere with regard to scientific literacy and 
technical reasoning skills86—​that greater cognitive reflection skills are, 
if anything, associated with a greater tendency to motivated reasoning, 
regardless of the subject’s ideological standpoint. Kahan has found 
that liberals and conservatives “are uniformly disposed to credit or 
discredit [evidence] selectively, depending on whether the researcher 
has induced the study subjects to believe that the piece of evidence in 
question supports or challenges, affirms or threatens, a position con-
genial to their respective group commitments.”87 He further claims 
that, if motivated reasoning is mainly about identity protection, then 
priming subjects with self-​affirming thoughts should result, across 
the board, in less defensiveness and greater impartiality in assessing 
otherwise threatening evidence. And, in fact, we know that “self-​
affirmation reduces the resistance of liberal Democrats as well as con-
servative Republicans to ideologically noncongruent information.”88 
This effect “is evidence that the source of the motivated reasoning at 
work is identity-​protective cognition; there’s no reason to expect self-​
affirmation to have any effect in dispelling motivated reasoning that 
arises from a generalized disposition toward dogmatism.”
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Further, a couple of recent studies have cast some doubt on the 
Nyhan/​Reifler “backfire effect,” wherein conservative attitudes alleg-
edly harden in response to new, dissonant information.89 The original 
observed effect has not really shown up clearly in attempts to replicate 
it—​particularly when the subject matter is not currently a particularly 
salient “hot-​button” issue.90 So, even if this reactive response can occur 
under certain specific and heated circumstances, it does not appear, as 
of now, to be the consistent or robust phenomenon it may have seemed 
to be at first.

Consider, again, the 76% of liberals who accept the science of 
AGW, according to the polling. Are liberals endorsing the science 
because they just generally take a more rational, accuracy-​motivated 
approach to listening to experts, whatever the subject? Drawing from 
his own emphasis on personality differences between liberals and 
conservatives, Chris Mooney thinks that liberals are more trusting of 
science—​though, admittedly, only by happy accident:

And then there is still another factor, one that I ultimately decide . . . is 
probably most important. And it is that liberals and scientists (and 
social scientists) share a deep psychological affinity—​they are 
explorers, tolerant of uncertainty, always seeking out the different, 
and the new. They have similar personalities. This leads liberals to 
want to be scientists, and leads the ranks of scientists to be full of 
liberals—​and thus builds a natural allegiance and affinity between 
the two groups. So when it then comes to determining what’s true 
about reality, liberals are lucky enough to have the “right friends,” as 
the psychologist Peter Ditto put it to me. And conservatives have the 
“wrong enemies.” This—​not an inherent asymmetry in motivated 
reasoning—​is the most important underlying explanation here, in 
my mind.91

Everyone is equally subject to motivated reasoning in principle, ac-
cording to Mooney, but liberals—​especially in the post–​Cold War 
era—​generally identify with the scientists.92 So cultural affinity and 
tribalism tend to work in liberals’ favor when it comes to science.

At the same time, to endorse this explanation is just to uphold the 
asymmetry thesis for all practical purposes. Post-​Scientific Revolution 
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and development of the scientific method, “science” is just the term 
for the generation of knowledge via the best possible methods. There 
are scientific and unscientific approaches to describing reality in just 
about any area of human investigation and judgment, be it physical 
science, psychology, economics, or history. To say one’s approach is 
“scientific” is, in essence, just to say one is executing a systematically 
scrupulous collection and analysis of evidence—​and this, in turn, is to 
say one is using the best practices possible to avoid error and confir-
mation bias. That is the reason for modern scientific norms requiring 
control groups, blind studies, peer review, and transparency regarding 
methods, data, and potential conflicts of interest. Mooney agrees that 
liberals have the same general strategic and emotional incentives to 
motivated reasoning identified by Kahan, Suhay, and Haidt; but he 
also claims they are, typically, motivationally allied with science and 
scientists. This would still put them on the correct side of the policy 
argument most of the time.

But is it true that liberals are generally right on the science? Mooney’s 
perspective (along with the asymmetry thesis) is belied to some extent 
by a number of areas where liberals do particularly badly with regard 
to the science, or where some form of chronic science denial shows no 
consistent correlation with any particular political ideology.

Political scientists Ted Jelen and Linda Lockett did an extensive 
analysis of the 2006 General Social Survey.93 They looked at whether 
political partisan identification predicted attitudes toward science 
across three issues: Belief in evolution by natural selection, support 
for government funding of stem cell research, and belief that there is 
a scientific consensus regarding the existence and causes of climate 
change. Jelen and Lockett found that there was no consistent asso-
ciation between political partisan affiliation and responses to these 
science-​related questions, with the exception of a slight boost for gov-
ernment spending on stem cell research among Democrats. The latter, 
they argue, could very well be explained by Democrats’ stronger sup-
port for government spending in the public interest, rather than by 
a higher level of confidence in science generally. They conclude that 
“party identification is virtually irrelevant to skeptical attitudes toward 
science issues,” and thus that “there is no evidence that there exists any 
constituency of science policy skeptics.”
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Erik Nisbet and R.  Kelly Garrett compared responses by self-​
identified conservatives to statements challenging their views on cli-
mate change and evolution to the responses by self-​identified liberals 
to statements challenging their views on nuclear power and natural 
gas mining through hydraulic fracturing (or “fracking”).94 They found 
that “conservatives who read statements about climate or evolution 
had a stronger negative emotional experience and reported greater 
motivated resistance to the information as compared to liberals 
who read the same statements and other conservatives who read 
statements about geology or astronomy.”95 However, they also found 
“a similar pattern amongst liberals who read statements about nuclear 
power or fracking. And, like conservatives who read statements about 
climate change or evolution, liberals expressed significantly lower 
levels of trust in the scientific community as compared to liberals 
who read the ideologically neutral statements.” It is true that, in the 
same study, conservatives presented with “conservative-​dissonant” 
science information had a negative reaction four times stronger than 
that of liberals presented with “liberal-​dissonant” information;96 how-
ever, this may have been due simply to a greater current political sa-
lience on the part of climate and evolution over nuclear power and 
fracking—​in other words, liberal feelings about nuclear power might 
have run more strongly negative shortly after a nuclear accident like 
that at Three Mile Island or Chernobyl. The authors argue that these 
results support the contextual thesis—​that is, the thesis that “ideo-
logical differences in the public’s scientific denialism and distrust are 
a consequence of which science policy issues are most salient in polit-
ical and public discourse”—​over the intrinsic thesis. According to this 
view, any asymmetry in science denial is only incidental to the current 
scientific and political environment.

As observed in chapter 1, supporters of the cultural cognition thesis 
have found that ideological identifications predict perception of scien-
tific consensus across a wide range of issues; this includes “egalitarian-​
communitarians,” who were more likely to dispute both the scientific 
consensus that nuclear waste can safely be stored underground and the 
consensus that laws permitting concealed carry of handguns are not 
associated with an increase in violent crime.97
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Rather surprisingly, the World Health Organization, along with the 
U.S. National Academy of Sciences and the Centers for Disease Control, 
agrees that nuclear power is the safest source of power in the world 
(including solar and wind), in terms of mortality per kilowatt hour 
produced.98 Among the largest-​scale forms of energy production, it is the 
only one that produces no greenhouse gases as an effect of power genera-
tion.99 It’s not a consensus, but it is notable that, while 65% of members of 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) favor 
building more nuclear power plants, only 45% of Americans agree.100 
Those opposing new nuclear power generation include 25% of “conser-
vative Republicans” and 61% of “liberal Democrats.”101

According to a 2015 survey by Pew Research, “a majority of the 
general public (57%) says that genetically modified (GM) foods are 
generally unsafe to eat, while 37% says such foods are safe; by con-
trast, 88% of AAAS scientists say GM foods are generally safe.”102 
Journalist William Saletan reports that hundreds of organizations 
have “demanded mandatory labeling of genetically engineered 
foods,” including the left-​leaning Consumers Union, Friends of 
the Earth, Physicians for Social Responsibility, the Center for Food 
Safety, the Ecumenical Ecojustice Network, and Global Awareness 
Local Action.103 He also notes that the World Health Association, the 
American Medical Association, and the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science “have all declared there’s no good evidence 
GMOs are unsafe.” (The most sweeping report yet, from the National 
Academy of Sciences in May 2016, looked at almost 900 studies and 
publications on the effects of GM agriculture, and found no evidence 
of adverse effects on human health, agriculture, or the environment.) 
Anti-​GMO activists, Saletan explains, ignore both the paucity of evi-
dence against GM food safety and the cost–​benefit analysis in looking 
at, say, the reductions in pesticide use made possible by GM crops. He 
documents a list of public misconceptions about various GM crops 
and foods; he also found a number of instances of environmental ac-
tivist disinformation tactics—​no doubt, in most cases, fueled by a sin-
cere concern about safety and the environment.

The efficacy of GMO disinformation tactics is likely enhanced by 
an information environment in which, according to a 2015 Oklahoma 
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State University study, 80% of respondents favored warning labels on 
foods containing DNA.104 In the case of fears about GMOs, it may be 
that information deficit, rather than outright denial, is responsible for 
some anti-​GMO public opinion: While many of the objections raised 
are not based on evidence, it is not clear that most people have been 
exposed to good reasons to reject those concerns, either. Officers of 
nonprofit advocacy organizations lobbying against GM foods have less 
of an excuse, however: They are unlikely to be wholly ignorant of the 
state of the evidence on consuming GM foods.

It seems at least plausible that some people feel opposition to, say, 
nuclear power and/​or genetically modified foods is just part of what it 
means to be an anti-​corporate, pro-​environment progressive. Actual 
evidence, or even authoritative consensus, pertaining to the safety of 
these technologies is discounted or ignored. Anecdotally at least, there 
seems to be some further overlap between this group and devotees of 
some of the more fishy products for sale in Whole Foods—​or what 
journalist Michael Schulson calls “America’s temple of pseudosci-
ence.”105 Some consumers may choose to shop at certain stores in 
order, say, to support local farmers. But many would cite health reasons 
as well. Like other stores catering to a certain demographic, Whole 
Foods sells herbal supplements, probiotics, and organic foods, the 
benefits of which have little or no evidentiary support.106 It also sells 
expensive vials of water called “homeopathic medicine.” Presumably, 
at least some of the purchasers of homeopathic medicine have some 
sense of what these remedies contain (in most cases, a substance with 
no proven therapeutic value is diluted in water until no trace of the 
substance remains). Most of these same individuals have at least a 
high school science background and enough other rudimentary back-
ground knowledge about chemistry and medicine to at least question 
the concept behind these products.

Anti-​fluoridation activists in progressive Portland, Oregon, recently 
celebrated their victory in the latest referendum on city water fluorida-
tion. The evidence against fluoridation cited by these activists concerns 
the health effects of naturally occurring fluoride contamination, at 
levels much higher than would be permitted in municipal drinking 
water.107 In fact, as Scientific American points out, “decades of studies 
in different cities in different states, involving millions of people, have 
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concluded that there is a safe level of fluoride—​one part-​per-​million—​
that can be added to water for enormous benefit to our teeth and oral 
health with little to no adverse effects.”108 Anti-​fluoridation efforts, 
where active, have achieved broad ideological support:  The 2013 
Portland referendum secured 61% of the vote, despite a heavy pro-​
fluoridation public health education campaign. Some activists seem to 
be energized by concerns about “unnatural” chemical contamination 
and others by a concern about freedom from government mandates. 
Fluoridation is widespread and totally uncontroversial in most parts of 
the country. Yet, in areas where the issue has taken on cultural-​political 
significance, denialism follows.

This brings us to the anti-​vaccination movement. According to 
a 2015 Gallup poll, “Six percent of American adults say they believe 
certain vaccines cause autism in children. Forty-​one percent ex-
pressly disagree with this claim, while slightly over half of Americans 
are unsure.”109 Another 2015 Pew survey found that almost one in ten 
Americans today consider common vaccines to be “unsafe,” including 
5% of Republicans and 9% of Democrats.110 Much has been made of a 
sharp drop in vaccination rates for children in certain elite, progressive 
enclaves such as Boulder, Colorado, and Southern California’s Malibu 
and Santa Monica.111 Anti-​vaccination sentiment has deeper histor-
ical roots than some might realize. Pamphlets appeared opposing the 
smallpox vaccine in the early twentieth century, even though the value 
of that inoculation had been overwhelmingly endorsed by medical sci-
ence for decades. An extraordinarily insightful 1927 editorial in the 
medical journal The Lancet took on smallpox vaccine denialism:

We still meet the belief . . . that vaccination is a gigantic fraud deliber-
ately perpetuated for the sake of gain. . . . The opposition to vaccina-
tion . . . still retains the “all or none” quality of primitive behaviour and, 
like many emotional reactions, is supported by a wealth of argument 
which the person reacting honestly believes to be the logical founda-
tion of his behavior. An antivaccinator is generally an antivivisector, 
often a vegetarian, but he is ready to base his objection on arguments, 
statistical or individual, that have no relation to his other negativisms, 
and are therefore not the true foundation upon which his objection 
rests. In this common tendency to produce reasons for beliefs already 



100  The Truth about Denial

formed upon an emotional basis we find the explanation for the 
failure to settle some controversies by appeal to facts.112

Note the ideological clustering identified by this unnamed Lancet 
editorialist:  Apparently, even in 1927, anti-​vaccination activism 
was associated with progressive identifiers like vegetarianism and 
animal-​rights concerns. It is difficult not to speculate on some con-
nection between contemporary progressive concerns about vaccines 
and fears raised by other “unnaturals” like genetically modified crops, 
nonorganic foods, nuclear power, and fluoridated water. Psychologist 
Stephan Lewandowsky and colleagues also found an association be-
tween free-​market, anti-​government ideology and anti-​vaccination 
feelings; they speculate this has to do with associating vaccines with 
government mandates.113 (This may explain why the heavily conserva-
tive and libertarian state of Idaho actually leads the nation in unvacci-
nated children.114)

Here are some examples of responses of the question, ‘Why do you 
think vaccines are unsafe?’

	 •	 “Because you are injecting a virus into a healthy kid, and I don’t 
understand why.” —​Woman, age 39

	 •	 “Because they are injecting you with a disease to prevent a 
disease.” —​Woman, age 35

	 •	 “They make them sicker, it weakens the immune system, instead 
of allowing the body to use its own natural antibodies to fight 
them off.” —​Woman, age 22

	 •	 “Some children cannot take the vaccine. They cause autism and 
other problems, muscular problems occasionally, but not very 
often.” —​Man, age 66.

Much of the disinformation about vaccines originates in a single, tiny 
study from the 1990s, now thoroughly discredited and retracted. The 
medical consensus is that vaccines are highly effective, do not cause 
autism, and that any other slight risks are vastly outweighed by the 
benefits.115 Yet concerned parents, including well-​educated parents 
from wealthy, progressive communities, seize on pronouncements of 
danger by misinformed celebrities as confirmation of their fears about 
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the injection of disease-​related substances into their children. (A mis-
trust of pharmaceutical companies is often mentioned as well, but that 
doesn’t explain the exclusive focus on vaccines over all other drugs and 
medical interventions.) The anti-​vaccination websites and celebrity 
interviews feed a highly biased and selective search for confirmation of 
vaccination fears. Reassuring sources of confirmation, however wildly 
unqualified, are given special attention (prominent anti-​vaccination 
celebrity Jenny McCarthy was featured on the Oprah Winfrey Show, 
where she unironically professed a degree in medicine from “the 
University of Google”).

Denial is about finding comfort in beliefs contradicted by evidence. 
There is nothing inherently comforting about overestimating the risk 
presented by vaccines (or fluoridation, or GM foods, etc.). Denialism 
about vaccine science follows from the need to feel reassured in 
rejecting vaccines. Anti-​vaccination sentiments may originate in pro-
gressive “back to nature” ideologies or in libertarian anti-​government 
ideologies. Vaccination feels unnatural and invasive, and parents 
subsequently want to feel justified in avoiding it; medical informa-
tion contradicting this desire is dissonant and therefore subject to 
motivated avoidance and dismissal.116 It is only in this context that 
public trust in the medical advice of minor celebrities and known 
charlatans can exceed public trust in pediatricians backed by over-
whelming medical science.

Attempts to correct anti-​vaccination positions produce patterns 
similar to what is seen in attempts to correct ideologically charged mis-
information. In two different studies, Brendan Nyhan found a para-
doxical, behavioral backfire effect among vaccination “skeptics”:

Refuting claims of an MMR/​autism link successfully reduced 
misperceptions that vaccines cause autism but nonetheless decreased 
intent to vaccinate among parents who had the least favorable vac-
cine attitudes.117

And, in the second study,

Corrective information adapted from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) website significantly reduced belief 
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in the myth that the flu vaccine can give you the flu as well as concerns 
about its safety. However, the correction also significantly reduced 
intent to vaccinate among respondents with high levels of concern 
about vaccine side effects—​a response that was not observed among 
those with low levels of concern.118

There could not be a clearer illustration of the fact that a deficit of in-
formation is not exclusively responsible for the failure to listen to med-
ical advice on vaccination.

One should look at a person’s total circumstances before blaming 
him or her for maintaining a silly belief; but someone living in a 
modern, industrialized, media-​saturated society should not be 
compared to a child raised in a cult, who has been utterly isolated 
from different worldviews. Most of the sincere science deniers we 
are talking about spent at least twelve years in school, get 200 TV 
channels, have internet access, and are not helplessly dependent on 
some particular source for information. The question is, why are they 
selectively deferring to a minority or discredited opinion—​the one 
denier in the room full of experts? To a considerable extent, people 
learn what is “known” to be true from authority figures and sources 
they trust. As Kahan likes to point out, most people don’t know much 
about science. Consequently, they need to know whom to defer to—​
such as their physician—​in assessing risk.119 The (often implicit) deci-
sion about whom to trust is informed by their background and their 
affinities. Kahan characterizes certain scientific claims as having taken 
on “antagonistic cultural meanings”; he identifies a particular emo-
tional need as decisive in such cases: the desire to be loyal to and main-
tain standing in an affinity group.120 This emotion, he claims, is what 
is driving the highly selective perception of who is trustworthy and 
what is “known.” Under the right conditions, suspicion of vaccines 
spurred by protective parents with some ecological purity issues 
and/​or anti-​government concerns can become dominant in certain 
subcommunities. Cultural deviants within these peer communities 
can expect to be judged and excluded, so they conform their reasoning 
about the science to the group’s mores. Identity informs the percep-
tion of expertise.
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2.4  Science and Societal Change

So it seems leftists and progressives are perfectly capable of believing 
false and dubious claims, and even behaving contrary to their own 
interests, in the face of decisive scientific consensus to the contrary. 
Does this mean that the asymmetry thesis is wrong? The correct an-
swer is yes and no.

As noted earlier, sociologist Gordon Gauchat has documented a de-
cline in trust in science specifically among U.S. conservatives between 
1974 and 2010.121 What happened over this period? Sociologist Aaron 
McCright’s distinction between production science and impact sci-
ence may help answer this question. As they had anticipated, McCright 
and colleagues found that “conservatives will report significantly less 
trust in, and support for, science that identifies environmental and 
public health impacts of economic production (i.e., impact science) 
than liberals.”122 They also found that, conversely, “conservatives will 
report a similar or greater level of trust in, and support for, science 
that provides new inventions or innovations for economic production 
(i.e., production science) than liberals.” Fifty years ago, for much of the 
public, the thought of science gave rise to representations of a world 
where new developments in technology, energy, and industrial pro-
duction efficiency, and transcendence of nature through pesticides and 
herbicides, interstate highways, and jet-​powered flight, foretold a lasting 
era of universal prosperity and leisure. (Think the GE/​Disney exhibit 
“Progressland” at the 1964 New York World’s Fair.) The decades since 
have brought greater evidence of the negative impacts of industrial pro-
duction, development, and consumption. “Conservative audiences,” as 
Nisbet et al observe, “have faced a steady stream of dissonance-​inducing 
science messages—​a process augmented by the emergence of partisan 
news outlets that vary greatly in their treatment of issues such as cli-
mate change, and lead to greater polarization about the issue among 
viewers.”123 The ascendancy of impact science has coincided with an 
explosion of news and opinion media options, including media outlets 
providing messages tailored to particular ideological audiences.

In a separate study, McCright and collaborator Riley Dunlap also 
found that climate science skepticism is strongly correlated not simply 
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with ideological conservatism but in particular with white males.124 
In other words, conservatives who are not white males are much less 
likely to be AGW deniers. McCright and Dunlap hypothesize that this 
phenomenon is tied up with white male identity politics, which in turn 
is tied up with conservative status quo bias and system justification. 
White males have benefited disproportionately from the status quo so-
cial and economic order; this could make them particularly sensitive 
to impact science, simply from a self-​serving perspective. Our climate 
problem represents an existential threat to the established system of 
capitalist production and consumption with which, McCright and 
Dunlap propose, white males in particular have reason to feel an at-
tachment. White male “identity as an in-​group” is thus challenged by 
this scientific bad news for the production science status quo.125 Any 
adequate response to climate change will certainly include greatly 
increased government regulation of energy production and consump-
tion. “None of this is about the science,” as Naomi Oreskes puts it. “All 
of this is a political debate about the role of government.”126

This perspective unifies the system-​protective cognition explanation 
of AGW denial and the identity-​protective cognition explanation.127 If 
conservative white male identity is bound up with the established so-
cioeconomic system, then to defend one is to defend the other. There 
is no reason to think people cannot be influenced by a combination of 
different emotional needs. A need for stability and security is not in-
consistent with a need for affinity and belonging; indeed, these needs 
are quite compatible under a variety of conditions. System-​protective 
reactivity and identity-​protective cognition mutually reinforce and en-
ergize AGW denial because of what AGW represents in this historical 
context.

Compare the continuing development of the consensus within the 
biological sciences regarding facts that are dissonant with some tradi-
tional religious claims. In addition to conservatism, the other factor 
Gauchat found associated with the decline in public confidence in 
science was high church attendance. Analysis of the data from Pew’s 
Religious Landscape Survey by biologist Josh Rosenau shows a 
striking correlation between denial of evolution and opposition to en-
vironmental regulations.128 Evolution by natural selection, in combi-
nation with population genetics, is settled science. Further, even if they 
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were taught as children not to believe in this theory, most members of 
modernized societies today have had significant exposure to the fact of 
the relevant scientific consensus. And yet, according to a 2014 Gallup 
survey, 42% of Americans believe that human beings were created by 
God in their present form; another 31% concede that humans evolved, 
but only under God’s guidance, rather than by natural selection.129 The 
2014 Pew Religious Landscape Study yielded almost identical results, 
with 71% either denying that evolution operates by natural selec-
tion or denying evolution altogether.130 This means that over 70% of 
Americans deny the central explanatory principle of the biological sci-
ences.131 Other information that might trigger a threat response in so-
cial conservatives may include growing evidence that homosexuality is 
a naturally occurring, innate tendency.132 Or evidence from the social 
sciences that abstinence-​based sex education is ineffective at reducing 
either teen sexual activity or pregnancy rates.133 What social conserv-
atism and economic conservatism have in common is an attachment 
to established lifestyles, established ways of organizing society, and es-
tablished ways of understanding reality. To the extent that social con-
servative identity is tied up with traditional religious conceptions of 
nature and its origins, and to the extent that (in the current political 
environment) social conservative identity is tied up with economic 
conservative identity, then the respect to which modern science as an 
institution feels threatening to conservative identity may be thereby 
magnified. This might contribute to the AGW denialism of some social 
conservatives, wherein we sometimes see them drawing on religious 
texts in rationalizing their position, as in the Shimkus quote earlier in 
this chapter. Indeed, a coalition of major evangelical groups, including 
Focus on the Family and the Family Research Council, has launched a 
movement opposing “The Green Dragon”—​that is, “the false world-
view and theology of secular and pagan religious environmentalism,” 
which “is striving to put America, and the world, under its destructive 
control.”134

 Christians in the United States, especially evangelical Christians, 
identify as environmentalists at very low (and declining) rates 
compared to the general U.S.  population.135 Evangelicals tend to 
stress that the world was given to humans, and that humans stand sep-
arate from nature in a fundamental way. Professor of religion Lucas 
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Johnston argues that “Christianity has been competing for market 
share against nature-​venerating pagan groups from its inception, and 
that continues today. The Christians who rejected the environmental 
consciousness in the 1960s and ’70s perceived a dangerous, nature-​
venerating, pagan-​esque religious sentiment.”136

Social scientist and professor of law Donald Braman insists that sci-
ence denial is entirely context dependent: “If it’s conservative white 
males on global warming, pick a different issue and you’ll find another 
group that has trouble thinking in a way that agrees with experts.”137 
Indeed, as we have seen, there are whole swaths of progressive 
populations in whom motivated cognition is triggered by production 
science—​for example, nuclear power and GMOs. Imagine the reac-
tion by the left if (in an alternate reality) an actual, well-​founded sci-
entific consensus were to emerge saying that white-​skinned people are 
inherently intellectually superior to persons of other races. Braman 
is correct that there exists ample evidence for some universal human 
tendency to motivated cognition under dissonance-​triggering 
circumstances—​a kind of self-​protective, doxastic “fight-​or-​flight” re-
sponse. Consider, however, that perhaps the single essential aspect of 
science per se is that it has no respect for conventional wisdom, es-
tablished thinking, or tradition. When cut loose from political and 
religious constraints, science has no inherent bias in favor of what is 
familiar or system preserving. As Thomas Kuhn famously observed 
in his classic text The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, the history of 
science is characterized by periodic, often societally disruptive “para-
digm shifts.” (Think of Galileo’s findings on the motion of the Earth, or 
Darwin on evolution by natural selection.) Individual scientists are, 
of course, not immune to implicit bias or motivated reasoning. But 
when they follow their own norms about bias avoidance, scientists go 
where the evidence leads, heedless of how disruptive the conclusions 
might be. (And these norms are policed by their skeptical peers: Pre-​
publication peer review and post-​publication peer criticism are crit-
ical to the success of modern science.) In accounting for an increasing, 
broad opposition to science on the part of conservatives, Chris 
Mooney cites “the dynamism of scientific inquiry—​its constant on-
slaught on old orthodoxies, its rapid generation of new technological 
possibilities.”138
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One emotional need that system justification theorists have con-
sistently found to be strongly associated with conservatism is the need 
for cognitive closure. The “Need For Closure Scale” (NFCS) is a tool 
developed by psychologists Donna Webster and Arie Kruglanski to 
test individual differences with respect to the general emotional need 
for resolution and the broad dislike for ambiguity, uncertainty, and 
change.139 The NFCS asks respondents to indicate their level of agree-
ment with statements like:

	 •	 Even after I’ve made up my mind about something, I am always 
eager to consider a different opinion.

	 •	 When dining out, I like to go to places where I have been before 
so that I know what to expect.

	 •	 I usually make important decisions quickly and confidently.
	 •	 In most social conflicts, I can easily see which side is right and 

which is wrong.

In a meta-​analysis of twenty different studies performed in six dif-
ferent countries, Jost et al. found “stable and reasonably strong support 
for the notion that these specific epistemic motives [i.e., representing 
a need for closure] are associated with a wide variety of politically 
conservative attitudes and orientations.”140 Gauchat’s analysis of the 
General Social Survey (covering 2006–​2010, after questions about 
the meaning of science were added) reveals that “conservatives were 
far more likely to define science as knowledge that should conform to 
common sense and religious tradition.”141

Scientific practice requires that no situation is entirely resolved: If 
disconfirming evidence appears, you have to revisit the theory. Thus 
science as a practice—​independent of context, independent of the pro-
duction versus impact factor—​is fundamentally inconsistent with any 
felt need for closure, certainty, or resolution. Some discoveries may 
confirm the efficacy of the technological and developmental path we 
are on, but the only way to guarantee that the status quo is safe from 
disruptive discovery is to restrict or quash the pursuit of knowledge 
altogether—​as when the government of the state of North Carolina—​a 
state whose coast is characterized by heavily developed, low-​lying bar-
rier islands—​prohibits the use of climate-​related sea-​rise projections 
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in its coastal development policy;142 when the Wyoming state legisla-
ture blocks the implementation of new national science standards for 
schools that include material on AGW;143 or when the U.S. Congress 
prohibits government-​funded research into the health effects of gun 
ownership.144 Officials with the incoming Trump administration 
scrubbed the websites for the Environmental Protection Agency and 
the Departments of Interior and Energy of all references to “climate 
change” and “clean energy.”145 Texas Republican and former chair of 
the House Science, Space, and Technology Committee Lamar Smith 
launched an investigation into the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration in response to its conclusion (echoing many other 
scientific organizations) that the data do not support any recent 
slowdown in global warming.146 Such moves don’t rise to the level of 
burning Giordano Bruno at the stake, but they share the characteristic 
of fulfilling a need for cognitive closure by protecting policy positions 
from inconvenient facts.

Kahan characterizes conservatives as ideological hierarchicalists; 
Jonathan Haidt thinks conservatives place special moral em-
phasis on authority and group loyalty. Science as a practice is 
nonhierarchical: Authority (under ideal scientific practices) belongs 
only to the data, not to any experimenter, scientific organization, 
or theory.* Conformity to established results in the face of recalci-
trant data is not a value in science; dissent is encouraged, and suc-
cess in overturning theories is rewarded. Scientists keep raising 
questions, even after consensus is reached; many of the most signif-
icant discoveries in the history of science have come about by unex-
pected results that defy the expectations of the theory being tested. 
This is what makes scientific consensus so authoritative when it is 
sustained. Modern science as a practice is inherently pro-​uncertainty, 
pro-​dissent, and anti-​closure. In this way, a proponent of the intrinsic 
thesis might argue that some tension exists between conservative 
dispositions and attachments and the very nature (or culture) of sci-
ence in general, regardless of context.

	 *	 Evolution denialists like to call the theory of evolution “Darwinism,” as though ev-
olutionary biologists are mere ideological followers of some charismatic figure.
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None of this requires that the asymmetry thesis be true in the 
strong sense that political conservatives are fundamentally more 
prone to denial than liberals because they are somehow cognitively or 
emotionally deficient. Different issues trigger different biases; some-
times the context “favors” one set of biases over another. Setting aside 
one’s biases is always technically possible, but obviously can be ex-
tremely challenging when the circumstances are particularly threat-
ening to one’s personality and worldview. The climate change issue 
is a perfect storm for conservative personality and conservative ide-
ology. It is a form of impact science that represents a massive threat 
to the existing social and economic order, and in so doing, inciden-
tally threatens demographic identity groups invested in the status quo. 
Solutions will require massive government intervention, the pros-
pect of which is particularly threatening to the especially individual-
istic, small-​government aspects of American conservative ideology. 
(Academic scientists themselves are overwhelmingly left-​leaning,147 
so the information being delivered may be received as an out-​group 
message, implicitly viewed with suspicion as alien and potentially 
hostile.) Add to this a large number of powerful actors, with vested 
interests in preserving the status quo, using political messaging, hired 
obfuscators with science degrees, and allied media outlets to question 
the scientific consensus—​but more important, to whip up the (self-​,  
system-, and identity-​) protective emotional responses that power 
the motivated rejection of that consensus. This is the situation that 
explains the following 2010 message in reference to AGW science 
from Rush Limbaugh, host of what has been the most popular radio 
show in the United States since 1991:148

We really live, folks, in two worlds. There are two worlds. We live 
in two universes. One universe is a lie. One universe is an en-
tire lie. Everything run, dominated, and controlled by the left here 
and around the world is a lie. The other universe is where we are, 
and that’s where reality reigns supreme and we deal with it. And 
seldom do these two universes ever overlap. . . . The Four Corners 
of Deceit:  Government, academia, science, and media. Those 
institutions are now corrupt and exist by virtue of deceit. That’s how 
they promulgate themselves; it is how they prosper.149
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Production science has had the greatest historical effect on humanity. It 
was responsible for the Industrial Revolution and great improvements 
in food production, medicine, transportation, and overall quality of life 
(for those societies with access to it), as well as the technological leaps of 
computing and the internet. However, the secondary science examining 
the impacts of these developments, such as contemporary climate sci-
ence, represents the most consequential science of our time. (Note how 
conservative politicians, when asked how best to address environmental 
concerns, characteristically stress the promise of new technologies—​
new forms of production—​over conservation.) The failure to come to 
a broad societal and political consensus on addressing AGW, pollution, 
and general overuse of resources could not have greater significance 
for the future of the human species. The famous tragedy of the com-
mons, popularized by biologist Garrett Hardin in his classic 1968 essay 
on overpopulation, refers to the problem in shared-​resource situations 
wherein individuals, each acting out of “rational” self-​interest, will, 
almost invariably, collectively produce a result very much against the 
interests of the group as a whole.150 One standard illustration of this 
phenomenon involves a group of individual sheep herders sharing a 
common pastureland for grazing their sheep. A herd of twenty under-
nourished sheep is more profitable than a herd of ten well-​fed sheep. It 
is in the individual self-​interest of each sheep herder to add to his or her 
herd, regardless of what the others are doing. Yet the seemingly inev-
itable, “tragic” consequence of these individual rational decisions will 
be overgrazing and destruction of the commons. This fundamental 
dynamic, Hardin argues, extends to many social and environmental 
situations; one really important example, of course, is the collective ef-
fect of many individual decisions to produce and use energy in ways 
that increase the levels of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere. Solving 
commons problems requires, in each case, a solution to a collective ac-
tion problem. Self-​interested actors (individuals, communities, or na-
tions) must somehow be convinced to forgo immediate self-​interest for 
the collective good. This can be difficult, but especially so when large 
swaths of the population deny the problem in the first place.

In a clever application of the “tragedy of the commons” concept, 
Kahan explains how denial can be individually rational, yet collectively 
harmful. Again, according to his cultural cognition thesis, motivated 
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cognition is primarily a symptom of identity-​protective thinking. Recall 
Elizabeth Anderson’s concept of “expressive rationality”: A member of a 
cultural-​ideological community has very good, self-​interested reasons 
to conform not just his or her behavior but also his or her very beliefs to 
that of the community. Failure to think like your community can have 
negative personal consequences in the form of personal, social, and fi-
nancial penalties. Unfortunately, as Kahan puts it,

As reliably as it promotes expressive rationality at the individual 
level, cultural cognition will often be collectively irrational.  .  .  . 
What makes it expressively rational for individuals to adopt par-
ticular beliefs about risk is not the truth of those beliefs but rather 
the congruence between those beliefs and individuals’ cultural 
commitments. As a result, if beliefs about a societal risk such as 
climate change come to bear meanings congenial to some cultural 
outlooks but hostile to others, expressively rational individuals will 
fail to converge on the best available scientific information (or at 
least fail to converge as rapidly as they otherwise would). . . . Thus, 
while it is, for all intents and purposes, costless for any individual to 
form a perception of risk that is wrong but culturally congenial, it is 
not costless for society—​indeed, it is very harmful to its collective 
welfare—​for individuals in aggregate to form beliefs this way.151

This dynamic is catastrophic. As journalist Ezra Klein puts it, “The ice 
caps don’t care if it’s rational for us to worry about our friendships. If 
the world keeps warming, they’re going to melt regardless of how good 
our individual reasons for doing nothing are.”152 How, then, to move 
forward, and solve this critical collective action problem?

Proponents of the contextual thesis maintain that even mentioning 
the intrinsic thesis is a bad move from a science communication per-
spective. Both Dan Kahan and Erik Nisbet have argued not only that the 
intrinsic thesis fails to capture the universality and context dependency 
of motivated cognition and denial but also that it is massively counter-
productive as a science communication message. Nisbet explains:

[A]‌dvocates of the intrinsic thesis have done science communicators 
a disservice. By promoting the idea that there are inherent 
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psychological differences between conservatives and liberals when 
forming attitudes and making judgments about science, they are 
effectively—​and ironically—​contributing to the very political polar-
ization of science they decry and thereby inhibiting more effective 
science communication.  .  .  . [B]y targeting conservatives specifi-
cally as somehow uniquely deficient when it comes to science, the 
overall framework of the intrinsic thesis lends itself to focusing on 
ideological countermobilization and/​or a conversion of worldviews 
(“If only everyone were liberal!”), rather than to bridging ideological 
gaps (because the intrinsic thesis holds that they cannot be bridged). 
Demonizing a third of the population in a science policy debate by 
claiming they have an insurmountable psychological deficit does 
nothing to promote a solution to the challenges of effective science 
communication.153

An atmosphere of ideological polarization and divisive rhetoric is 
not a good atmosphere for achieving good public policy outcomes. 
Regardless of whether conservatives have a unique psychological 
and/​or ideological resistance to science, or at least a particular resist-
ance to the most salient and critical science of our era, the message 
that conservatives are from Mars and liberals are from Venus renders 
each group as fundamentally alien to the other. This is a message that 
extremists are all too happy to embrace (as evidenced by the Limbaugh 
quote):  Extremists of every stripe like to employ “us against them” 
framing, as it helps consolidate in-​group political support for their in-
flexible ideology.

The research on cultural cognition suggests messages delivered by 
in-​group spokespeople might seem less threatening. Yet the example 
of former congressman Bob Inglis is not encouraging: Loss of effective 
in-​group status can happen quickly.*

Everyone is susceptible to motivated reasoning to some extent; it is 
just triggered by different inputs in different contexts, depending on the 
particular emotional needs of the individual. Regardless of the debate 

	 *	 I’ll have more on positive proposals about science communication in the afterword.
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over the asymmetry thesis, we know that identifiable dispositional 
factors linked to ideology have a lot to do with how members of dif-
ferent identity groups respond to certain scientific messages. Some of 
these messages are urgent.
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3
 Pride, Prejudice, and 

Political Economy

3.1  Political Economics

In the natural sciences, the ideal procedure is for investigators to run 
controlled experiments, in which the effects of some manipulation 
are tested against a control group that is the same as the experimental 
group in relevant respects, except for the experimental condition being 
tested. The results of such experiments can then be confirmed though 
replication. This is not possible when studying the effects of economic 
policies: Economics is ostensibly a science that relies on evidence in 
making predictions about the effects of economic policies, yet in prac-
tice the phenomena studied in economics are chaotic in the technical 
sense of involving hugely complex, interrelated systems and innumer-
able individual decisions. Replication of economic “experiments” is 
impossible because conditions will always be uncontrollably (in both 
senses of the word) different from one application of a given policy 
to the next. Cause and effect is thus difficult to definitively establish. 
Consequently, there is a lot of room for ideologues to exercise selective 
interpretation of economic data in service to their own goals.

Political economics is the study of how government policies af-
fect the economy; by extension, it also refers to ideological positions 
on how and to what extent the state should involve itself in economic 
matters. The beliefs one holds about such matters constitute a pri-
mary dimension of political ideology: An individual’s feelings about 
the desirability of various forms of state interventions in the economy 
are, commonly, heavily determinative as to whether that individual 
aligns with the political left or political right. Liberals favor a variety 
of government interventions in economic life, via regulation (such as 
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minimum-​wage laws), taxation, social insurance, and redistributive 
social welfare programs, to produce an economy where the fruits of 
production are shared more broadly than in a free-​market economy. 
Economic conservatives oppose regulation and social welfare 
spending, largely because they believe that a low taxation, pro-​business 
regime is the most productive, and will in the long run produce the 
highest level of both individual satisfaction and well-​being for the 
greatest number. In this respect, liberals and conservatives largely 
agree on the value of economic activity generally—​namely, its contri-
bution to overall well-​being, as well as to the achievement of individual 
goals. They differ on the factual question as to whether the best way to 
achieve well-​being is via a laissez-​faire approach to economic policies 
(where overall well-​being is thought to be best achieved by minimizing 
interference in individual pursuits), or through a heavier state invest-
ment in public goods and equality of opportunity (where individuals 
are thought to be best served by interventionist policies aimed at the 
greater good).

To what extent do emotional needs and motivated reasoning con-
tribute to ideological positions on political economy? There are sev-
eral respects in which the sorts of motives we have been discussing are 
brought into play by the central questions of political economy. Some 
of the policy positions we see commonly taken in political economy, 
when compared to the state of the evidence, could be sustained only by 
confirmation bias and denial.

System justification theory observes the pervasive influence 
of individual needs for order and stability on political ideology, 
which in turn can affect beliefs about scientific claims either ame-
nable to or undermining the individual’s ideological stance. The na-
ture of the “system” in which individuals live is heavily determined 
by state policies regarding property rights, regulation of economic 
exchanges, employment, trade, and taxation. Thus system justifica-
tion theory would predict extensive motivated cognition with regard 
to beliefs about the pros and cons of economic policies. And with 
plenty of room for confirmation bias in looking at economics, we 
should expect system-​justifying ideologues to conveniently find just 
what they need to validate existing economic systems and status quo 
distributions.
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The cultural cognition thesis notes that some persons, partly because 
of the cultural-​ideological communities with which they identify, are 
highly individualistic and emotionally more comfortable with inegali-
tarian socioeconomic arrangements; others are more communitarian, 
and are dismayed by the prospect of very inegalitarian societies. This 
theory further notes the emotional pressures—​and strategic motives—​
to conform to the beliefs of one’s identity group(s). Economic policy 
has a huge effect on individual freedoms and social equality. Therefore, 
like the proponents of system justification theory, proponents of cul-
tural cognition theory would also expect to see affect bias implicated in 
factual judgments about the economy.

Naturally, there is also tremendous room for self-​ and group-​serving 
bias in forming views about how economic systems are affected by po-
litical decisions. It is not difficult to imagine how someone’s judgments 
about the costs and benefits of economic policies might be swayed 
simply by the expected effects of those policies on him or herself, or on 
the community with which he or she identifies.

The self-​serving, the system justifier, and the cultural cognizer 
among us should all be expected occasionally to succumb to distorted 
thinking about what the government should or should not do vis-​à-​
vis the economy. Multiple motives to denial and rationalization are 
strongly instigated by issues in political economy; and because of the 
inherent complexity of economics, the kind of wiggle room needed 
to selectively interpret the economic lessons of history and to selec-
tively assess the claims of economists and lawmakers is always there for 
the ideologue. Conditions are ripe for denial. If ideologues can confi-
dently deny the overwhelming evidence behind anthropogenic global 
warming, evolution by natural selection, and vaccine safety, what 
chance does the science of economics have?

We saw in the last chapter that some left-​leaning proponents of the 
asymmetry thesis believe there is a particular propensity to deny sci-
ence and reality on the part of political conservatives. A set of leftist 
economists and pundits have recently been making the case that 
the central economic tenets of contemporary conservatism are the 
product of motivated reasoning—​and even have gone so far as to draw 
an analogy between this phenomenon and climate science denialism. 
“Denial” is a strong word to use in explaining political disagreement, 
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be it over economic policy or anything else. To justify employing this 
concept, we need to see two main elements: First, the dogmatic rejec-
tion of evidence that otherwise really should cause one to rethink one’s 
position; and second, some good reasons to interpret this rejection 
of evidence as deriving from implicit bias consequent on underlying 
emotional needs.

In this chapter, I look at two familiar routes to an ideology of small-​
government conservatism with regard to the economy: supply-​side ec-
onomics and property-​rights libertarianism. The first rests on a factual 
claim about the broad growth effects of low taxation (and minimal reg-
ulation) on corporations and the investor class. The second relies on 
a moral claim about the fundamentality of individual liberty and the 
right to private property. These seem like very different ways to arrive 
at roughly the same conclusions about political economy. As we shall 
see, however, they are quite similar in an essential respect: Informed 
true believers in each case are engaging in motivated reasoning that 
demonstrably stems from identical roots in attributional biases related 
to race and class.

One factual assertion about political economics has become a cen-
tral orthodoxy in U.S. political conservatism over the last thirty-​five 
years—​namely, that cutting taxes on businesses and the wealthier in-
vestor class, reducing regulation on business and finance, and cutting 
spending on social welfare programs will lead to more investment, ec-
onomic expansion, and job growth, thus growing the economy in ways 
that materially benefit everyone. That the economy is driven by the 
investment class is the fundamental belief underlying what is known 
as supply-​side economics, or sometimes colloquially as “trickle-​
down” economics. The opposing school of thought is demand-​side, or 
“Keynesian,” economics, which holds that total economic product is 
most heavily influenced by demand, and so policies that put more re-
sources in the hands of working people are best for overall growth and 
well-​being: The demand-​sider thinks that directly stimulating bottom-​
up demand will most efficiently spur investment and growth. During 
a downturn or recession, the demand-​side theorist’s recommendation 
for economic stimulus is more government spending, whereas the 
supply-​side theorist recommends tax cuts and spending cuts.
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U.S.  economic policy has moved strongly toward the 
recommendations of supply-​side economics since the 1970s. The 
Reagan administration cut the top marginal federal income tax rate 
from 70% to 28%; the top rate eventually rebounded somewhat into 
the thirties, and since then has been occasionally raised or lowered 
by a couple percentage points or so depending on the political party 
in power. Perhaps even more significant are changes to the long-​term 
capital gains tax on investment income, because many of the wealth-
iest citizens make the bulk of their income from investments: This rate 
declined from a high of 39.5% in 1978 to 15% for most investors now.1 
Taxes on dividend income also declined sharply, and estate taxes have 
been heavily curtailed. Corporate taxes were slashed (just as they were 
considerably reduced again in 2018, for the same stated reasons). Over 
the same period of time, the U.S. government made several significant 
moves toward deregulation of the banking and investment sectors. 
The Reagan-​era enactment of supply-​side policies was accompanied 
by cuts in aid to the poor, including food aid, housing, health care, job 
training, unemployment, and community block grants.2 The stated ra-
tionale was that this assistance was both wasteful and unnecessary, as 
the increased job opportunities for the poor deriving from the benefits 
of supply-​side tax cuts and deregulation would more than make up for 
the losses in aid. (Total social spending has increased since that time, 
but that increase has been driven mainly by the costs of social insur-
ance programs like Medicare and Social Security, not social welfare 
programs.)

According to the story of supply-​side economics, these moves 
should have combined to increase overall economic growth, and, 
further, the effects of this growth should have been enjoyed to some 
extent by all (if not necessarily equally). And yet, over the period of 
time since the U.S. economy pivoted strongly toward supply-​side eco-
nomics, the income of the wealthiest 1% has increased by hundreds of 
percentage points while, according to a comprehensive 2017 analysis, 
“average pre-​tax real national income per adult . . . has stagnated for 
the bottom 50% of the distribution at about $16,000 a year.”3 Indeed, 
income for most of the bottom 90% (depending on exactly how it is 
measured) has either declined, remained flat, or grown very mod-
estly, at best.4 And this statistic doesn’t take into account the fact that, 
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over the same period of time, the number of dual-​income households 
increased from less than 50% to more than 60%, and the rise in the 
cost of housing, health care, and college tuition have outpaced infla-
tion by wide margins5: Merely noting the stagnation of household in-
come for the bottom 90% thus masks the much-​increased financial 
burdens borne by middle-​ and lower-​income families. Consequently, 
most middle-​ and lower-​income U.S. families have experienced either 
no gain or negative gain in household wealth over the last few decades, 
with all the considerable gains from overall growth going to upper-​
income Americans (and almost all of that increase going to the very 
wealthiest).6 Life for the middle class has improved in some ways—​in 
the form of greater access to high-​tech communication and entertain-
ment devices, for example—​but has regressed in terms of financial 
security and long-​term debt burden. Supply-​side policy has patently 
failed to live up to its promises.

Further, small corrections to the supply-​side course have not 
resulted in the negative growth impacts predicted by supply-​side 
theory. Modest federal tax increases for the wealthy under the two 
post-​Reagan Democratic presidents in 1993, 2009, and 2013 were, 
in each case, met by conservative economists and pundits with 
predictions of economic downturns. They were instead each followed 
by extended periods of economic expansion.7

And yet, leading conservatives continue to find the key to overall 
prosperity in reducing the tax burden for the top earners, so as to spur 
investment and growth. According to former Speaker of the House 
John Boehner, in 2010: “We’ve seen over the last 30 years that lower 
marginal tax rates have led to a growing economy, more employment 
and more people paying taxes.”8 The conservative economic policy 
advocacy group The Club for Growth agrees: “Just as Keynesian stim-
ulus has failed every time it has been tried, “supply side” tax cuts have 
worked every time they have been tried. . . . To stimulate GDP growth, 
a tax cut has to cut the marginal tax rates upon which the decision 
makers in the economy base their decisions to work and, above all, to 
invest.”9

Is there evidence that tax cuts stimulate GDP growth? Let’s look at 
the actual relationship between top marginal income tax rates and U.S. 
GDP growth since 1950 (see figure 3.1).10 Overall, higher income tax 
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rates are correlated with higher average GDP growth, and lower rates 
are correlated with lower growth.

Figure 3.2 is another way of visualizing the association between top 
tax rates and overall growth, covering the period from 1950 through 
2017.11

This is all mere correlation. It is entirely possible that factors un-
related to supply-​side policy have been responsible for lower average 
growth in low-​tax eras. Conservatives blame the recessions and slow 
growth we have seen over the last thirty-​five years on government 
regulations, wasteful bureaucracy, expensive social programs, exces-
sive demands by labor unions, illegal immigration, tariffs, and/​or ec-
onomic globalization. However, in light of the correlational data, it is 
utterly obtuse to maintain that cutting taxes on the wealthy has actu-
ally been proven to be the best way to spur growth.

Recent years have provided two examples of experiments on the effects 
of supply-​side economics that are as close to controlled studies as one 
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Figure 3.1  Top Marginal Income Tax Rates and U.S. GDP Growth Since 1950
Source: Based on GDP data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (https://​
www.bea.gov/​data/​gdp/​gross-​domestic-​product#gdp), and tax rate data from the 
Brookings Institution’s Tax Policy Center (https://​www.taxpolicycenter.org/​statistics/​
historical-​highest-​marginal-​income-​tax-​rates).

https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gross-domestic-product#gdp
https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gross-domestic-product#gdp
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/statistics/historical-highest-marginal-income-tax-rates
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/statistics/historical-highest-marginal-income-tax-rates
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could hope for: Kansas and Wisconsin. Each state saw the ascension of 
a conservative Republican governor and a Republican legislative ma-
jority in 2011. Each state immediately began a program of tax cuts for 
wealthy individuals and businesses, even as public spending benefiting 
the poor and middle class was cut. New Kansas governor Sam Brownback 
and the Republican-​controlled legislature instituted a steep cut in per-
sonal income taxes on the wealthy and eliminated taxes for most Kansas 
businesses. Brownback himself described this as an “experiment” by 
which the basic principle of supply-​side economics could be proven—​
namely, that tax cuts stimulate economic growth. He explained, “On 
taxes, you need to get your overall rates down . . . in my estimation to 
create growth. And we’ll see how it works. We’ll have a real-​life experi-
ment.”12 As he put it, “My focus is to create a red-​state model that allows 
the Republican ticket to say, ‘See we’ve got a different way, and it works.’ ”13
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Figure 3.2  Top Tax Rates and Overall Growth, 1950–​2017.
Source: Based on GDP data from the Bureau of Economic Analysis (https://​
www.bea.gov/​data/​gdp/​gross-​domestic-​product#gdp), and tax rate data from the 
Brookings Institution’s Tax Policy Center (https://​www.taxpolicycenter.org/​statistics/​
historical-​highest-​marginal-​income-​tax-​rates).

https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gross-domestic-product#gdp
https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gross-domestic-product#gdp
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/statistics/historical-highest-marginal-income-tax-rates
https://www.taxpolicycenter.org/statistics/historical-highest-marginal-income-tax-rates
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Subsequently, Kansas and Wisconsin have each lagged badly both 
regionally and nationally in economic recovery and job growth.14 Each 
state has had to make very large spending cuts to balance their respec-
tive budgets, as revenues from the growth that was expected did not 
materialize. Over the same period, Minnesota and California went in 
the opposite direction: They raised taxes and increased spending, and 
proceeded to lead the nation in job growth. These sorts of comparisons 
make it difficult to rationalize the failure of supply-​side policies en-
tirely in terms of excessive spending, regulation, or economic globali-
zation and foreign competition.

Tax policy organizations from across the political spectrum agree 
that the 2017 tax cut for corporations and the wealthy will fail to create 
enough growth to pay for itself; the most optimistic projections—​
including those by conservative economists, right-​wing think tanks, 
and Congress’ own nonpartisan Joint Committee on Taxation—​
foresee meager additional growth and an increase of between 1 and 1.5 
trillion in new debt over ten years.15 All these projections were denied 
by politicians pushing the measure. U.S. unemployment overall is low, 
but wages haven’t budged and quality of life for labor and the middle 
class continues to degrade.

The high standard of living for the working classes in the highly pro-
gressive, socialist democracies of Western Europe and Scandinavia 
also presents problems for claims about the benefits of low taxes and 
deregulated financial and employment markets. As psychologist and 
Evonomics columnist Denise Cummings puts it,

So let us ask the question: Has socialism ever worked? The Prosperity 
Index measures over 100 countries on 89 economic analysis 
variables. The top 10 countries on this index in 2015 were Norway, 
Switzerland, Denmark, New Zealand, Sweden, Canada, Australia, 
Netherlands, Finland and Ireland. (The United States ranked 11th). 
What do these countries have in common? They all incorporate gen-
erous social programs with capitalist democracies. They confer gen-
erous welfare benefits through the redistribution of wealth, yet civil 
liberties are abundant, and there are few restrictions on the flow of 
capital or of labor. So it seems that countries that incorporate social 
programs into their socioeconomic policies do in fact thrive.16
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(Further, upward mobility in all of these countries is markedly better 
than in the United States.17) One fundamental presumption behind 
calls for supply-​side tax cuts for the wealthy and for corporations seems 
to be that taxation is a burden rather than an investment. Economic 
policy expert Ha-​Joon Chang recently wrote:

If tax really were a pure burden, all rich individuals and companies 
would move to Paraguay or Bulgaria, where the top rate of income 
tax is 10%. Of course, this does not happen because, in those coun-
tries, in return for low tax you get poor public services. . . . Japanese 
and German companies don’t move out of their countries in droves 
despite some of the highest corporate income tax rates in the world 
(31% and 30%, respectively) because they get good infrastruc-
ture, well-​educated workers, strong public support for research 
and development, and well-​functioning administrative and legal 
systems.18

Critics of socialism claim that high-​tax and high-​regulation economies 
stifle entrepreneurship and innovation. Writing for The Atlantic, 
Finnish-​born journalist Anu Partenen pointed out:

Sweden has Ikea, H&M, Spotify, and Volvo, to name a few. From 
Denmark have come Lego, Carlsberg, and one of the world’s largest 
pharmaceutical companies, Novo Nordisk. A  Swede and a Dane 
co-​founded the video calling service Skype. The core program-
ming code of Linux—​the leading operating system running on the 
world’s servers and supercomputers—​was developed by a Finn. The 
Finnish company Nokia was the world’s largest mobile phone maker 
for more than a decade. And newer players like Finland’s Supercell 
and Rovio, creators of the ubiquitous video games Clash of Clans and 
Angry Birds, or Sweden’s Mojang, the publisher of the equally pop-
ular video game Minecraft, are changing the face of online gaming. 
Nordic countries are well-​ranked when it comes to helping facil-
itate starting a business. At the most basic level, what the Nordic 
approach does is reduce the risk of starting a company, since basic 
services such as education and health care are covered for regardless 
of the fledgling company’s fate. In addition, companies themselves 
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are freed from the burdens of having to offer such services for their 
employees at the scale American companies do.19

In Sweden, there are twenty new startup businesses per 1000 
employees, as opposed to just five in the United States.20 Swedish en-
trepreneurship benefited from some targeted tax cuts and deregula-
tion in the 1990s, but entrepreneurs in Sweden have also benefited 
greatly from universal access to health care, government-​subsidized 
child care, and free university.

In 2012, the Library of Congress’ nonpartisan Congressional 
Research Service produced a report concluding that various cuts to top 
tax rates since 1945 have had no positive effect on growth:

The reduction in the top tax rates appears to be uncorrelated with 
saving, investment and productivity growth. The top tax rates ap-
pear to have little or no relation to the size of the economic pie. 
However, the top tax rate reductions appear to be associated with 
the increasing concentration of income at the top of the income 
distribution.21

In 2015, a report by several International Monetary Fund economists 
similarly found that tax policies favoring the wealthy have been coun-
terproductive for growth, and called for an overall focus on policies—​
such as laws mandating higher minimum wages—​that directly 
increase the income share for the poor. The report’s analysis of the 
results of economic policy in over 150 countries showed that:

If the income share of the top 20% increases, then GDP growth actu-
ally declines over the medium term, suggesting that the benefits do 
not trickle down. In contrast, an increase in the income share of the 
bottom 20% is associated with higher GDP growth.22

The TV host and former Republican congressman Joe Scarborough 
recently was called upon to explain the surprising wave of anti-​
establishment populism among working-​class Republican primary 
voters in the run-​up to the 2016 presidential election. Scarborough 
described the disconnect between the theory of supply-​side economics 



138  The Truth about Denial

and what has actually happened since that theory became politically 
predominant in the United States:

The problem with the Republican Party over the past 30 years is 
they haven’t—​and I’ll say, we haven’t—​developed a message that ap-
peals to the working class Americans economically in a way that 
Donald Trump’s does. We talk about cutting capital gains taxes that 
the 10,000 people that in the crowd cheering for Donald Trump, 
they are never going to get a capital gains cut because it doesn’t 
apply. . . . We talk about getting rid of the death tax. The death tax 
is not going to impact the 10,000 people in the crowd for Donald 
Trump. We talk about how great free trade deals are. Those free 
trade deals never trickle down to those 10,000 people in Donald 
Trump’s rallies. . . . But herein lies the problem with the Republican 
Party: It never trickles down! Those people in Trump’s crowds, those 
are all the ones that lost the jobs when they get moved to Mexico 
and elsewhere. The Republican donor class are the ones that got rich 
off of it because their capital moved overseas and they made higher 
profits.23

Note that Scarborough was a founder of the ultra-​conservative, small-​
government “New Federalist” group in Congress, and had a lifetime 
95% rating from the American Conservative Union. He even received 
awards, while in Congress, from the pro–​supply-​side, anti-​taxation 
groups Americans for Tax Reform and Citizens Against Government 
Waste. Bruce Bartlett, a key architect of the successful 1981 Reagan ad-
ministration push for supply-​side tax policy, now says that there is no 
evidence that tax cuts generally spur growth. Bartlett notes that aggre-
gate real U.S. GDP growth was higher in the high-​tax ’70s than in the 
supply-​side ’80s.24 Conservative policy expert Henry Olsen laments 
that “The G.O.P. remains intellectually wedded to dying dogma. The 
congressional party really wants to do nothing other than cut taxes for 
businesspeople and the top bracket based on what can only be called 
religious devotion to supply-​side theory.”25

Low corporate tax rates don’t contribute to job growth, either. 
Profitable companies enjoying particularly low tax burdens in recent 
years have used their resources to pay dividends, to buy back stock, to 
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increase executive salaries, and to automate production and/​or move 
operations overseas.26

Yet none of this has led to any detectable change in view on the part 
of other conservative political leaders, economists, or pundits. The 
major Republican candidates for president in 2016 all called for very 
large tax cuts aimed primarily at the wealthy investor class, coupled 
with cuts to social welfare programs. Marco Rubio’s plan, for example, 
called for large cuts to income tax rates and for the elimination of “all 
taxes on capital gains, dividends, interest, and inherited estates.”27 This 
plan would have reduced tax revenues by about $6.8 trillion dollars 
over ten years,28 yet the conservative Tax Foundation claims that, by 
the end of that period, the positive effects on growth would be so great 
that the result would be a budget surplus.29 Donald Trump’s cam-
paign initially promised $9.5 trillion in cuts over ten years while, as 
usual, promising that these cuts would pay for themselves in increased 
GDP growth.30 After widespread ridicule of the original plan, his re-
vised plan involved $6.2 trillion in cuts (applying almost entirely to 
the wealthy and to corporations) over the same period.31 The 2017 
Trump tax bill was more of the same: a massive reduction in taxes to 
corporations and the wealthy. This reduction is claimed to be “revenue 
neutral” at worst in the long-​term because of the economic growth it 
will spur. No nonpartisan private or public analysts agree.32 When it 
comes to Republican politicians, one possible explanation for this ob-
stinacy is that these policies please their wealthy donors: Regardless 
of predictions about their effects on overall well-​being, supply-​side 
policies directly serve the immediate interests of the wealthy and con-
versely for demand-​side policies. This by itself could provide sufficient 
motivation to bullshit about the benefits of supply-​side economic 
policies. But this wouldn’t explain the ongoing devotion of conserva-
tive economists, plus other sophisticated pundits and supporters, to 
this untenable economic theory.

Any genuine confusion that conservative elites seem to be 
experiencing over economic data and economic history is more plau-
sibly attributed to motivated reasoning than to ignorance. The evi-
dence distinctly fails to support any notion that conservatives know 
less about the economy than leftists: A 2011 Pew survey, for example, 
showed that self-​identified Republicans were much more likely than 
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self-​identified Democrats to correctly estimate the unemployment 
rate and to be aware that the United States is running a trade deficit.33 
System justification theory would predict conservative opposition to 
redistributive economic policies that disrupt the status quo social-​
economic order by reducing inequality. As we have discussed, this 
theory detects in ideological conservatives emotional needs for order 
and structure, and heightened sensitivity to uncertainty and threat; 
psychologist John Jost and others argue that these traits are closely tied 
to conservatives finding comforting stability in inegalitarian socioeco-
nomic arrangements:

Fear, aggression, threat, and pessimism, we propose, may be re-
ciprocally related to the endorsement of inequality. Insofar as ine-
quality seems intrinsically linked to the struggle for dominance, its 
engagement may exact a price in the form of fear, anxiety, and suspi-
ciousness. Fear, in turn, may be (temporarily) allayed by admitting 
the reality of threat and preparing to address it by single-​mindedly 
confronting one’s foes (real or imaginary) and hence embracing ine-
quality as a social necessity. In summary, then, we argue that fear and 
uncertainty are centrally linked to the core convictions of political 
conservatives to resist change and justify inequality, especially to the 
extent that the status quo breeds inequality.34

The theory that conservatives are conservative, in part, because of their 
distinctive attraction to stability and tradition would explain motivated 
reasoning on the part of conservatives in favor of supply-​side economic 
policies: Supply-​side economics, by limiting or eliminating redistrib-
utive and regulatory burdens on existing economic elites and their 
business concerns, serves the status quo economic hierarchy. Political 
scientist Corey Robin broadly characterizes conservatism—​in any so-
cial or national context—​as an ideology of reactionary hierarchicalism 
that exists to preserve an existing, inegalitarian socioeconomic order:

Since the modern era began, men and women in subordinate 
positions have marched against their superiors. They have gathered 
under different banners—​the labor movement, feminism, aboli-
tion, socialism—​and shouted different slogans:  freedom, equality, 
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democracy, revolution. In virtually every instance, their superiors 
have resisted them. That march and démarche of democracy is one 
of the main stories of modern politics. And it is the second half of 
that story, the démarche, that drives the development of ideas we call 
conservative. For that is what conservatism is: a meditation on, and 
theoretical rendition of, the felt experience of having power, seeing it 
threatened, and trying to win it back.35

Where hierarchicalist conservatives are pro-​government, it is mainly 
with regard to those functions of government that protect property—​
and social position—​via enforcement of contracts, policing, and mil-
itary defense; they are anti-​government where government action 
counters inegalitarian social and economic arrangements. Economist 
Paul Krugman argues that the same reactionary essence of conserva-
tism described by Robin lends itself to deep-​seated anti-​government 
sentiments, where government is viewed as the avenue for redress of 
complaints about systemic unfairness and structural inequality:

Why the dogmatism? Why the rage? And why do these issues go to-
gether, with the set of people insisting that climate change is a hoax 
pretty much the same as the set of people insisting that any attempt 
at providing universal health insurance must lead to disaster and tyr-
anny? Well, it strikes me that the immovable position in each of these 
cases is bound up with rejecting any role for government that serves the 
public interest. If you don’t want the government to impose controls 
or fees on polluters, you want to deny that there is any reason to limit 
emissions. If you don’t want the combination of regulation, mandates 
and subsidies that is needed to extend coverage to the uninsured, you 
want to deny that expanding coverage is even possible. And claims 
about the magical powers of tax cuts are often little more than a mask 
for the real agenda of crippling government by starving it of revenue.36

The system justification story is consistent with the aspect of cul-
tural cognition theory that identifies a kind of cultural-​identity 
group of hierarchical individualists who are attracted a do-​it-​yourself 
ethics, and who are dismayed (potentially, to the point of the “rage” 
Krugman perceives) by redistributive and egalitarian socioeconomic 
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policies. But cultural cognition theorist Dan Kahan would dispute 
that hierarchical-​individualists are different in their fundamental psy-
chology from egalitarian-​communitarians. Kahan is adamant that 
cultural cognition is equal opportunity:  Egalitarian-​communitarian 
liberals, he claims, are just as vulnerable to motivated reasoning as are 
conservatives. They should be expected to exhibit confirmation bias 
about the benefits of egalitarian demand-​side policies. For example, 
liberals are often criticized by the political right for their knee-​jerk 
opposition to any reductions in certain government programs and 
subsidies, and to the privatization of various public institutions, de-
spite being unable to present evidence of the superior efficiency of the 
public sphere in enhancing self-​reliance and providing public goods.

Responding to Kahan, pundit Ezra Klein makes a couple of plausible 
points in defense of an asymmetry between conservative Republicans 
and liberal Democrats on political economy. Klein agrees with Kahan 
that motivated cognition is something all individuals are subject to, 
but notes that decisions with regard to political economy are made not 
at the individual level but, rather, at the party level.

A point Kahan makes in his research is that being wrong about 
policy is costless for most people. “Nothing any ordinary member 
of the public personally believes about the existence, causes, or likely 
consequences of global warming will affect the risk that climate 
changes poses to her, or to anyone or anything she cares about,” he 
writes. But that’s not true for political parties—​particularly political 
parties that have to govern. . . . The debt ceiling is a perfect example. 
Raising the debt ceiling always polls terribly. But the governing party 
always does it anyway because they know the alternative is worse. 
Their incentives to get reelected trump their incentives to pander to 
their base. That’s less true for minority parties. They have the luxury 
of being irresponsible. They can posture against the debt ceiling and 
complain about the deficit and swear they have a better way to re-
form health care that they’re just not ready to reveal. For them, bad 
evidence can often lead to good electoral outcomes.37

Political party posturing, in turn, affects what identity means to the in-
dividual already ideologically allied to a political party. As Klein notes, 
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the Republican Party is much more ideologically monolithic than the 
Democratic Party. (In 2014, 70% of Republicans identified themselves 
as “conservative,” while only 44% of Democrats identified themselves 
as “liberal.”38):

Another argument here is that the Democratic Party has to face up to 
the fact that there are fewer liberals in America than conservatives. 
Surveys consistently show that there are about twice as many self-​
identified conservatives as self-​identified liberals. That might mean 
that the Republican Party is pulled more towards the groupthink of 
conservatives than the Democratic Party is towards the groupthink 
of liberals.

We could certainly point out historical leftist denialism with respect 
to, say, the promise of communism long after massive inefficiencies in 
heavily managed economies became evident; liberals more recently 
are often accused of defending particular government institutions, 
programs, and/​or regulatory schemes in the face of high costs and a 
lack of proven results. Some of these accusations have undoubtedly 
been true, and probably some still are. But the overall trend in the 
United States for over thirty-​five years has been toward the tax-​cutting, 
privatizing, deregulating supply-​side economic program. There has 
been no major pushback over this period, even when the Democratic 
Party has been in power. Note that a major revision to welfare, the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, 
which eliminated the Aid to Families with Dependent Children pro-
gram and imposed stringent work requirements on welfare, was 
supported and signed by Democratic president Bill Clinton in 1996, 
despite bitter opposition by progressive elements in his party; Clinton 
also signed several major pieces of financial market deregulation 
into law, notably the Gramm-​Leach-​Bliley Act and the Commodity 
Futures Modernization Act. Obama’s Affordable Care Act expanded 
access to medical care in large part by subsidizing private health in-
surance coverage—​a considerable transfer of public funds to pri-
vate companies, via a strategy originally devised by the conservative 
Heritage Foundation and promoted in the 1990s by conservatives in 
Congress. Neither of the two post-​Reagan, Democratic presidential 
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administrations has fundamentally challenged the supply-​side con-
sensus that superseded the Roosevelt New Deal consensus.

So the ascendancy of supply-​side and pro-​business thinking makes 
that approach more salient to the issue of denial in political economics. 
Further, as we saw with denialism in the face of impact science, a de 
facto asymmetry can arise when the most salient economic data works 
systematically against a particular ideology. A liberal economist like 
Krugman can claim—​with justification—​that the failure of supply-​
side policies to “raise all boats” over the last thirty-​five years is evident. 
A relatively engaged conservative should have access to enough infor-
mation at least to question the ongoing conservative supply-​side, tax-​
cutting, financial-​deregulation orthodoxy.

Are some conservatives in denial about their favored theory of ec-
onomic growth? Given the state of the evidence, how else to explain 
the unshakeable belief on the part of many political and economic 
sophisticates that overall well-​being is always best served by less taxa-
tion and less social spending?

3.2  Poverty and the Fundamental 
Attribution Error

Attraction to stability and hierarchy may play a part in conservative 
motivated cognition about political economics, as may cultural cogni-
tion within an ideologically monolithic political party and its network 
of supportive media and interest groups. But there are other significant 
biases that may be even more fundamental, in that they may them-
selves explain the visceral anti-​egalitarian impulses that in turn fuel 
the rationalizations of economic conservatism.

Consider the famous 2012 remark from presidential candidate Mitt 
Romney, captured surreptitiously on video as he addressed a group of 
wealthy donors at a private dinner:

There are 47 percent of the people who will vote for the president no 
matter what. All right, there are 47 percent who are with him, who 
are dependent upon government, who believe that they are victims, 
who believe that government has a responsibility to care for them, 
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who believe that they are entitled to health care, to food, to housing, 
to you name it. That that’s an entitlement. And the government 
should give it to them. . . . These are people who pay no income tax. 
Forty-​seven percent of Americans pay no income tax. So our mes-
sage of low taxes doesn’t connect. And he’ll be out there talking about 
tax cuts for the rich. I mean that’s what they sell every four years. And 
so my job is not to worry about those people—​I’ll never convince 
them that they should take personal responsibility and care for their 
lives.39

So individuals representing 47% of the country have issues with ir-
responsibility and an unwarranted sense of entitlement. This is the 
reason for their lack of economic success, and this is the reason they 
will not support the Republicans on their supply-​side program of cut-
ting taxes and benefits. Romney’s running mate, Paul Ryan, subse-
quently House Speaker, agreed, and attributed the problem to a culture 
of dependency:

We have got this tailspin of culture, in our inner cities in particular, 
of men not working and just generations of men not even thinking 
about working or learning the value and the culture of work, and so 
there is a real culture problem here that has to be dealt with.40

Heritage Foundation associate Matthew Spalding explains:

Under a culture of dependency, poverty becomes a trap, and 
recipients get stuck. Long-​term welfare recipients lose work habits 
and job skills and miss out on the marketplace contacts that lead to 
job opportunities. That’s a key reason the government should require 
welfare recipients to work as much as they can.41

In an essay on “The Nature of Poverty” in the New York Times, well-​
known conservative pundit David Brooks explains that “the real 
barriers to mobility” for those in poverty are not a lack of resources but, 
rather, “are matters of social psychology, the quality of relationships in 
a home and a neighborhood that either encourage or discourage re-
sponsibility, future-​oriented thinking, and practical ambition.”42 In 
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the social sciences, this theory is sometimes referred to as the deficit 
theory of poverty, according to which “poor people are poor because 
of their own moral and intellectual deficiencies.”43

Each of the above conservative thinkers is highly educated, in pos-
session of his own research staff, and extremely engaged in the rele-
vant issues. Each, one supposes, must be aware of the fact that most 
poor people in the United States are either employed or are a family 
dependent of a working person: The Census Bureau reports that, as 
of 2011, about two-​thirds of the 33 million people living in families 
below the poverty line had at least one family member working.44 As 
Romney noted, about 47% of Americans pay no federal income tax. 
This is not because they do not work and pay taxes, but because their 
income is too low for them to be subject to the federal income tax, and/​
or they qualify for the Earned Income Tax Credit. Federal income tax 
(which many of the wealthy mostly avoid because much of their in-
come is investment income) represents only about one-​fifth of the total 
tax burden as a share of income. The working poor pay federal payroll 
taxes, state and local income taxes, property taxes, sales taxes, utility 
taxes, and excise taxes. A plurality of the 47% of Americans who pay no 
income taxes are elderly and on a fixed income.45 Many of the others are 
unwillingly unemployed due to lack of opportunity or to disability. The 
notion that social welfare programs discourage work is not supported 
by the evidence. A recent study, by Harvard and MIT economists, of 
direct cash-​transfer programs for the poor in seven countries found no 
evidence of a negative impact on number of people employed or hours 
worked.46 The biggest U.S. subsidy for working-​age poor adults is the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, which we know increases work participa-
tion substantially.47 It strains credibility to suggest that these leading 
political figures, pundits, and members of economic think tanks have 
never even been exposed to these facts about the working poor, the un-
employed, the elderly, and the disabled. Yet opponents of social safety-​
net policies persist in attributing poverty not to a lack of resources, 
opportunity, or ability but, rather, to failures of character stemming 
from membership in a subculture that does not value work.

Sociologists John Levi Martin and Matthew Desmond argue that, 
in ideological contexts, stereotypes function as a kind of cognitive 
shortcut.48 For example, if you believe that “corporations are evil,” or 
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“Black people have a culture of poverty,” you know what policies to 
support without having to examine the details and use complex rea-
soning. Martin and Desmond cite research supporting the conclu-
sion that the politically sophisticated are even more inclined to work 
off stereotypes in forming political opinions.49 Consequently—​and 
paradoxically—​the most politically sophisticated are the ones best able 
to avoid complex reasoning about policy:

[S]‌ophisticated ideologues have a world that corresponds to their 
position in contrast to those of their opponents. In other words, ide-
ology carries with it a sense of the political landscape and the ways 
persons are situated in it. The politically knowledgeable are, not sur-
prisingly, more likely to think they know the world—​even when their 
knowledge is inaccurate. They are more confident that they know 
who the average welfare recipient is and are more likely to marshal 
this ‘‘knowledge’’ in support of their ideological predispositions. . . . 
This suggests that what political ideology does in terms of orienting 
citizens to forming policy opinions is not to give them a set of values 
or images of the good society that can then be used as major premises 
in syllogistic reasoning. For ideology, like other developed senses-​of-​
place, allows for a switch to a simplistic, top-​down form of cognition, 
and an avoidance of detailed logical reasoning.50

As Zaller noted in The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion, polit-
ical sophistication—​far from guaranteeing critical engagement with 
the issues—​can facilitate automatic partisanship, resulting in well-​
informed citizens “react[ing] mechanically to political ideas based 
on political cues about their partisan implications.”51 Martin and 
Desmond suggest that, while the politically sophisticated may be in 
possession of more information than the unsophisticated, “what sets 
politically astute ideologies apart from the less astute is not that they 
know how their values and beliefs should produce opinions, but that 
they know what to believe given what they value.”52 This conclusion 
is very much in line with what we see in the social psychology re-
search on motivated reasoning, where greater sophistication is asso-
ciated with greater confidence in those ideological positions arrived at 
by motivated cognition. Greater levels of education are very evidently 
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associated with greater political polarization, including greater nega-
tive assessments of adherents of opposing political views.53

The deficit theory understanding of why poor people are, or remain, 
poor is not limited to elites, however; it is broadly reflected among 
Republicans, according to a 2014 Pew survey. When asked which has 
more to do with a person being wealthy, 57% of Republicans answered 
“Because he or she worked harder than others,” versus 32% who 
answered “Because he or she had more advantages.” When asked which 
is more to blame if a person is poor, 51% chose “Lack of effort on his 
or her part,” versus 32% who chose “Circumstances beyond his or her 
control.” (Democrats came down even more strongly on the opposite 
side for each of these.54) Might these results simply be a reflection of 
conservatives valuing hard work and self-​reliance more than liberals? 
Martin and Desmond studied this very question. They found that a 
group of people ranging across the political spectrum from “strong lib-
eral” to “strong conservative” demonstrated uniform and enthusiastic 
support for the value of “self-​reliance.” But when members of that same 
group were asked why the poor are poor, the strong conservatives were 
25 times more likely than the strong liberals to select “not working 
hard enough” over “lack of education.” As we discussed in chapter 1, 
the difference between ideologues on this point, as on many others, is 
not a difference in values but a difference in factual beliefs. Much of the 
time, when liberals and conservatives differ on political economy and 
the appropriateness of policies directed at helping the poor, they differ 
not on how much they value self-​reliance but, rather, on how “worthy” 
the prospective recipients are. In turn, the assessment of how worthy 
someone is depends on one’s perception of how much an individual’s 
success depends on his or her circumstances.55

To understand this phenomenon, and how it plays out in politics, we 
need to talk about self-​serving and group-​serving bias, and how these 
biases feed on something called the fundamental attribution error.

It’s easy to discern the potential for self-​serving bias as it affects rea-
soning about political economy. Naturally, those individuals who, for 
whatever reason, find themselves in a good (relative) material position 
will be motivated to buy into factual claims that would tend to sustain 
and justify their accustomed position. One central respect in which 
such beliefs are rationalized is through a particular way of interpreting 



Pride, Prejudice, and Political Economy  149

different relative economic positions. Social psychologist José Duarte 
and colleagues complain that system justification theorists have un-
critically interpreted “endorsement of the efficacy of hard work” as 
“rationalization of inequality.”56 Psychologists John Chambers and 
Barry Schlenker argue that endorsement of the efficacy of hard work 
should be interpreted in terms of a belief in “personal agency” rather 
than in “meritocracy.”57 Yet it remains the case that it would be diffi-
cult for most individuals to feel justified in their superior economic 
position if they attributed any substantial portion of that difference in 
position to circumstantial factors. Consider the potential dissonance 
in believing both that “The system under which I  thrive and others 
do less well is justified” and “Most people who are financially well off 
under this system are lucky, and most others are victims of undeserved 
disadvantages.” Rationalizing an inegalitarian economic system, while 
simultaneously maintaining the sense of an overall moral justification 
for the resulting unequal distribution of goods and resources, requires 
that one represent success and failure under this system as generally 
due to merit rather than luck. In fact, the language of “meritocracy” (as 
opposed to “personal agency”) is well represented among conserva-
tive economic spokespersons: Prominent conservative economist and 
New York Times columnist Tyler Cowen, for example, has claimed that, 
thanks to technological developments and globalization, our economy 
has progressed from a meritocracy to a “hyper-​meritocracy,” where 
success in wealth creation tracks merit more closely than ever.58 An 
economic system the justification of which is tied to overall well-​being, 
and manifests some appropriate level of fairness, simply must be one in 
which success is mainly due to hard work and superior character, and 
in which failure is due to failure of the individual to exercise the right 
dispositions, work hard, and make the right choices. This is where the 
fundamental attribution error (FAE) is so useful in explaining the how 
and why of motivated reasoning in conservative political economics.

The FAE is the pervasive phenomenon wherein persons, in 
explaining the behavior of others, tend to underestimate the effects 
of situation or circumstance and overestimate the effects of inherent 
personality traits.59 Interpreters of others’ behavior often seem to act 
on the egocentric assumption that the situation as they see it is the 
same one faced by the actor whose behavior they are interpreting, 
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even though there may be unknown situational factors at work.60 This 
kind of error is neither surprising nor inexplicable: There are multiple 
informational, cognitive, and emotional factors weighing in favor of 
this very form of misattribution. Misattributions are often explained, 
in part, simply by the fact that one often has little information about 
the circumstances leading up to others’ actions. When I  don’t re-
turn someone else’s call, I am able to explain this failure in terms of 
my having been occupied with something else, or by the fact that my 
phone battery died. If someone doesn’t return my call, I don’t typically 
have any other information to go on, so it is easy to interpret his or 
her silence in terms of disinterest or hostility. If someone is staggering 
around, intoxicated in public, a stranger sees a useless bum with no self-​
control; but people who know him might be aware of his struggles with 
a recent family tragedy, schizophrenia, or post-​traumatic stress. Such 
slanted attributions often take on a self-​serving asymmetry:  When 
the other guy runs a red light, it’s because he’s an asshole; but when 
I run a red light, it’s because I was in a hurry or because my vision was 
obstructed. The old expression, “Don’t judge a person until you have 
walked a mile in his or her shoes,” is an admonition to take this sort of 
chronic, self-​serving, implicit bias into account.

As we discussed in chapters 1 and 2, there is substantial evidence 
of broad, cross-​situational personality dispositions (as measured, 
for example, by the OCEAN personality test). We noted that these 
(learned, cultured, or genetically programmed) dispositions are 
loosely correlated with political ideology, and as such have some pre-
dictive power with regard to accepting or denying certain ideologically 
charged factual claims. But it would be wildly overstating the case for 
personality-​based explanations of behavior to maintain that internal 
character traits are the sole determinants of behavior. The results of 
nearly a century of scientific study have shown that human behavior is 
not totally determined by internal dispositions, but is also enormously 
influenced by the individual’s situation.61 Social psychologists Lee 
Ross and Richard Nisbett showed in their research that, to the extent 
that we are able successfully to predict others’ choices, we often do so 
by unconsciously taking external circumstances into account—​even as 
we may consciously account for those choices exclusively in terms of 
internal character traits.62
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Instinctively attributing others’ actions to fixed behavioral traits—​
like “lazy” or “industrious”—​is just another example of the easy, uncon-
scious cognitive shortcuts we so often take (as extensively documented 
by Daniel Kahneman), like jumping to conclusions from anecdotal 
evidence or loss-​aversive decision-​making.63 Attributing others’ be-
havior to simple, enduring, and cross-​situational dispositions versus 
investigating the circumstances of every decision you are trying to un-
derstand saves time and energy.

Emotional needs are likely also a key factor. The expectation of con-
sistency from others can be comforting: It makes your world feel more 
predictable, which in turn gives you more of a sense of control. Social 
psychologist Melvin Lerner proposed that the FAE is part of what he 
called the just-​world phenomenon: A general desire to see the world as 
fair and just. When successes and failures are due to situational causes 
beyond our control, they seem arbitrary; successes and failures owing 
to disposition, on the other hand, seem deserved. Attributing others’ 
actions to internal factors thus makes the world seem like a fairer—​and 
less threatening—​place, where we have control over our destinies so 
long as we live virtuously and make good decisions.64 David Woodruff, 
professor of comparative politics at the London School of Economics, 
writes,

Early in July, Angela Merkel’s party, the CDU, held its “Economy 
Day.” The head of the party’s economic council began with a pro-
nouncement. “Economic success is no gift,” he said, “rather, it must 
be earned every day through hard work.” I have a name for this kind 
of thinking: The “theodicy of markets.” In the study of religion, the-
odicy refers to the problem of reconciling the existence of evil with 
the presence of a god both omnipotent and benevolent. . . . But Max 
Weber used the term more generally, to refer to a doctrine that 
explains and justifies good and bad fortune. He wrote: “The fortu-
nate is seldom satisfied with the fact of being fortunate. Beyond this, 
he needs to know that he has a right to his good fortune. He wants to 
be convinced that he ‘deserves’ it, and above all, that he deserves it in 
comparison with others.” A theodicy, in Weber’s sense, explains why 
people deserve what they get. A theodicy of markets argues that those 
who flourish in a market economy deserve to do so. The sentiment 
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expressed above is an example: economic success is no gift—​it’s de-
served, because it results from hard work. Weber’s argument—​made 
in the context of religion—​is that intellectuals work hard on their 
theodicies trying to make them logically coherent. The intellectual 
difficulties they confront drive the development of doctrine and 
thereby influence action.65

As Lerner pointed out, one negative consequence of the just-​world 
phenomenon is the tendency to blame victims for their suffering while 
overlooking circumstantial or structural factors in bad outcomes. And 
this brings us back to the self-​serving impulse to rationalize the current 
unequal distribution of goods. This impulse provides a further motiva-
tion to uphold the view of the world as fair and just by misattributing 
poverty in general to bad habits and bad decisions. I tend to attribute 
my own successes to hard work and good character, and others’ 
successes to good fortune. Conversely, others’ failures are the result of 
bad decisions and failures of character, whereas my failures are due to 
unfair situations or incidental factors beyond my control. This is how 
you get former governor and 2016 Republican presidential candidate 
Jeb Bush, son and grandson of millionaires, arguing that the solution 
to recent slow economic growth is for working people to work harder. 
From a 2015 newspaper interview: “People need to work longer hours, 
and through their productivity gain more income for their families. 
That’s the only way we are going to get out of this rut that we’re in.”66 In 
fact, Americans work longer hours, take less vacation, and retire later 
than their counterparts anywhere else in the industrialized world.67 
American worker productivity has risen 80% since the 1970s,68 and 
U.S. workers are the most productive in the world.69

Does Jeb Bush really, truly believe that the main reason for the con-
tinuing struggles of the extremely hard-​working and uniquely pro-
ductive American middle class—​despite an extended period of overall 
economic growth—​has to do with their not working hard enough? 
I cannot say. But if he does believe that, then this looks like a case of 
denial. Bush has many reasons not to believe this claim, while having 
many reasons to want to believe it. The same is true of many well-​
educated and engaged conservative politicians, economists, pundits, 
and voters. For the supply-​side true believer, the problem cannot be 
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conservative economic policy or structural unfairness but, rather, per-
sonal failures on the part of individual poor-​ and middle-​class workers. 
The underlying, universal, self-​serving human tendency to engage in 
the particular sort of confirmation bias represented by the FAE is the 
foundation for this explanatory strategy.

The parallel here to the climate change denier seems clear. For the 
person materially and emotionally invested in the fossil fuel industry, 
in small government, in the maintenance of the current socioeco-
nomic system, and/​or in a cultural worldview favoring individualism 
over collective action, AGW cannot be happening. There must be some 
other explanation for the data, such as the systematic big-​government 
bias of liberal climate scientists. And, just as in the case of science de-
nial, we see some of the most recalcitrant denial regarding the factual 
bases of political economy among those who are the most knowledge-
able and engaged in the issues. We saw that the highest levels of ed-
ucation, science literacy scores, and so on were associated with the 
highest levels of AGW denial, thanks to an enhanced ability to argue 
oneself out of being convinced by the evidence. In practice, the effect 
of having more information seems to be to enable ever more sophisti-
cated motivated reasoning in defense of desired conclusions about fac-
tual matters. As we now understand, in ideological contexts reasoning 
habitually functions as a tool (or weapon) wielded by emotion; the 
stronger the cognitive and informational resources are, the more effec-
tive the rationalizations become. No doubt there is some point where 
denial becomes untenable for the nondelusional person, as the evi-
dence piles up and the amount of dissonance that has to be overcome 
in order to maintain a desired conclusion becomes overwhelming. But 
as we see in the cases of both climate change and the causes of poverty, 
the dissonance-​resolving machinations of those motivated to deny can 
be impressive.

So does all this mean liberals are more rational than conservatives 
and pay more attention to evidence, as the liberal pundits claim? 
No—​or, in any event, not entirely. Conservatives could have been 
right about the causes of and solutions to poverty. In a nearby pos-
sible world where human beings responded differently to incentives, 
or where structural inequalities had less impact on outcomes, supply-​
side economics might have been successful in producing great results 
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for broad segments of society. Even in this world, the wealthy can be 
overtaxed and businesses overregulated, and the working classes can 
be overprotected. As economist Arthur Laffer pointed out, a theoret-
ical top marginal tax rate of 100% would deprive wealthy investors of 
any economic incentive to earn more past a certain point; a tax cut in 
that situation would surely increase investment and growth. Large-​
scale communist societies are notoriously inefficient and require mas-
sive centralization of political power in order to administer the strict 
production controls inherent to the system. Some of Greece’s recent 
problems arguably stemmed from overgenerous rules about benefits; 
French law limits opening hours for businesses, even in the face of 
high unemployment and willing prospective workers. Progressive, 
lefty liberals would probably have their doubts about supply-​side eco-
nomics even if the economic evidence were against them, just as some 
of them have their doubts about vaccines, fluoridation, nuclear power, 
and/​or genetically engineered food crops in the face of good reasons to 
pursue those technologies. After all, wouldn’t characterizing liberals 
as being more accuracy-​oriented by nature be an example of the FAE? 
Any liberal advantages on political economy have as much to do with 
contingent economic facts as they do with some special epistemic vir-
tuousness exhibited by those on the ideological left. You could argue 
that, like people born rich, liberals just got lucky.

3.3  Classism and Racial Stereotyping

Romney’s 47% remark exemplifies not only a self-​serving and system-​
justifying prejudice but also a group-​serving classism that extends the 
denialist justification of economic inequality from the superior merits 
of the wealthy individual to the superior merits of the entire wealth-​
controlling economic upper class. As we discussed in chapter 1, one of 
the most significant emotional factors in ideological belief is the mo-
tive to believe that the group or community with which one identifies 
is inherently superior to others. Human history features innumerable 
examples of claims to the inherent superiority of some religious, na-
tional, geographical, family, caste, cultural/​ethnic, racial, or gender 
identity. One way to satisfy an emotional need to justify one’s own 
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place in the existing economic order is to justify the existing economic 
order generally by reference to the inherent merit and superiority of 
the entire economic upper class.

Further, members of the upper class in the United States (as in many 
other countries) have historically shared narrow cultural and racial 
markers, so identity issues with regard to class have overlapped sig-
nificantly with cultural and racial identity issues. A study published 
in 2016 found that, even though U.S. whites and African Americans 
receive welfare in roughly equal numbers (and many more whites re-
ceive food stamps), subjects asked to imagine a generic welfare recip-
ient overwhelmingly imagined someone African American.70 And, as 
part of the same study, other subjects were less likely to support wel-
fare for the more African American–​looking of a set of composite 
images, rating that person as less competent, hardworking, and re-
sponsible. Expressions of classism are characteristically intertwined 
with indications of other forms of prejudice and stereotyping; note 
how the Paul Ryan statement in the previous section—​about the poor 
not valuing work—​cites a work ethic deficit in “the inner cities in par-
ticular.” “Inner city” has functioned as an unsubtle code for “black” 
since the 1960s, when it was becoming increasingly problematic for 
public figures to criticize groups under explicit racial designations.71 
(Note also the way Ryan’s diagnosis ignored the issue of rural poverty, 
in addition to the fact that there are more whites in the United States 
receiving some form of government assistance than nonwhite “inner-​
city” residents.) Just as with Ronald Reagan’s Cadillac-​driving “welfare 
queens,” Ryan’s “inner city” culture problem and Romney’s “47%” were 
widely interpreted as examples of “dog-​whistle” politics, wherein the 
point is to trigger resentment by reminding the intended audience of 
shared, negative stereotypes.72

Evidence for the fundamental attribution error is paralleled by evi-
dence for what social psychologist Thomas Pettigrew called the “ulti-
mate attribution error” (UAE), which refers to a tendency to excuse 
negative behavior on the part of perceived in-​group members by ref-
erence to situational factors, but not so for out-​group members.73 In a 
2016 survey, American political scientist Michael Tesler found that 58% 
of whites agreed with the statement that, “over the last few years, average 
Americans have gotten less than they deserve”; by contrast, only 28% 



156  The Truth about Denial

of whites agreed with the statement that “over the last few years, blacks 
have gotten less than they deserve.”74 He notes this is part of a vast and 
easily identifiable pattern of whites viewing poor whites as more de-
serving than poor blacks. This, according to Tesler, is an example of 
the UAE: “When whites struggle, their troubles are generally attributed 
to situational forces (e.g., outsourcing); but when nonwhites struggle, 
their plight is more often attributed to dispositional traits (i.e., poor 
work ethic). Consequently, whites are considered ‘more deserving’ than 
blacks.” Philosopher Sarah-​Jane Leslie cites evidence for what she calls 
the “supreme attribution error” (SAE), which refers to the tendency 
to attribute negative out-​group behavior to essential characteristics of 
groups or cultures, such as when terrorist attacks conducted by Muslims 
are attributed by some Westerners to a culture of violence (while no 
such attribution to white Christian culture is made by Americans as 
a result of mass shootings or acts of domestic terrorism conducted by 
white Americans like Timothy McVeigh).75 Poverty in majority-​black 
communities is an issue of innate disposition or culture, whereas poor 
whites work hard but have been victimized by external circumstances 
like affirmative action or unfair foreign competition.

As with the professional “merchants of doubt” who are hired to give 
cover to AGW denial by obfuscating scientific consensus, political 
and economic elites have their academic and mass-​media surrogates 
whose job it is to create doubt about lower-​class work ethic and the 
effects of economic inequality, and to reinforce the fear of loss of ac-
customed position on the part of socioeconomic—​and racial—​system 
justifiers. A century-​long history of social science research has estab-
lished that “attitudes are acquired through a pattern of complex and 
cumulative associations.”76 A  famous series of infant-​conditioning 
studies (the ethics of which would never pass review today) by early 
twentieth-​century psychologist John Watson “showed that attitudes 
toward a previously neutral target (e.g., furry rabbit) can be condi-
tioned by associating it with fear-​arousing stimuli (e.g., loud noise).”77 
Certain media outlets and public commentators repeatedly stress neg-
ative, frightening news reports about people who are poor, nonwhite, 
and/​or immigrants, thereby reinforcing a preexisting status quo bias 
by associating changes to the white supremacy status quo with threats 
to person, order, and stability.78
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The rather glaring problem with blaming poverty primarily on the 
cultural and moral deficits of those in poverty is that it ignores obvious 
systemic barriers to achievement faced by the poor. Naturally—​and 
it hardly seems necessary to point this out—​children of poor families 
start out with financial and social network capital deficits that mean 
fewer opportunities of many different kinds. Existing social welfare 
programs do not come close to compensating for this starting-​line 
inequality. Growing up in poor neighborhoods means decreased ac-
cess to quality public schools and other developmental opportunities. 
Poor children are much more likely to suffer from asthma.79 Children 
living in poverty are much more likely to suffer from lead poisoning; 
it is likely that more than half a million poor American children today 
have blood lead levels at or above the level known to cause lifelong 
neurological impairments.80 Poverty also means worse nutrition and 
greatly reduced access to health care. These factors help explain how 
babies born a few miles apart in Chicago can have a sixteen-​year gap in 
life expectancy, and how babies born in a wealthy suburb of Richmond, 
Virginia, have a life expectancy twenty years greater than babies born 
in a much poorer neighborhood just five miles away.81 It is not unu-
sual to find a twenty-​year differential in life expectancy between the 
wealthiest and the poorest counties in the United States; further, the 
average such gap has been on the increase since 1980.82

Large shifts away from industrial manufacturing since the 1970s 
have been matched by the movement of both jobs and the middle-​ and 
upper-​middle classes to economically segregated communities and 
suburbs, where the poor cannot afford to follow. The result has been 
a concentration of poor Americans in areas with greatly diminished 
employment opportunities.83 Public transportation options are typi-
cally limited, and affordable child care for parents who want to work 
is scarce.

The situation is exacerbated for Paul Ryan’s “inner-​city” (= racial 
minority) kids. Four out of ten African American children live in pov-
erty, as contrasted with one in ten white children.84 A public school 
having a high minority population is strongly correlated with rela-
tively low public investment: The Center for American Progress dis-
covered that, on average, “a 10 percentage point increase in students 
of color at a school is associated with a decrease in per-​pupil spending 
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of $75.”85 Of course, the poor are much less likely to be able to respond 
to subpar public schools by sending their kids to elite private schools. 
People with fewer educational opportunities are not in a good posi-
tion to adjust to labor markets increasingly favoring higher-​educated 
workers.86

Policing and law enforcement are disproportionately tougher on 
African Americans. Unarmed black suspects are twice as likely as 
whites to be shot by police.87 (Racial disparities in police shootings 
have been shown to be unrelated to local, race-​specific crime rates.88) 
Although the rate of marijuana use is roughly the same between whites 
and African Americans, the latter are 3.7 times more likely to be 
arrested for marijuana possession.89 Overall, as the NAACP reports, “5 
times as many whites are using drugs as African Americans, yet African 
Americans are sent to prison for drug offenses at 10 times the rate of 
whites.”90 The infamous “stop-​and-​frisk” policy in New  York City, 
where officers were empowered to detain and search people at will and 
without cause, was aimed almost exclusively at nonwhites. In 2011, the 
NYC police stopped and searched 685,724 people under this policy; 
of these, 87% were black or Latino, and 9% were white.91 A report by 
the U.S. Department of Justice “found that blacks and Hispanics were 
approximately three times more likely to be searched during a traffic 
stop than white motorists. African Americans were twice as likely to be 
arrested and almost four times as likely to experience the use of force 
during encounters with the police.”92 Racial disparities in policing are 
matched by systemic racial disparities in sentencing: Prison sentences 
for black men are, on average, 20% longer than sentences for white men 
convicted of the same crimes.93 Significant racial disparity in the appli-
cation of the death penalty is well documented.94 The combination of 
disparities in policing, arrest rates, and sentencing have contributed to 
the current situation, in which African Americans are incarcerated at 
nearly six times the rate of whites. The U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics 
finds that, under current trends, one in three black men can expect to 
go to prison during his lifetime.95

This level of incarceration in turn contributes to the fact that 67% 
of African American children are raised in single-​parent homes.96 
Children raised in single-​parent homes—​even after adjusting for 
factors like economic background and race—​have been shown to 
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suffer, on average, a wide range of social, financial, and physical and 
mental health disadvantages.97

Those young people living in poverty who manage to transcend 
the challenges of broken families, poor educational and economic 
opportunities, poor health, and a racially biased criminal justice 
system go on to face substantial challenges in the form of bias in hiring, 
housing, and credit. In a landmark 2003 study, researchers at the 
University of Chicago and M.I.T. sent out 5,000 resumes in response 
to job ads:

The catch was that the authors manipulated the perception of race 
via the name of each applicant, with comparable credentials for 
each racial group. Each resume was randomly assigned either a 
very white-​sounding name (Emily Walsh, Brendan Baker) or a very 
African-​American-​sounding name (Lakisha Washington, Jamal 
Jones). The authors find that applicants with white-​sounding names 
are 50 percent more likely to get called for an initial interview than 
applicants with African-​American-​sounding names.98

A 2009 study of hiring for entry-​level positions found that “black 
applicants were half as likely as equally qualified whites to receive a 
callback or job offer,” and that “black and Latino applicants with clean 
backgrounds fared no better than white applicants just released from 
prison.”99 A 2014 audit of hiring for college graduates found that black 
applicants needed to have degrees from elite universities in order to 
receive as many employer responses as otherwise equivalent white 
candidates from less selective universities, and the positions offered to 
black candidates were of lower rank.100

A large 2013 study by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development comparing the experiences of whites and nonwhites 
looking to buy a home found that “minority customers were shown 
fewer available units than whites with similar qualifications. . . . They 
were also asked more questions about their finances, according to the 
study, and given fewer offers of help financing a loan.”101 Many studies 
have shown that African American applicants for small business loans 
are more likely to have the loan denied,102 and black-​owned businesses 
are charged higher interest rates on the loans they receive.103
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These facts help explain why, even equalizing for other factors, 
having a college degree means more for the wealthy than for the 
poor:  The Brookings Institution found that “college graduates from 
families with incomes above 185% of the federal poverty level earn 
162% more throughout their careers compared with those with just 
high school diplomas,” whereas college graduates from poorer families 
earn only 91% more than their high school graduate counterparts.104

Economic inequality itself, regardless of absolute well-​being, 
may have its own, indirect but significant impacts on opportunity. 
Inequality has increased greatly over the last few decades. The richest 
1% of the U.S. population now controls about 40% of national wealth, 
while the bottom 80% controls about 7%.105 This discrepancy results 
in significant differences in ability to influence the political process in 
favor of oneself and one’s economic class.* Political scientists Martin 
Gilens and Benjamin Page analyzed the outcomes of 1,779 public 
policy debates from the last thirty-​five years, looking for cases where 
the policy preferences of affluent Americans differed from those of 
average and lower-​income Americans. They concluded that “eco-
nomic elites and organized groups representing business interests have 
substantial independent impacts on U.S.  government policy, while 
average citizens and mass-​based interest groups have little or no in-
dependent influence.”106 Wealthy individuals and corporations can 
use lobbying, political contributions, and reciprocal arrangements 
with lawmakers and regulators to engage in what economists call 
rent-​seeking: securing advantageous special treatment in the form of 
bailouts, targeted tax breaks, subsidies, special regulatory treatment, 
exemptions from environmental restrictions, protective tariffs on for-
eign goods, and so on.

It is extremely unlikely that the prominent politicians, pundits, and 
academics endorsing the deficit theory of poverty somehow have col-
lectively missed these facts. If blaming poverty broadly on individuals 

	 *	 Better voter turnout by the poor would probably be helpful. But the average working 
poor person, burdened with having two or three jobs, inadequate access to child care, 
limited transportation options, and a general sense of irrelevance and hopelessness may 
have a tough time finding either the opportunity or the motivation to vote. Many also 
lack credentials like a driver’s license or the free time to acquire one, so recent voter ID 
laws disproportionately impact poor voters.
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(or their “culture”) rather than policy derived entirely from a lack of in-
formation, we wouldn’t see conservative elites like Ryan, Bush, Brooks, 
and Cowen embrace the deficit theory. Self-​interest, status quo bias, 
just-​world bias, and self-​ and group-​serving classism and racism all 
contribute to the motivated reasoning that sustains meritocratic claims 
about the causes of poverty and economic inequality. Use of anecdotal 
evidence in rationalizing inequality is standard practice: “I pulled my-
self up by my own bootstraps. The poor just make excuses for their 
own lack of motivation.” This combines two errors. First is the method-
ological error of extrapolating from anecdotal evidence. Second, such 
anecdotes are likely to overlook individual and structural advantages 
that made success possible in a given instance. Confirmation bias in 
service of rationalizing desired policies is enabled by the nature of ec-
onomics data, which always leave room for alternate interpretations 
of otherwise reliable correlations. The underlying human tendency to 
attribute negative out-​group behavior to character (or culture) rather 
than circumstances—​the FAE, the UAE, and the SAE—​provides the 
well-​oiled cognitive track to an explanation of outcomes that avoids 
implicating conservative economic policies in ongoing unequal 
outcomes for the poor and for racial minorities.

While 68% of Americans think the wealthy should pay more in 
federal income tax,107 and 80% are at least somewhat bothered by the 
notion that the wealthy are not paying their fair share,108 opposition 
to social welfare programs is by no means limited to economic elites. 
Opinion polls vary widely depending on how the issue is described, but 
by any measure, a large percentage of the lower middle class expresses 
either skepticism or strong opposition to many such programs.

Why would lower-​ and middle-​class Americans, of all people, re-
ject candidates advocating higher minimum wage laws and better 
worker protections? Why are they so commonly among the most fer-
vent opponents of social welfare programs? This is the central ques-
tion of Thomas Frank’s book What’s the Matter with Kansas?, in which 
he wonders why a state with a large working-​class population—​as well 
as a historical tradition of anti-​slavery and racial equality attitudes—​
has become such a reliable “red state” supporter of highly conserva-
tive politicians who oppose more egalitarian economic policies. No 
one likes the prospect of his or her hard-​earned tax dollars being spent 



162  The Truth about Denial

on lazy, sniveling drug addicts who just want to live off social welfare 
handouts. But low-​income workers are in the best position to see that 
economic hard times can befall families through no fault of their own. 
These folks are the ones—​unlike the economic elites—​who experience 
firsthand the struggles of the family next door whose breadwinner is 
bankrupted by medical bills or who loses a job to automation. If an-
yone should be able to resist the error of attributing all poverty to lazi-
ness, it is the low-​paid, economically insecure blue-​collar, service, or 
agricultural worker.

Frank’s thesis was that political and economic elites have a strategy of 
targeted messages on, say, abortion or gay marriage, designed to trick 
socially conservative, low-​income voters into supporting politicians 
whose real priorities center on pushing economic, rather than social, 
conservatism. Frank’s thesis seems to be at least partly contradicted by 
data on working-​class attitudes. In a thorough analysis of twenty years 
of National Election Survey results, political scientist Larry Bartels 
found that, “contrary to Frank’s account, most of his white working-​
class voters see themselves as closer to the Democratic Party on social 
issues like abortion and gender roles but closer to the Republican Party 
on economic issues.”109 He found that less affluent voters’ positions on 
economic issues generally, and on “government aid to blacks” specifi-
cally, has been much more predictive of voting behavior than positions 
on social issues. Surveys have very clearly indicated that the increasing 
economic hardships faced by the white working class are manifesting 
in stronger anti-​welfare, anti-​immigration, and anti-​minority 
attitudes, thanks to the perception of economic competition between 
poor/​lower-​middle-​class whites and nonwhites, and to the perception 
of unjust economic advantages being enjoyed by nonwhites due to gov-
ernment interventions. The recent Public Religion Research Institute’s 
American Values Survey found that about 60% of working-​class whites 
believe that “discrimination against whites is as big a problem today 
as discrimination against blacks and other minorities.”110 These results 
were echoed in separate studies from Harvard,111 Tufts,112 and the 
University of Maryland.113

This kind of data explains the school of thought that points to ra-
cial bias deriving from a kind of status anxiety as explaining low-​
income, white working-​class opposition to a more egalitarian political 
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economics. Low perceived relative social position means a sense of not 
being in control, and consequently a feeling of vulnerability. System 
justification theorists have found that individuals under stress ex-
hibit system-​justifying tendencies, and this includes greater endorse-
ment of stereotypes.114 Further, as studies testing relative deprivation 
theory have shown, individuals perceiving their group as relatively 
deprived—​with respect to other groups or just with respect to their 
past situation—​“display greater levels of intergroup antagonism and 
prejudice.”115 Some Princeton political scientists reviewed studies of 
the overlap between lower-​class white opposition to social programs 
aimed at lower-​class economic advancement and lower-​class white ra-
cial attitudes. They found broad evidence that this phenomenon can 
be explained by “psychological responses of out-​group aversion” trig-
gered by low-​status contexts:

Low-​status settings, defined by low rates of education and employ-
ment, expose residents to a daily dose of petty crime, concentrated 
physical decay and social disorder, such as abandoned buildings, 
verbal harassment, and public drug consumption. This exposure in 
turn leads to a constellation of negative psychological states which 
are experienced by residents:  feelings of anxiety and fear, aliena-
tion from neighbors, lack of trust in others, and suspicion toward 
out-​groups in general. In settings characterized by general anxiety 
and fear, anti-​black affect may arise because African Americans are 
a salient target in a racially divided society. The stigma and stresses 
of living in a low-​status environment also may propagate more ra-
cial animosity from feelings of relative deprivation. In other words, 
whites in low-​status settings may seek to denigrate out-​groups as a 
means of maintaining their own sense of well-​being.116

This is just one possible example of the broader phenomenon known 
as last-​place aversion, wherein individuals exhibit a distinct aversion 
to being in last place relative to peers or comparison groups—​be it re-
garding their social position, economic position, or otherwise. Social 
science research has repeatedly confirmed that “a potential drop in 
rank creates the greatest disutility for those already near the bottom 
of the distribution.”117 This may explain why those “making just 
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above the minimum wage are the most likely to oppose its increase,” 
and, in general, why “low-​income individuals often oppose redistrib-
utive policies that would seem to be in their economic interest.”118 
Philosopher Robert Paul Wolff appears to have this sort of idea in mind 
with his status anxiety interpretation of out-​group hostility among the 
white working class as the civil rights era progressed:

Thus a new relationship emerged between free and bound, between 
White and Black, a relationship encapsulated in Jim Crow laws. 
Whereas previously, White women expected to be served in every 
way by Black women, now these same women, or their daughters, 
found it intolerable to be served in department stores by Black clerks, 
so that for a long time Black women could not find even low-​paying 
service jobs that might bring them into direct contact with Whites. 
Residential segregation, which of course was impossible under 
slavery, when slaves had to live close to where they were required 
to serve Whites, produced a sorting out of the two populations 
and the creation of all-​Black ghettoes. The segregation was offi-
cially enforced and written into Federal and State law by means of 
covenants restricting the sale of properties. During all of this time, 
it remained the case that poor Whites, exploited and oppressed by 
White capitalists, could tell themselves that they were free, White 
and twenty-​one, that they were, at the very least, not black. The Civil 
Rights Movement, launched by African-​Americans half a century 
ago, threatened, and eventually began to break down even these 
legal, customary, residential, and employment barriers. It was at this 
time that the old familiar political rhetoric about “working men and 
women” also began to change. The new rhetoric spoke of “middle-​
class Americans,” which, although no one acknowledged it, was a 
thinly veiled code for “not Black.” As economic pressures mounted 
on those in the lower half of the income pyramid, Whites wrapped 
themselves in the oft-​reiterated reassurance that at least they did not 
live in the Inner City (which is to say, Black neighborhoods), that 
they were “Middle Class.” All of the political discourse came to be 
about the needs, the concerns, the prospects of the Middle Class, 
which to millions of Americans, whether they could even articulate 
it, meant “not Black.”119
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This is a classic Marxist “false consciousness” take, according to which 
it is typical for the working class to be coopted into supporting status 
quo economic systems that favor the wealthy capitalist class—​in this 
case, by appeals to status itself. Wolff is only the latest to claim that 
working-​class whites often (consciously or unconsciously) choose 
racial inequality over greater economic opportunity for themselves 
because of a felt need for self-​affirmation. Historically, the cheap 
and abundant labor supplied by African slaves (and, later, by Jim 
Crow–​era impoverished blacks) had a detrimental effect on white 
workers’ opportunities and salaries. Yet slavery and subsequent social 
arrangements keeping descendants of slaves in poverty had broad sup-
port among working-​class whites in much of the country. Why would 
this be? According to W. E. B. DuBois, even though white lower-​class 
workers “received a low wage they were compensated in part by a 
sort of public and psychological wage, they were given public defer-
ence . . . because they were white. They were admitted freely, with all 
classes of white people, to public functions. . . . The police were drawn 
from their ranks, and the courts dependent upon their votes treated 
them with leniency.”120 Historian David Roediger agrees that “the 
pleasures of whiteness could function as a ‘wage’ for white workers. . . . 
Status and privileges conferred by race could be used to make up for 
alienating and exploitative class relationships.”121 President Lyndon 
Johnson saw things just the same way: “If you can convince the lowest 
white man he’s better than the best colored man, he won’t notice 
you’re picking his pocket. Hell, give him somebody to look down on, 
and he’ll empty his pockets for you.”122 Jared Bernstein of the Center 
for Budget and Policy Priorities argues that precisely this manner of 
exploiting lower-​class whites’ racial and status anxiety has become 
key to contemporary conservative political strategy (and fueled the 
success of Donald Trump): “The core theme of Republican establish-
ment lore has been to demonize not unregulated finance or trade or 
inequality, but ‘the other’—​e.g., the immigrant or minority taking your 
job and claiming unneeded government support.”123 The slogan “Make 
America Great Again” could be expected to trigger thoughts of loss of 
relative status (both economic and social) in distressed communities. 
Living in distressed, racially isolated white communities was highly 
predictive of support for Trump in 2016.124 Columnist Jamelle Bouie 
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noted that Trump won the presidential election after running on a 
supposedly “populist” message, yet his supporters seem unfazed by 
his having appointed Wall Street bankers and free-​trade corporate 
tycoons to top positions in his administration. His explanation is that 
Trump’s populism is “white populism,” driven in part by racialized ec-
onomic resentment, rather than economic populism itself:

But Trump won’t suffer, and here’s why. When Trump railed against 
“elites,” he wasn’t decrying the rich and powerful. His appeal was 
built on the fact of his wealth and power, on his promise to bring that 
wealth and power to bear on Washington and deliver benefits to the 
deserving. For Trump, “elites” are defined by the people with whom 
they sympathize. And in his narrative, they sympathize with the ra-
cial adversaries of his supporters:  Hispanic immigrants, Muslim 
Americans, and black protesters. . . . With echoes of George Wallace 
and Richard Nixon, Trump tied economic pain to a racialized pic-
ture of “elites.” Those elites, with their sympathy for the “other,” are the 
reason you are hurting; they are the reason America isn’t great. To elect 
Trump was to reclaim the country from those elites.125

In fact, although Trump did a lot better than Clinton among poor, 
non–​college-​educated whites than he did among wealthy, college-​
educated whites, the negative effect of college education on support 
for Trump disappears after controlling for racial resentment, re-
sentment of immigrants, and white ethnocentrism.126 Among white 
millennials, after controlling for employment status, ideology, lo-
cation, and other factors, high levels of racial resentment far and 
away predicted support for Trump.127 This assessment has been con-
firmed repeatedly since the election: a large 2017 survey by the Public 
Religion Research Institute found that white fear of “cultural displace-
ment” explained support for Trump far better than economic status 
or economic anxiety.128 A 2018 study published in the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences indicated that white working class 
support for Trump was explained not primarily by economic concerns 
but, rather, by concern over “issues [such as immigration and race-​
based affirmative action] that threaten white Americans’ sense of 
dominant group status.”129
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In a recent series of studies, social psychologists from the University 
of North Carolina and Duke University manipulated subjective 
perceptions of socioeconomic status (SES) in groups of test subjects.130 
What these researchers found, across multiple studies, was that ideo-
logical support for redistribution was highly sensitive to SES. Rather 
than their ideology determining their views about fairness and redis-
tribution, test subjects will conform their ideological views about fair-
ness and redistribution to the situation. What is very pertinent to our 
question is that perception of SES here is found to depend more on 
immediate, “local” contrast groups than on how one’s situation stacks 
up, say, nationally or globally. A poor, working-​class white person, in 
other words, may not be unconsciously comparing him-​ or herself to 
wealthy whites but, rather, to the poor, working-​class black folks across 
the tracks. Given low perceived relative status, feelings of vulnera-
bility are almost inevitable. Signs of system justification characteristic 
of threatened populations typically include greater endorsement of 
racial (and gender) stereotypes and existing de facto racial-​economic 
hierarchies. The racial element was the real key to Trump’s “populist” 
appeal, not any economic element like opposition to economic elites 
and free trade. Indeed, racist and sexist attitudes correlated with sup-
port for Trump far more strongly than economic dissatisfaction.131

In an analysis of polling data on public support for government as-
sistance programs, Martin Gilens notes broad support for universal 
health care, public education, and child care support, and for social 
welfare programs providing aid to the elderly, but strong opposition 
to “welfare” per se.132 He found a robust link between opposition to 
welfare as such and the perception that people on welfare were not 
making an effort to support themselves; this perception is prevalent 
among white Americans, whose implicit notion of a generic welfare re-
cipient is that of an African American,133 who tend to overestimate the 
number of blacks on welfare and who attribute poverty to a problem 
of motivation in “urban,” or “black,” culture. Philosopher Elizabeth 
Anderson argues that these attitudes are exacerbated by widespread 
de facto segregation between racial groups in the United States, which 
makes both out-​group circumstances and individual differences 
within out-​groups harder to appreciate (thereby enabling group-​
serving confirmation bias, via the UAE and SAE).134
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A psychological link between racial attitudes and issues of social 
identity differentiation would not be surprising, given the human 
propensity to in-​group favoritism and out-​group hostility. There is a 
long record of psychological and evolutionary studies of systematic 
group-​level bias against people perceived—​for whatever reason—​
as other. According to realistic group conflict theory, the instinc-
tive hostility to out-​groups is due to the fact that humans evolved 
under conditions where different groups would compete for critical 
resources.135 It is easy to see how humans would go on to develop 
a default suspicion of those who are perceived as outsiders to their 
community or coalition, as other groups would so typically present 
a greater threat—​physical and otherwise—​to the individual than 
those with whom one has family ties and/​or standing reciprocal 
arrangements. Researchers have found that those with a measur-
ably greater disposition to “social fear” (i.e., those disposed to react 
more negatively to unfamiliar persons and social situations) feel 
more threatened by members of perceived out-​groups; this disposi-
tion is further associated with support for anti-​immigration and pro-​
segregation political positions.136 (Perceived) “race” is widely viewed 
by evolutionary psychologists as significant not in itself but, rather, 
as a cue to group membership that triggers the generalized threat re-
sponse leading to in-​group favoritism and out-​group negativity.137 
Social identity theory adds that

[P]‌eople are intrinsically motivated to perceive themselves as good, 
so if they are functioning on the level of the group, they are motivated 
to perceive their group positively as well. As a result, group members 
are motivated to differentiate their group from other groups and to 
maintain a positive image of themselves and their in-​groups in com-
parison to out-​groups.138

With these two impulses in play—​a feeling of competitiveness in-
stinctively directed at perceived out-​groups and a self-​affirming emo-
tional need to distinguish one’s perceived in-​group from others as 
superior—​a natural favoritism toward one’s own group and a deroga-
tory animosity toward others is to be expected. And this bias is charac-
teristically expressed in terms of self-​ and group-​serving attributional 
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asymmetries precisely along the lines of the FAE, the UAE, and 
the SAE.

The contact hypothesis is the longstanding hypothesis that im-
plicit (and explicit) prejudicial attitudes can change for the better 
when members of opposing groups come into extended contact with 
each other in nonthreatening contexts.139 The idea is that, if out-​
group hostility and stereotyping go hand-​in-​hand, then extended, 
stereotype-​undermining contact between groups should eventually 
ameliorate their in-​group/​out-​group issues.140 The flip side of this, 
of course, is the concern that de facto racial, cultural, and/​or eco-
nomic segregation will tend to prolong and/​or exacerbate prejudices. 
Separation breeds perceived “grouping,” and grouping breeds 
motivated cognition about inherent differences. Psychologist David 
Dunning describes a typical result of research on in-​group/​out-​group 
attributions:

Positive behaviors of in-​group members are immediately categorized 
in a broad and abstract way; positive behaviors of out-​group 
members remain concrete and compartmentalized in scope. For 
example, if shown a cartoon of a person who was helping another, 
participants characterize the group members as helpful but out-​
group members as having helped. The opposite occurs if the behav
ior is negative. When shown an in-​group member hitting another 
person, respondents describe the in-​group member as hitting but an 
out-​group member as being violent.141

The result is negative stereotyping, such as derogatory racial and ethnic 
stereotyping, that can in turn be deployed as shortcuts in rationalizing 
policy positions about, say, political economics.

This would explain the strong overlap between class and status 
attitudes, on the one hand, and racial stereotyping, on the other. (In 
a well-​known essay, philosopher Gilbert Harman expressed the hope 
that a better understanding of the FAE would mitigate intolerance 
and ethnic hatred.142) Race already is strongly associated with class 
and relative status. Given existing de facto racial and economic seg-
regation, and natural human inclinations to status quo bias, to just-​
world bias, to misattributing individual behavior to character or 
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culture, to out-​group derogation, and to last-​place aversion, it not the 
least bit surprising to find elites and nonelites alike stereotyping poor 
minorities and ignoring evidence of structural unfairness, in order 
to rationalize economic policies that maintain inegalitarian social 
conditions.

3.4  The Liberty Argument

We would be remiss in neglecting to examine the other main argument 
against egalitarian social welfare policies and in favor of laissez-​faire 
economic policy—​namely, the argument that any attempt to regu-
late the economy so as to better equalize opportunity or to redistri-
bute wealth for the purpose of compensating for a lack of opportunity 
is an unjust violation of individual liberty. Supply-​side economics 
is only one side of the coin with respect to conservative arguments 
about political economics. The other major line of reasoning associ-
ated with economic conservatives is founded on the premise that eve-
ryone has a basic right to individual “liberty,” meaning, in this context, 
that the only legitimate restrictions on individual freedom of action 
are those that protect others from interference with their freedom of 
action. Of the 22% of Americans who identify as strong or moderate 
libertarians, most also identify as “very conservative” or “conserva-
tive” (and only 3% as “liberal”); about 45% identify as Republicans, 
and only 5% as Democrats.143 The libertarian economic conservative 
position depends on the conception of the right to own property as 
a natural right, rather than as an artificial or civil right (i.e., the right 
to own property exists independently of any social agreement, and so 
confers a moral entitlement that supersedes any civil arrangement), 
and an absolute right (i.e., cannot be outweighed by some other claim, 
such as a claim to assistance). Consequently, the state cannot have the 
moral authority to seize property via taxation except for the purpose 
of protecting it (i.e., through policing and national defense, in addi-
tion to providing ways of adjudicating civil disputes over property). 
According to this view, the presumption should be that state taxa-
tion on income for the purposes of redistribution or equalization of 
opportunity is unjust taking of individual property. I will refer to this 
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position as property-​rights libertarianism.* The property-​rights liber-
tarian often also coincidentally agrees with the economic conservative 
that a free market capitalist economy is the most efficient at providing 
individuals with the best opportunity to achieve their goals. But this is 
not what makes such a system the most just: The fundamental problem 
with taxes, regulation, and social spending is not that it is inefficient 
as a way of promoting collective and individual goals, but rather that 
all state interventions involve morally illegitimate violations of indi-
vidual rights to life, liberty, and property, unless themselves directed at 
protection of life, liberty, and property. It just so happens that the fac-
tual claims libertarian conservatives make about economics are almost 
exactly the same as the claims of supply-​side economic conservatives. 
Consequently, each group exhibits heavily overlapping positions on 
political economy: minimal taxation, minimal regulation of business, 
and minimization of—​or elimination of—​state spending for social 
welfare.

My thesis here is that this similarity in results is no coinci-
dence: Property-​rights libertarianism, like supply-​side economics, is 
fundamentally a vehicle for the rationalization of self-​interest, racism, 
and status quo classism. Demonstrating this requires first an ex-
tended explanation of the poverty of the philosophical foundations of 
property-​rights libertarianism.

Ronald Reagan described his own political philosophy along these 
lines: “The basis of conservatism is a desire for less government in-
terference or less centralized authority or more individual freedom 
and this is a pretty general description also of what libertarianism 
is.”144 Libertarians cite, among others, editor and activist Frank 

	 *	 I use the term “property-​rights libertarian” for the libertarian conservative, in-
stead of just “libertarian,” to distinguish this ideological position from that of “left-​
libertarians”; left-​libertarians share a presumption in favor of noninterference with 
individual pursuits, but also recognize the essentially shared status of naturally 
occurring resources. Left-​libertarians overlap with property-​rights libertarians on social 
issues like drug decriminalization, regulations on private sexual behavior, etc.; but for 
left-​libertarians property rights are artificial civil conventions and do not supersede a 
right to opportunity and a fair share of social product. In practical terms, this puts them 
on the opposite side of the political economics spectrum. See, for example, Hillel Steiner, 
“Land, Liberty, and the Early Herbert Spencer,” History of Political Thought 3 (1983), pp. 
515–​533; and Steiner’s An Essay on Rights (New Jersey: Wiley-​Blackwell, 1994).
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Chodorov in explicating their ideology, and its implications for po-
litical economy:

On this question of morality there are two positions, and never the 
twain will meet. Those who hold that political institutions stem from 
“the nature of man,” thus enjoying vicarious divinity, or those who 
pronounce the state the keystone of social integrations, can find no 
quarrel with taxation per se; the state’s taking of property is justified 
by its being or its beneficial office. On the other hand, those who hold 
to the primacy of the individual, whose very existence is his claim to 
inalienable rights, lean to the position that in the compulsory collec-
tion of dues and charges the state is merely exercising power, without 
regard to morals.145

Law professor and pundit Andrew Napolitano agrees:

[J]‌ust as we don’t have the power to take our neighbor’s property and 
distribute it against his will, we lack the ability to give that power to 
the government. Stated differently, just as you lack the moral and legal 
ability to take my property, you cannot authorize the government to 
do so. Here’s an example you’ve heard before. You’re sitting at home at 
night, and there’s a knock at the door. You open the door, and a guy with 
a gun pointed at you says: “Give me your money. I want to give it away 
to the less fortunate.” You think he’s dangerous and crazy, so you call the 
police. Then you find out he is the police, there to collect your taxes.146

The property-​rights libertarian’s position originates in philosopher 
John Locke’s monumental Second Treatise of Civil Government. Private 
property rights, Locke argues, are natural, in that rightful moral claims 
to property in land and other resources can be established in the “State 
of Nature”—​that is, in the absence of civil society or social conventions, 
and without the consent of others. The right to remove land and other 
resources from the commons—​to deprive others of the opportunity to 
make use of those resources—​derives from labor and from the value 
that labor can add to those resources. (The classic example is the pro-
ductive value added to a piece of arable land when it is cleared, plowed, 
and cultivated for food crops.) Once appropriated, resources may be 
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sold, traded, or bequeathed without restriction. These property rights 
are fundamental, and they derive from the individual right to life. As 
Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises puts it:

If we assume that the individual has an indisputable right to life, 
we must concede that he has a similar right to the enjoyment of the 
products of his labor. This we call a property right. The absolute 
right to property follows from the original right to life because one 
without the other is meaningless; the means to life must be identified 
with life itself.147

For Locke and his philosophical followers, the origin and proper func-
tion of civil government is to mediate disputes between people about 
otherwise justly claimed property, and to create a legal system of mu-
tual protection against each other (humans being naturally partial to 
their own cause). Any taxation on the part of the government for the 
purpose of social welfare, and any regulation of consensual economic 
transfers between individuals, is a prima facie violation of natural   
property rights. The economic conservative and the libertarian 
conservative are natural allies in the sphere of political economy—​so 
much so that their stated rationales for small government often are 
combined and treated as complementary. The main text of the 2012 
Republican Party platform begins with a passage that alludes both to 
supply-​side economic theory and to the distinct goal of “independence 
from government” in accounting for the party’s support for small gov-
ernment and its opposition to redistributive programs:

We are the party of maximum economic freedom and the prosperity 
freedom makes possible. Prosperity is the product of self-​discipline, 
work, savings, and investment by individual Americans, but it is not 
an end in itself. Prosperity provides the means by which individuals 
and families can maintain their independence from government, 
raise their children by their own values, practice their faith, and 
build communities of self-​reliant neighbors.148

There are two glaring problems with the property-​rights libertarian’s 
argument in support of an economic order in which property 
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rights are natural and absolute. The first has to do with freedom and 
libertarianism’s own moral foundations; the second has to do with the 
provision of public goods.

First, in a world of limited resources, the notion of natural and ab-
solute property rights is fundamentally and inescapably incompat-
ible with the libertarian’s acknowledged duty to respect others’ equal 
right to liberty. Political philosopher Herbert Spencer’s 1851 text Social 
Statics includes a potent argument for this point. Spencer agrees with 
the libertarian that individual liberty is basic, and a moral right. And 
he agrees that, from this premise, it follows that no one may act in such 
a way as to infringe upon others’ freedom. Yet he draws a very different 
conclusion about property rights:

Given a race of beings having like claims to pursue the objects of their 
desires—​given a world adapted to the gratification of those desires—​
a world into which such beings are similarly born, and it unavoidably 
follows that they have equal rights to the use of this world. For if each 
of them “has freedom to do all that he wills provided he infringes not 
the equal freedom of any other,” then each of them is free to use the 
earth for the satisfaction of his wants, provided he allows all others 
the same liberty. And conversely, it is manifest that no one, or part 
of them, may use the earth in such a way as to prevent the rest from 
similarly using it; seeing that to do this is to assume greater freedom 
than the rest, and consequently to break the law.149

From this principle, it follows that property rights of all but a lim-
ited and conditional sort are incompatible with respect for individual 
liberty:

Equity, therefore, does not permit property in land. For if one por-
tion of the earth’s surface may justly become the possession of an 
individual, and may be held by him for his sole use and benefit, as a 
thing to which he has an exclusive right, then other portions of the 
earth’s surface may be so held; and eventually the whole of the earth’s 
surface may be so held; and our planet may thus lapse altogether 
into private hands. Observe now the dilemma to which this leads. 
Supposing the entire habitable globe to be so enclosed, it follows that 
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if the landowners have a valid right to its surface, all who are not 
landowners, have no right at all to its surface. Hence, such can exist 
on the earth by sufferance only. They are all trespassers. Save by the 
permission of the lords of the soil, they can have no room for the 
soles of their feet. Nay, should the others think fit to deny them a 
resting-​place, these landless men might equitably be expelled from 
the earth altogether. If, then, the assumption that land can be held 
as property, involves that the whole globe may become the private 
domain of a part of its inhabitants; and if, by consequence, the rest 
of its inhabitants can then exercise their faculties—​can then exist 
even—​only by consent of the landowners; it is manifest, that an ex-
clusive possession of the soil necessitates an infringement of the law 
of equal freedom. For, men who cannot “live and move and have 
their being” without the leave of others, cannot be equally free with 
those others.

Any claim to private property represents a taking that limits others’ 
opportunities:  Any removal of resources—​land, trees, coal, lithium, 
and so on—​from the commons means others have lost the opportunity 
to make use of those very materials. In a world of infinite bounty of 
all things, this would not infringe on individual liberty. But in a world 
of limited resources, the institution of unrestricted private property 
would allow, in principle, for the privatization of all natural resources, 
leaving the property-​less—​many just having had the bad fortune to not 
be the first on the scene—​utterly at the mercy of their landlords.

The Lockean notion that “mixing one’s labor” with natural resources 
(thereby increasing their value) gives one a title to ownership is incom-
patible with the principle of equal liberty as a moral right. In a riveting 
passage, Spencer imagines a dialogue with a hypothetical Lockean 
pioneer—​someone who has come across unclaimed land and cleared 
and cultivated it, thereby (according to Lockean principles) gaining 
a permanent property right to the land without requiring any sort of 
consent from society:

Now I want to understand how, by exterminating one set of plants, and 
making the soil bear another set in their place, you have constituted 
yourself lord of this soil for all succeeding time.
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Oh, those natural products which I destroyed were of little or no 
use; whereas I caused the earth to bring forth things good for food—​
things that help to give life and happiness.

Still you have not shown why such a process makes the portion of earth 
you have so modified yours. What is it that you have done? You have 
turned over the soil to a few inches in depth with a spade or a plough; 
you have scattered over this prepared surface a few seeds; and you have 
gathered the fruits which the sun, rain, and air, helped the soil to pro-
duce. Just tell me, if you please, by what magic have these acts made you 
sole owner of that vast mass of matter, having for its base the surface of 
your estate, and for its apex the centre of the globe? All of which it appears 
you would monopolise to yourself and your descendants for ever.

Well, if it isn’t mine, whose is it? I  have dispossessed nobody. 
When I crossed the Mississippi yonder, I found nothing but the silent 
woods. If some one else had settled here, and made this clearing, he 
would have had as good a right to the location as I have. I have done 
nothing but what any other person was at liberty to do had he come 
before me. Whilst they were unreclaimed, these lands belonged to all 
men—​as much to one as to another—​and they are now mine simply 
because I was the first to discover and improve them.

You say truly, when you say that “whilst they were unreclaimed 
these lands belonged to all men.” And it is my duty to tell you that they 
belong to all men still; and that your “improvements” as you call them, 
cannot vitiate the claim of all men. You may plough and harrow, and 
sow and reap; you may turn over the soil as often as you like; but all 
your maltipulations will fail to make that soil yours, which was not 
yours to begin with. Let me put a case. Suppose now that in the course 
of your wanderings you come upon an empty house, which in spite 
of its dilapidated state takes your fancy; suppose that with the inten-
tion of making it your abode you expend much time and trouble in 
repairing it—​that you paint and paper, and whitewash, and at con-
siderable cost bring it into a habitable state. Suppose further, that on 
some fatal day a stranger is announced, who turns out to be the heir to 
whom this house has been bequeathed; and that this professed heir is 
prepared with all the necessary proofs of his identity: what becomes of 
your improvements? Do they give you a valid title to the house? Do they 
quash the title of the original claimant?
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No.
Neither then do your pioneering operations give you a valid title to 

this land. Neither do they quash the title of its original claimants—​the 
human race.

Whether the Earth was created by God or by accident, no human 
person is responsible for the existence of the basic materials necessary 
to generate wealth. Any appropriation of, say, a parcel of land, imme-
diately constitutes a restriction on the freedom and opportunity of 
others, in that all others are now unable to make use of that parcel of 
land. And, by extension, any system of private property rights restricts 
the opportunities of others. Once the commons has been mostly or 
fully privatized, regardless of other side benefits they may enjoy from 
production and economic activity, the majority of humankind will 
not have the opportunities the owners have had: In the absence of any 
state intervention, they will work for the owners, or borrow from the 
owners, on the owners’ terms or else die.

Elizabeth Anderson argues that the most important libertarian ra-
tionale for a more egalitarian approach is not so much equalizing for 
all kinds of bad fortune (and, potentially, bad choices) as it is the need 
to guarantee to “all law-​abiding citizens effective access to the social 
conditions of their freedom at all times.”150 The point is not to com-
pensate for all undeserved inequalities but, rather, for individuals 
and institutions to recognize the right of all in a democratic society 
to function as equals—​not in terms of results, but in terms of access 
to the means necessary to function as a human being and as an equal 
member of political society.151 Either way, however, the concept of un-
restricted natural property rights as the fundamental expression of li-
berty is inconsistent with respect for individual liberty.

One way of understanding this problem for the property-​rights 
libertarian is that his or her ideology focuses exclusively on negative 
rights. A negative right is a right to not be interfered with, such as one’s 
right not to be murdered. For the libertarian conservative, the very na-
ture of a right to property, however that property was (allegedly) justly 
acquired (say, by Lockean appropriation through labor or by inherit-
ance), is that of a right to noninterference—​namely, a right that one’s 
property not be unjustly confiscated or trespassed upon—​and nothing 
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more. Libertarian conservatives do not—​and cannot—​recognize posi-
tive rights to resources; otherwise, so long as some individual or group 
can show that he or she or the group has suffered some inequality of 
opportunity, any state-​mandated redistributive scheme is on the table.

The imposition of a system of negative (and exclusively negative) 
property rights entails continual and massive inference with the 
freedom of the majority of the people to make use of the world around 
them. The property-​less, would-​be entrepreneur will not be able to 
mine for coal or plant an apple orchard without becoming indebted to 
some owner of capital under terms set by that owner. A person standing 
on a patch of land, surrounded by private property, cannot even walk 
in any direction without being justly arrested for trespassing. When all 
the forests have been privatized, a child born into the world to a poor 
family cannot even go for a walk in the woods, nor can she ever see the 
ocean, after all the property near the coast has been claimed. How does 
a philosophy that places personal liberty above all else reconcile the 
dissonance between valuing personal freedom of action and endorsing 
a system that places the public sphere entirely at service to the private? 
Individuals under a property-​rights libertarian, free-​market scheme 
are guaranteed a kind of formal freedom not to be interfered with, but 
many—​even most—​will lack substantive self-​determination; that is, 
they will lack the resources actually to pursue their goals without living 
at the service of others.152 The freedom to choose between starvation 
and indebtedness, or low-​wage employment at the pleasure of the 
owners of the means of production, is not a substitute for the kind of 
liberty that is enjoyed by the wealthy property owner in a free-​market 
society.

What is the property-​rights libertarian’s answer to this conundrum? 
The libertarian’s standard answer rests heavily on the assumptions of 
supply-​side economics. Implicitly—​and often explicitly—​in the ra-
tionalization of property-​rights libertarianism one finds the claim that 
a free-​market society upholding natural, negative, and absolute prop
erty rights will be so productive that jobs will be plentiful, and wages 
accordingly so high, that any industrious, entrepreneurial individual 
will have the capacity to accumulate capital and achieve substantive 
independence. This is the message of the Republican Party platform, 
quoted earlier.
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The acceptability of this answer depends entirely on the real-​world 
evidence for the trickle-​down effect claimed by supply-​side eco-
nomics. As we have seen, the evidence is not good at all. Even if the 
evidence were better, that theory doesn’t account for discrimination, 
disability, or plain bad luck. The prioritizing of property rights over 
all else removes any guarantee of access to a minimum of goods to en-
sure equal participation in democratic life. Things are actually even 
worse here for the property-​rights libertarian conservative than for the 
supply-​side economic conservative. Unless the trickle down of wealth 
and opportunity is not only likely but also guaranteed, libertarian con-
servatism still allows, in principle, the otherwise-​deserving individual 
to have no substantive self-​determination whatsoever. And the possi-
bility of this scenario under a libertarian conservative regime vitiates 
the entire rationale for libertarianism—​that is, the maximization of in-
dividual freedom.

One possible response from the hardline property-​rights conserv
ative is that a laissez-​faire economic system will have winners and 
losers, and that life just isn’t fair sometimes. Libertarian conservative 
economist Milton Friedman notably spoke of the “lottery of life” in his 
book Capitalism and Freedom. He describes the case of a “Robinson 
Crusoe” who happens to land on a rich and fertile island, as compared 
to some other castaways who land on poor, infertile ones. The fortunate 
Robinson Crusoe, he argues, is under no obligation to share with the 
less fortunate. He just got lucky, and that’s just too bad for the others. 
Comparing outcomes of a free-​market capitalist system to the results 
of a lottery is to abandon the claim that capitalism necessarily or char-
acteristically rewards merit or that it is justified by productivity and 
the trickle-​down effect. Friedman here is essentially conceding that, 
under free-​market capitalism, mere circumstance can be the difference 
between belonging to the haves or to the have-​nots—​between having 
or not having substantive self-​determination. Even so, he argues, the 
negative right to noninterference trumps others’ claims to equal op-
portunity. (As a supply-​sider, he also opposes compensating for bad 
luck in the lottery of life because of the harm higher taxes and social 
welfare do to the economy.)

Friedman’s answer is oddly mercenary, and self-​undermining from 
a moral standpoint. Why shouldn’t the property-​less masses respond 
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to the “life isn’t fair” argument by revolting against their landlords and 
seizing what they want? The former property holders can hardly turn 
around and complain about how “unfair” this seizure is. But more to 
the point, the great political philosopher John Rawls finds Friedman’s 
argument about life’s inherent unfairness quite irrelevant:

We may reject the contention that the ordering of institutions is al-
ways defective because the distribution of natural talents and the 
contingencies of social circumstance are unjust, and this injustice 
must inevitably carry over to human arrangements. Occasionally 
this reflection is offered as an excuse for ignoring injustice, as if the 
refusal to acquiesce in injustice is on a par with being unable to ac-
cept death. The natural distribution is neither just nor unjust; nor is it 
unjust that persons are born into society at some particular position. 
These are simply natural facts. What is just and unjust is the way that 
institutions deal with these facts.153

No one is claiming that life itself is, or can be, fair: Fairness and justice 
are concepts that govern human institutions (like the institution of pri-
vate property), not life itself.

Spencer agrees that no one should be expelled from his or her 
holdings without being compensated for the product he or she has 
created through labor and entrepreneurship.154 It is consistent with the 
principle of equal liberty for persons to be able to “lease” property from 
“society” and profit from their labor, but such tenants would justly owe 
society for the use of humanity’s common property and owe a portion 
of their product as compensation for the fact that others’ opportunities 
to pursue their own goals are curtailed under a system of legal, exclusive 
resource exploitation. (The effect of present resource exploitation on 
future generations is a whole other question, and likely requires some 
pretty massive restrictions on such exploitation in order to not violate 
the rights of our descendants. The conviction that we will somehow 
“solve” environmental degradation and resource shortages with tech-
nological advances, like geoengineering or fusion power, is probably a 
good example of self-​serving denial, or at least wishful thinking.)

This issue should be of obvious concern to those who value freedom 
over all else. How can the property-​rights libertarian reconcile his or 
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her commitment to freedom with his or her commitment to a system of 
ownership and inequality that by its very nature restricts the freedom 
of others? The only way to ignore the injustice of a strict property-​
rights regime is to pretend one’s own control of limited resources, and 
the consequent decrease in opportunities for others, is a product purely 
of hard work and character—​and vice versa for those who have less 
property and less freedom. But there is no way to get luck out of the 
equation. Suppose we start with a clean slate, and we eliminate all cur-
rent holdings (the full history of the current distribution of property, 
no doubt, includes innumerable cases of improper acquisition by force 
or fraud155); now everyone goes to the starting line and is cut loose to 
go out and appropriate resources by labor, like a giant Oklahoma Land 
Rush. Suppose, further, that we ignore the inherent unfairness of how 
this process would be affected by inequality in natural abilities and 
disabilities. Even if the distribution that results is just, what happens 
to the next generation? As a result of this prior appropriation, future 
generations will be divided into powerful heirs and powerless peons. 
Spencer asks, even if we figure out a fair and equal way to allocate hith-
erto unclaimed resources:

[L]‌et us inquire who are to be the allottees. Shall adult males, and all 
who have reached twenty-​one on a specified day, be the fortunate 
individuals? If so, what is to be done with those who come of age on 
the morrow? Is it proposed that each man, woman, and child, shall 
have a section? If so, what becomes of all who are to be born next 
year? And what will be the fate of those whose fathers sell their es-
tates and squander the proceeds? These portionless ones must con-
stitute a class already described as having no right to a resting-​place 
on earth—​as living by the sufferance of their fellow men—​as being 
practically serfs. And the existence of such a class is wholly at vari-
ance with the law of equal freedom.

If freedom is the arbiter of justice, the overall productivity of a free-​
market system (which even Marx wouldn’t deny156) can’t absolve capi-
talism of this inequality of opportunity. Even in the wildly hypothetical 
case of a “fair” initial apportionment, there is no way to eliminate un-
fair circumstance from a system where property rights are basic rights, 
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rather than conditional civil rights. The only way to sustain a liber-
tarian commitment to a laissez-​faire economic system, and the conse-
quent unequal socioeconomic order, is by denying this fact and blindly 
(and self-​servingly) insisting that whatever results you see from a free-​
market system are ultimately (i.e., at the point of initial appropriation) 
the product of individual merit—​of “human capital”—​rather than 
circumstance. You must further deny the implications of any system 
of natural property rights on the liberty of future generations, the un-
lucky, the disabled, and the victims of discrimination.

If you are committed to prioritizing freedom of action, your only 
choices are to deny any rightful claims to property whatsoever, or to 
allow that any system of property rights must be accompanied by a 
system wherein taxation on income from property is used to compen-
sate the less fortunate for the impoverishment of their opportunities 
actuated by society’s recognition of private property claims. John 
Rawls proposes that society be guided by two principles of justice: first, 
equality with regard to all basic rights and duties; and second—​
recognizing that the right to property can only be understood as an ar-
tificial social convention, not as a natural right—​all inequalities in the 
distribution of wealth should benefit everyone, especially the least for-
tunate.157 Many inequalities are beneficial: Special access to resources 
can result in innovation, greater efficiency in productivity, and the de-
velopment of useful specialists like teachers and doctors.

This point leads us to the second glaring problem with the property-​
rights libertarian’s argument: It ignores the problem of public goods, 
and the importance of the collective provision of public goods to eco-
nomic production and individual success.

Laissez-​faire capitalism is great at incentivizing the production of 
private goods, like toasters, melons, and automobiles. Such goods 
are “private” because their use can be restricted, and the use of a pri-
vate good by one person limits use of the same good by others. But 
a thriving entrepreneurial, capitalist economy requires solutions to a 
large number of huge problems known in the economic and social sci-
ences as “public goods problems.”158 Public goods are goods that are 
relatively “non-​excludable” (persons cannot easily be excluded from 
enjoying them) and “non-​rivalrous” (use by one does not preclude use 
by others). For example, a lighthouse’s signal cannot be restricted just 
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to ships belonging to the lighthouse builder, and use of the lighthouse 
signal by some does not reduce its utility to others. A shipping magnate 
might have the incentive to unilaterally pay for building a lighthouse 
despite these facts. But most public goods either cannot be produced 
by individuals working alone or are such that (because of their non-​
excludability) no individuals working alone would ordinarily have the 
incentive to provide them unilaterally. Thus, we have the corollary con-
cept of market failure, which is the failure of market incentives alone 
to produce public goods. Examples of public goods, the provision of 
which is either unlikely or impossible without some sort of collective, 
coordinated action, include national defense, policing, and a judicial 
system; breathable air and a stable climate; sewage systems and a po-
table water distribution system; transportation and communication 
infrastructure; and a system of public education. “Information goods” 
like scientific discoveries and technological developments—​exploited 
in the production of private goods—​often require expensive basic re-
search programs with no immediate practical application; research 
in the context of publicly funded facilities and academic institutions 
have contributed greatly to technological innovation and economic 
prosperity. Modern capitalism—​and individual entrepreneurs—​can 
thrive only in a context where these and other public goods have been 
provided. In fact, in many respects, wealthy and successful owners of 
the means of production are more dependent on these goods than are 
the working classes: They have more property to protect; their use of 
infrastructure and information goods is greater; and their businesses 
rely on educated, healthy workers. The collectivist argument for a po-
litical ideology that balances property rights against the social con-
tribution to individual success rests on the public goods issue. The 
productivity of a market economy with regard to private goods, cited 
by property-​rights libertarians and supply-​siders alike in defending 
property rights, is impossible without massive social cooperation in 
the provision of public goods. As Elizabeth Anderson puts it, we are 
not “a system of self-​sufficient Robinson Crusoes, producing every-
thing all by themselves until the point of trade.”159 Because individuals 
have neither the ability nor the incentive to solve public goods issues 
themselves, modern states collect taxes and mobilize the population 
to provide and maintain these goods. To the extent that the ideology 
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of libertarian conservatism either ignores or massively discounts this 
essential public role in modern capitalism, that worldview is simply 
indefensible. U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren was recorded making just 
this argument during a campaign event:

There is nobody in this country who got rich on their own. Nobody. 
You built a factory out there—​good for you. But I want to be clear. 
You moved your goods to market on roads the rest of us paid for. You 
hired workers the rest of us paid to educate. You were safe in your 
factory because of police forces and fire forces that the rest of us paid 
for. You didn’t have to worry that marauding bands would come and 
seize everything at your factory. . . . Now look. You built a factory and 
it turned into something terrific or a great idea—​God bless! Keep 
a hunk of it. But part of the underlying social contract is you take a 
hunk of that and pay forward for the next kid who comes along.160

Outside of this example, it is difficult to find major public figures in the 
United States making this rather obvious point about the link between 
production and public goods. The relative avoidance of this argument 
on the part of the American political left is likely due to the disastrous 
twentieth-​century experiments in large-​scale communist regimes 
and their lingering effects on collectivism’s reputation—​communism 
being a way of taking the collectivist point about prosperity as a social 
product to radical and disruptive extremes.

No doubt the American heritage as a nation largely under the 
control of the descendants of entrepreneurial immigrants has also 
contributed to a certain emphasis on individualism as a fundamental 
value and on individual effort as the predominant explanation for suc-
cess. In modern times, collectivism only achieved a temporary ascend-
ancy in the United States in the context of an economic catastrophe 
(the Great Depression), followed by a need for collective mobilization 
in the face of external threat (World War II).

Note how, in the Republican Party platform cited earlier, the party 
states that “prosperity is the product of self-​discipline, work, savings, 
and investment by individual Americans.” In accounting for prosperity, 
it does not mention the collective provision of public goods; neither 
does it mention the effects of inherited poverty versus inherited access to 
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capital; ability versus disability; or race, gender, and sexual-​orientation 
discrimination. There is lots of room to have legitimate differences of 
opinion as to just how much of one’s success is due to social product, 
how much is due to luck or unfair treatment, and how much is due to 
individual hard work and risk-​taking. But the fact that both access to 
capital and collective social cooperation are necessary to individual suc-
cess is indisputable. To sincerely deny such facts altogether requires ei-
ther a grave misunderstanding of how the economy works or motivated 
reasoning about how the economy works. Some sophisticated and well-​
informed property-​rights libertarians do indeed appear to deny these 
facts; it is difficult to interpret such denials as deriving from ignorance, 
and therefore devoid of some motivated self-​deception.

Spencer was correct in pointing out how odd is the notion that some 
expenditure of effort should give one—​and one’s descendants—​an 
eternal, exclusive claim to some part of the Earth. However, it is an 
extreme step to go from that to his recommendation that all prop
erty claims in anything but the direct fruits of one’s labor should be 
abolished. There are many incentives that derive from granting condi-
tional ownership rights to resources. There is a strong incentive to ben-
efit one’s family and children by investing and building for the future; 
this process depends importantly on the sense of security and perma-
nence that property ownership engenders. The liberal (or democratic 
socialist) just adds that the role of circumstance, and the right to equal 
access to political institutions, needs also to be taken into account, as 
does the collective contribution to the provision of those public goods 
necessary to growth. A  progressive scheme that provides economic 
regulation, social insurance, and opportunity to all, while still allowing 
for property rights, investment, and risk-​taking for personal gain, 
acknowledges the obligations of fairness and the social contribution 
to prosperity, while also recognizing the benefits of market incentives.

The Annals of Congress describes James Madison as having stated, 
in a 1794 speech to Congress, “that he could not undertake to lay his 
finger on that article in the Federal Constitution which granted a right 
of Congress of expending, on objects of benevolence, the money of 
their constituents.”161 Madison was correct on this point, but this ob-
servation is of no relevance to the issue of taxation or regulation for 
the purpose of social welfare and opportunity. As we have seen, the 
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repudiation of property-​rights libertarianism requires neither the ex-
istence of a general duty of benevolence nor the authority on the part 
of the state to engage in charitable activities.

A standard answer on the part of the libertarian conservative is 
to refer to the reasoning of economist and libertarian hero Friedrich 
Hayek in his Road to Serfdom.162 There he argued that any concession 
to the notion of a right to well-​being, or fair shares to resources, places 
society on a slippery slope to a coercive, centrally planned economy. 
The ability to manipulate economic life in order to guarantee equitable 
outcomes, he argued, requires absolute political power over the lives 
of all citizens. The ineluctable result of socialism, in other words, is 
totalitarianism. Hayek’s warning—​issued in 1944 in the face of both 
National Socialism and Stalinism—​has been decisively refuted by 
history. The post-​World War II social democracies of Western and 
Northern Europe, Japan, and Canada have remained obstinately free 
and democratic, despite their generous social welfare and social insur-
ance programs, their extensive regulations on business, and their rel-
atively high effective taxation rates for the wealthy. The contemporary 
libertarian obsession with communism denies this history, just as bla-
tantly as the Turkish government denies the Armenian genocide.

Progressive state redistribution is not benevolence, but as Elizabeth 
Warren puts it, part of the “social contract” that makes legal protection 
of a (limited) right to private property permissible. The following four 
facts are indisputable: (a) The Earth and its limited resources are not the 
creation of any person or persons, and any removal of resources from 
this commons impinges to some degree on the free pursuit of happiness 
on the part of others; (b) mere circumstance plays some substantial role 
in unequal opportunity in a laissez-​faire economic system; (c) the al-
leged trickle-​down effect of supply-​side economic policy does not, in 
actual practice, make up for this inequality of opportunity; and (d) the 
economic prosperity achievable via capitalism is dependent on the pro-
vision of public goods requiring collective action to achieve. Together, 
these four facts mean that, in a capitalist system, those with fewer 
opportunities are owed compensation by the more fortunate. That some 
of the beneficiaries of free-​market capitalism would sincerely dispute 
these facts is no more surprising than that some oil company executives 
sincerely dispute the existence and causes of global warming.
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A democratic political process can and should include data-​driven 
negotiations on the degree to which privatization of natural resources 
negatively impacts others in terms of self-​determination, on the degree 
to which it positively impacts others in terms of self-​determination, on 
the degree to which prosperity depends on collective action, on the de-
gree to which success is due to hard work vs. circumstance, on the degree 
to which economic inequality undermines effective political participa-
tion, and on the degree to which individuals are affected by systemic 
discrimination. Ongoing adversarial variance on these questions is 
healthy because each side will work to expose the other’s motives to 
exaggerate one way or the other. But many mainstream, contemporary 
libertarian conservatives, along with their supply-​side conservative 
allies, do not appear to take these factors into account in rationalizing 
their policy positions.

In the face of the disqualifying misapprehensions and internal 
inconsistencies of property-​rights libertarianism, should we con-
clude that proponents of property-​rights libertarianism are in denial? 
Mere information deficit seems like an unlikely interpretation, as 
prominent libertarian conservatives seem pretty clearly to be neither 
less educated nor less intelligent than the average person: Libertarian 
conservatives include Nobel committee-​cited economists (Hayek and 
Friedman); highly credentialed members of advocacy groups like The 
Cato Institute, The Heartland Institute, and The Federalist Society; 
and many other prominent officials, businesspeople, and politicians. 
I suggest we turn to motivated reasoning deriving from implicit bias to 
explain the way so many conservatives manage to resolve the massive 
dissonance between a commitment to freedom and a commitment to 
inviolable natural, exclusively negative property rights. The striking 
consilience between the claims of the supply-​sider and the property-​
rights libertarian regarding basic facts about how the economy works 
is not a coincidence: The incentives to adopt the ideology of libertarian 
conservatism are exactly the same as those of the supply-​side conserv
ative. Thomas Frank expresses a rather cynical attitude as to the true, 
underlying motives behind the ideology of libertarian conservatism:

Libertarianism is good [for the conservative] because it helps 
conservatives pass off a patently probusiness political agenda as 
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a noble bid for human freedom. Whatever we may think of liber-
tarianism as a set of ideas, practically speaking, it is a doctrine that 
owes its visibility to the obvious charms it holds for the wealthy and 
the powerful. The reason we have so many well-​funded libertarians 
in America these days is not because libertarianism suddenly ac-
quired an enormous grassroots following, but because it appeals 
to those who are able to fund ideas. Like Social Darwinism and 
Christian Science before it, libertarianism flatters the successful 
and rationalizes their core beliefs about the world. They warm to the 
libertarian idea that taxation is theft because they themselves don’t 
like to pay taxes. They fancy the libertarian notion that regulation 
is communist because they themselves find regulation intrusive and 
annoying. Libertarianism is a politics born to be subsidized. In the 
“free market of ideas,” it is a sure winner.163

In a 2014 study, the Pew Research Center found that a strong plurality 
of self-​identified libertarians reported a yearly income greater than 
$75,000; most of the rest are middle-​ to upper-​middle income.164 This 
means that libertarians are much more likely to occupy the upper eco-
nomic strata than the average American. All the forms of self-​serving 
and group-​serving bias explaining elite support for supply-​side con-
servatism are applicable here as well, and this fact is reflected in lib-
ertarian factual beliefs about the social welfare state. For example, 
self-​identified libertarians are more likely than other Americans to 
say that government aid to the poor, along with government regula-
tion, does more harm than good.165 One prominent exemplar of the 
elite-​class libertarian is David Koch, the industrialist, prolific donor 
to conservative causes, and former Libertarian Party vice-​presidential 
candidate. His ideological commitments suggest a conviction that gov-
ernment interference with business is both inefficient and unjust. He 
and his brother Charles (co-​founder of the libertarian Cato Institute) 
have supported dozens of political advocacy groups that oppose min-
imum wage laws, regulations on business and financial markets, and 
social welfare and social insurance programs.166 With his siblings, 
David Koch inherited a lucrative oil pipeline business from his father; 
he was educated at elite private academies, and had enormous amounts 
of capital at his disposal when it was time for him to go into business for 
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himself. The Koch brothers have every reason to engage in motivated 
reasoning about the economic and moral appropriateness of the status 
quo economic hierarchy. Their politics utterly discount the impacts 
of inheritance, circumstance, and the many social contributions to an 
individual’s opportunity to reap the benefits of access to capital. They 
and the organizations they support also ignore the overwhelming 
historical evidence against supply-​side economic theory. Selectively 
ignoring these facts is essential to creating the libertarian’s self-​ and 
group-​serving image of a just-​world meritocracy.

As with supply-​side economic conservatism, there are currents of 
racial supremacy in libertarian politics. The August 3, 1980, kickoff 
to the libertarianism-​infused Reagan presidential campaign was held 
outside the town of Philadelphia, Mississippi, an infamous segregation-​
era Ku Klux Klan stronghold and locus for black church bombings 
and murders of civil-​rights workers. There, Reagan’s speech focused 
on restoring “states’ rights,” a phrase that for decades had been a dog 
whistle for the nullification of federal civil rights oversight. According 
to the 2013 Public Religion Research Institute’s American Values 
Survey, self-​identified libertarians in the United States skew heavily 
white (94%) and male (68%).167 Though most libertarians are wealthy 
or upper-​middle income, some nonelite, white landowners and some 
working-​class allies have expressed support for stringent property-​
rights libertarianism. Think of recent standoffs in the American 
West over federal land use and grazing rights, wherein protesters 
have articulated a fundamental objection to any federal oversight of 
land that private citizens find useful. The protesters (100% white and 
mostly male) included a number who had previously opposed federal 
water-​use regulations and other environmental and cultural heritage 
protections on public lands.168 Obviously, self-​interest among, say, 
ranchers who would benefit from unrestricted access to public lands 
would provide a motive to dismiss the artificial and conditional nature 
of individual claims to natural resources. In addition, as with working-​
class white voters who identify as economic conservatives, there are 
plenty of indications that prejudicial racial attitudes are a factor. Some 
of the same land-​use protesters had also been active in radical anti-​
immigration movements and anti-​Muslim protests. Working-​class 
libertarians (again, almost entirely white) overlap heavily in attitudes 
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and voting behavior with political conservatives who blame immi-
gration for economic problems and oppose aid to poor minorities.169 
Nevada rancher Cliven Bundy was at the center of a recent flare-​up 
over federal land management versus his private appropriation of 
public resources. The following is an excerpt from a New York Times 
article, quoting from a speech Bundy gave to a group of supporters:

“I want to tell you one more thing I know about the Negro,” he said. 
Mr. Bundy recalled driving past a public-​housing project in North 
Las Vegas, “and in front of that government house the door was usu-
ally open and the older people and the kids—​and there is always at 
least a half a dozen people sitting on the porch—​they didn’t have 
nothing to do. They didn’t have nothing for their kids to do. They 
didn’t have nothing for their young girls to do.” “And because they 
were basically on government subsidy, so now what do they do?” he 
asked. “They abort their young children, they put their young men 
in jail, because they never learned how to pick cotton. And I’ve often 
wondered, are they better off as slaves, picking cotton and having a 
family life and doing things, or are they better off under government 
subsidy? They didn’t get no more freedom. They got less freedom.”170

It’s that “culture of poverty” again, rather than inequality of oppor-
tunity and other structural disadvantages, that is responsible for the 
problems experienced by impoverished “Negroes”; state interventions 
in poverty are invariably counterproductive. Unless Bundy grossly 
misread the views of his audience (and the Times correspondent does 
not mention any overt disapproval having been expressed at the event), 
the fact that he felt comfortable declaiming such views, in such terms, 
before his supporters says a great deal about the particular libertarian 
subculture in which he operates.

The biopolitics and system justification theorists each stress the ev-
idence that political conservatism is associated with higher sensitivity 
to threat, both physical and social. One thing that jumps out when 
looking at a strong property-​rights ideology stressing noninterference, 
accompanied by a small-​government ideology stressing protection of 
life and property, is the way this narrative creates a sort of inviolable, 
protective force field around the individual. Wherever fear of external 
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threat is at the forefront of emotional need, system justification theory 
would predict a factual belief system organized around security and 
control. A belief in the natural, moral inviolability of property is per-
fectly suited to an ideology in which security is paramount—​that is, 
for those who already happen to own property. The correlation we see 
between economic conservatism, on the one hand, and conservative 
anti-​immigration and strong tough-​on-​crime political positions, on 
the other, is also to be expected on this interpretation.

In addition to demographics, certain personal traits set libertarians 
apart. They are, on average, less empathetic, more individualistic than 
others in their value commitments, and they rate moral concerns as 
less important than most others do.171 The Lockean property-​rights 
story is highly congenial to a worldview based on a self-​conception 
as an individual who owes nothing to others (either legally or mor-
ally): Under this conception, ownership claims ultimately are founded 
on individual labor and risk-​taking, and then passed down via indi-
vidual decisions to bequeath. These claims are inviolable, with no 
provision for the public interest, as long as the use of resources does 
not violate others’ negative rights to noninterference (limiting others’ 
opportunities via acts of appropriation, of course, does not count for 
the property-​rights libertarian as violations of their right to liberty). 
To the extent the defender of this view acknowledges any concern 
with the effects of an absolutist property-​rights regime, we can expect 
confirmation bias in dealing with (a) alleged evidence for the positive 
trickle-​down effects of the unregulated exploitation of privatized re-
sources, and (b) the personal or cultural failings of those left out of the 
ownership class.

3.5  Asymmetry Again

How does this approach to understanding opposition to egalitarian 
social welfare policies account for the difference between liberal and 
conservative attitudes? We have already seen that conservative oppo-
sition to a more egalitarian political economics cuts across class lines. 
Elites have self-​serving motives to hold beliefs about economics—​
and about the poor—​that would favor a free-​market system; 
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working-​class white conservatives have self-​ and group-​protective 
motives relating to relative status and status quo social hierarchy. But 
liberal elites and white liberal working-​class persons have, in prin-
ciple, the same incentives to maintain the inegalitarian economic 
status quo as do their conservative counterparts. So what is different 
about conservatives in general? Are liberals by nature fair and objec-
tive in their approach to political economics, while conservatives are 
slaves to implicit bias?

Denial is the fundamental—​and very human—​expression of the 
attachment to emotionally compelling beliefs in the face of contrary 
evidence. It is unlikely that political liberals belong to some superior, 
more evolved species, the members of which superficially resemble 
politically conservative human beings but are more rational than 
them. Consider the much discussed Implicit Association Test for au-
tomatic racial bias, which has been completed online by over 17 mil-
lion visitors.172 As Chris Mooney explains, “Bias in the test occurs 
when people are faster at categorizing negative words when they are 
paired with African American faces, or faster at sorting positive words 
when they’re paired with white faces—​suggesting an uncontrolled 
mental association between negative things or concepts and African 
Americans.”173 Results show that measurable unconscious bias of 
this sort is evident in the vast majority of test-​takers, including most 
“strong liberal” egalitarians. (Implicit racial bias has not been shown 
reliably to predict racist behavior, wherein unconscious bias translates 
into explicit bias and actual discrimination.174 No one has said that 
all measurable implicit attitudes are straightforwardly linked to be-
havioral dispositions; supporters of the idea that implicit attitudes are 
nevertheless relevant to racism argue that the point of research into 
implicit attitudes is to examine which attitudes might influence behav
ior under which circumstances.175)

No one is above bias and motivated reasoning. However, the evi-
dence shows that different people experience somewhat different emo-
tional needs, depending on environment, experience, personality type, 
and cultural-​group affiliation. Something, after all, must explain why 
one is attracted to a particular ideology over another. In the context 
of political economy, the habitual biases of those traits characteristi-
cally exhibited more strongly in conservatives—​and the conservative 
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ideology they motivate—​help explain certain patterns of motivated 
reasoning we see on economics and property rights:

I. We know, for example, that conservatives have a stronger tendency 
to status quo bias and a greater comfort with existing, hierarchical so-
cial and economic relationships. These preferences are satisfied by an 
ideology of laissez-​faire capitalism, be it rationalized in terms of eco-
nomic efficiency, natural rights to property, the attribution of inferior 
characteristics to other individuals and/​or ethnic groups, or to some 
combination of these.

II. As we have seen, ideological conservatism is associated with 
greater sensitivity to instability and uncertainty. We also know that 
a greater tendency to experience social fear is associated with hos-
tility to out-​groups, along with the political attitudes—​such as anti-​
immigration and pro-​segregation attitudes—​that characteristically 
accompany such hostility. Open borders and changes to accustomed 
economic and racial hierarchies are destabilizing. The language of 
meritocracy, efficiency, and property rights, and the implicit convic-
tion of class and racial superiority, all restore a sense of order, control, 
and safety by reducing uncertainty and validating accustomed posi-
tion in the economic and/​or social hierarchy.

III. While the magnitude of effect sizes remains controversial, we 
have seen across many studies that liberals tend to score higher on em-
pathy and acceptance of differences. Empathy is a natural antidote to 
out-​group bias and the fundamental attribution error, which underlies 
much of the motivated cognition behind inegalitarian denials of reality. 
Business law professor Lynn Stout agrees that the “Homo economicus” 
typically held up in business and economics as a model of rational choice 
“is a sociopath.”176 She disputes this as a characterization of actual busi-
ness people, despite, for example, psychological studies confirming a 
high incidence of sociopathy and narcissism among financiers and cor-
porate chief executive officers.177 Economics and finance students are 
measurably less altruistic and less cooperative than their peers, and they 
demonstrate a greater willingness to deceive for profit; but perhaps more 
significantly, they are more likely to see others as primarily motivated by 
selfishness.178 Viewing others as more self-​interested suggests viewing 
others more as one’s competition. This sort of individualism, as Dan 
Kahan has argued, is associated with political conservatism.179
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Greater sensitivity to threat means a greater sensitivity to signs of 
in-​group/​out-​group membership. Humans by instinct fear the “other.” 
Again, one really consistent finding in personality research is a higher 
threat sensitivity among ideological conservatives. Enhanced threat 
sensitivity amplifies tribalistic attitudes toward other classes, races, 
and so on. The more threat sensitive one is, the more one will respond 
to other groups negatively, which in turn primes attributions that ne-
glect the universality of susceptibility to circumstance.

IV. In raising children, some parents will stress conscientious-
ness, responsibility, and obedience as key values; other parents will 
stress openness and empathy. Cognitive scientist George Lakoff puts 
an imaginative spin on the roots of the individualist-​hierarchicalist-​
authoritarian conservative worldview, as he investigates why certain 
ideological positions on seemingly unrelated economic and social is-
sues tend to go together. Lakoff argues for the formative importance 
of family dynamics on the individual’s understanding of governance. 
He speculates that conservatives are informed in their understanding 
of merit and success by their experience of (and/​or, perhaps, personal 
disposition to) an authoritarian family model he calls the strict father 
family.

In the strict father family, father knows best. He knows right from 
wrong and has the ultimate authority to make sure his children and 
his spouse do what he says, which is taken to be what is right. Many 
conservative spouses accept this worldview, uphold the father’s au-
thority, and are strict in those realms of family life that they are in 
charge of. When his children disobey, it is his moral duty to punish 
them painfully enough so that, to avoid punishment, they will obey 
him (do what is right) and not just do what feels good. Through 
physical discipline they are supposed to become disciplined, inter-
nally strong, and able to prosper in the external world. What if they 
don’t prosper? That means they are not disciplined, and therefore 
cannot be moral, and so deserve their poverty. This reasoning shows 
up in conservative politics in which the poor are seen as lazy and 
undeserving, and the rich as deserving their wealth. Responsibility 
is thus taken to be personal responsibility not social responsibility. 
What you become is only up to you; society has nothing to do with it. 
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You are responsible for yourself, not for others—​who are responsible 
for themselves.180

He argues that the family is our implicit model for governance gen-
erally, and so our attitudes toward a wide range of economic and so-
cial issues are impacted by what we anecdotally understand to be the 
normal and proper family type: “We are first governed in our families, 
and so we grow up understanding governing institutions in terms of 
the governing systems of families.” (This may be most evident in more 
strongly individualist societies like the United States, whereas in tradi-
tional societies the child may experience, say, the village community 
as the basic social unit.) By contrast, the progressive understands gov-
ernance more according to a nurturant parent model, wherein one 
looks for systemic or environmental causes of behavior, and where 
governing structures are more oriented toward empowerment.

This speculative analysis would also predict that religious polit-
ical conservatives would be more likely to belong to sects describing 
a relatively authoritarian deity, and liberals to sects representing a 
more loving and forgiving one. Large surveys designed by the Baylor 
University Institute for Studies of Religion have supported just this 
sort of link, for U.S. Christians, between political ideology and one’s 
views about God’s personality and God’s priorities.181

Neither is it a coincidence, for Lakoff, that the language of moral au-
thority and personal responsibility is also the language of the political 
conservative’s typically punishment-​oriented approach to criminal 
justice, whereas the language of empathy and circumstantial/​environ-
mental determinants of behavior is the language of a politically liberal, 
rehabilitation-​oriented approach.

As we have discussed, cultural-​cognition and group-​polarization 
effects kick in whenever, for any reason, groups of motivationally sim-
ilar persons come to identify with each other as a cultural/​ideological 
community. The feeling of being part of a community is a positive 
feeling, and the fear of being ostracized from one’s community is very 
real. Liberals and conservatives each have their identifying worldviews 
that bring them into groups, motivationally and ideologically—​and 
even geographically, as people self-​sort into more homogenous 

 

 

 



196  The Truth about Denial

neighborhoods. These effects reinforce ideology and profoundly af-
fect one’s perception of reality and risk (as Kahan and others have 
demonstrated). Virtual self-​sorting online on social media platforms 
enhances this effect.

High-​status conservatives may be for low taxes and small gov-
ernment because they are accustomed to their privileged position, 
whereas low-​status conservatives may feel particularly threatened by 
a redistributive political economics thanks to their tenuous position 
on the status hierarchy. Conservatives generally are more likely to ex-
hibit high conscientiousness and a moral hierarchicalism that inclines 
them to stress personal responsibility more and circumstance less. 
They tend to be more comfortable upholding the inegalitarian status 
quo. Identity-​protective cultural cognition works side by side with 
these causes. Once the community with which you identify decides it’s 
for property rights and small government, and against “handouts,” for 
that reason alone you now have compelling motives to conform your 
beliefs to the factual worldview necessary to sustaining this ideology. 
The tenets that poverty is the result of bad decisions and a toxic culture, 
that property rights take moral precedence over the right to a share 
of resources, and that economic growth is best achieved by a laissez-​
faire regime, all function as building blocks that support the desired 
political result. The outcome is the dogmatic, fact-​resistant “market 
fundamentalism” Richard Hofstadter identified in 1970 as coming to 
dominate political conservativism.182

Identity-​protective cultural cognition happens across the ideo-
logical spectrum. It affects interpretation and assimilation of infor-
mation, judgments of expertise, perception of risk, and the ultimate 
explanations one accepts for ideologically charged phenomena. Liberal 
empathy and egalitarianism no doubt biases liberal thinking toward 
the thesis that circumstance is the primary determinant of individual 
outcomes, and thus toward collectivism (or vice versa); the result is a 
downplaying of the efficiency of markets, of the benefits of privatiza-
tion, and of personal responsibility and perseverance. But conservative 
political economy is currently the more salient topic of discussion. Just 
as a focus on left-​wing science denial in the United States may have 
been more pertinent in the ’60s, a discussion focusing on left-​wing de-
nial in the area of political economy may have been more pertinent 
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in an era—​say, the 1930s through the 1960s—​when socialism was 
ascendant.
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4
 Religion

4.1  Reasons to Believe

In a text on denial and ideological denialism, it is impossible to avoid 
a discussion of religious belief. Within any widely practiced religious 
worldview there are innumerable variations in how revelatory texts 
may be interpreted. One important variation pertains to the extent to 
which factual claims within a foundational text are taken to be literally 
true. “Believers” fall on a spectrum somewhere between understanding 
a religious text as predominantly allegorical and understanding a text 
as factual and inerrant.1 Of particular interest in the study of the phe-
nomenon of denial is monotheistic religious literalism, according to 
which the supreme deity worshiped is taken to exist as an actual entity 
with his or her own independent existence and intentions, and who 
has actually performed miracles corresponding to those described in 
that religion’s texts or teachings.

The term “fundamentalism” appears to originate in an early 
twentieth-​century Protestant movement stressing biblical infallibility 
and the historical reality of the miracles of Jesus, along with the literal 
facts of Jesus’s virgin birth, the opportunity for atonement presented by 
his death, and his resurrection. This term has come to be applied more 
broadly to sects of other religious traditions similarly emphasizing the 
literal fact of central real-​world assertions made by their respective 
foundational texts. It is a more recent development for “fundamen-
talist” to sometimes take on the pejorative sense of “fanatic,” and—​like 
the term “ideologue”—​to be associated automatically with inflexibility 
and intolerance. Because of this pejorative connotation, I shall instead 
employ the term literalist to describe anyone who upholds a given set 
of religious teachings as factually true in all or most details.
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How common is religious literalism? Fifty percent of U.S.-​born 
Muslims hold that the Quran is the “literal word of God.”2 In a Pew 
survey of fifteen Sub-​Saharan African nations, majorities of up to 93% 
maintained that the Quran “should be read literally, word for word.”3 
Majorities of Muslims in thirty-​two of thirty-​nine predominantly 
Muslim countries and territories agree that there is “only one cor-
rect way to understand the teachings of Islam.”4 Very large majorities 
of Muslims polled in these thirty-​nine countries expressed a belief in 
predestination and in the literal existence of angels, heaven, and hell. 
About two-​thirds of Americans have made a “personal commitment to 
Jesus Christ,” and in turn, “nearly two-​thirds of those who have made a 
personal commitment to Jesus say they believe that after they die they 
will go to heaven because they have confessed their sins and accepted 
Jesus Christ as their savior.”5 An ABC News poll released in 2004 found 
that 61% of Americans take the creation story in the Bible’s Genesis 
to be “literally true,” with 60% agreeing that the story of Noah’s Ark 
and the Great Flood happened as described, “word for word.”6 Sixty-​
four percent believed that Moses parted the Red Sea as described in 
the Bible. Pew’s 2014 Religious Landscape Study found that 39% of 
Christians view their holy scriptures as the “word of God” and that 
they “should be taken literally”; 59% of U.S.  evangelical Protestants 
agree that the Bible is the “literal word of God.”7 Another survey 
commissioned by the BBC in 2017 found that 57% of active (church-​
attending) Christians believed in the resurrection of Jesus “word-​for-​
word as described in the Bible.”8 According to a 2018 Pew Research 
Center survey, 56% of Americans, including 80% of self-​described 
Christians, “believe in God as described in the Bible” (other self-​
described Christians say they believe in a “spiritual or higher power,” 
but not God as described in the Bible).9

“I even believe in the Devil,” announced former U.S. Supreme Court 
justice Antonin Scalia in a 2013 magazine interview.10 He did not ap-
pear to have been articulating some sort of merely figurative or alle-
gorical understanding of the biblical Satan: Scalia went on to discuss 
the Devil’s particular “desires”; and to account for an absence of direct 
evidence for his existence by the fact that the Devil has learned to be 
“wilier.” When the interviewer expressed surprise at such assertions, 
Scalia was offended:
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You’re looking at me as though I’m weird. My God! Are you so out 
of touch with most of America, most of which believes in the Devil? 
I mean, Jesus Christ believed in the Devil! It’s in the Gospels! You 
travel in circles that are so, so removed from mainstream America 
that you are appalled that anybody would believe in the Devil! Most 
of mankind has believed in the Devil, for all of history. Many more 
intelligent people than you or me have believed in the Devil.

This highly educated judge was quite clear in this interview that, for 
him, the biblical Satan is a real entity with conscious intentions and 
tactics. And it was, furthermore, his considered view that this is typical 
for Christians.

Such professions regarding the literal truth of religious doctrines are 
backed up by practices like church attendance and prayer. More than two-​
thirds of Americans (mostly Christians) attend worship services of some 
kind at least a few times a month.11 Sixty-​nine percent of Muslims world-
wide pray daily. Presuming that we are to take people seriously when they 
profess to believe something, we should consider religious literalism to 
be widespread—​indeed, a majority view among Christians and Muslims 
generally—​unless we discover good reasons to the contrary.

A literalist religious worldview is paradigmatically ideological in 
that it involves a set of factual claims that systematically inform one’s 
evaluative attitudes toward all kinds of personal, social, cultural, and 
political issues. Despite their enormous consequence, few factual 
claims exhibit less evidentiary support and are subject to less critical 
scrutiny than the central assertions of (literalist) religious ideologies. 
At the same time, those professing belief in divine supernatural entities, 
and in their powers, activities, and intentions, often express a level of 
certainty with regard to these alleged facts that far surpasses their con-
fidence in many more mundane assertions of fact. (Seventy-​six percent 
of U.S. Christians describe their belief in God as “absolutely certain.”12)

Any claim that a denier is in denial is a judgment call, based on one’s 
notion of, among other things, the subject’s access to evidence and 
his or her motivations.* Climate, human biology, and economics all 

	 *	 And yes, accusations of denialism themselves must always be read in the context of 
the accuser’s motives and treatment of evidence!
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involve complex systems with lots of moving parts and uncertainties. 
No one fully understands every detail of each of these systems. There 
is always room, in principle, for evidence-​based denial of some con-
sensus scientific, medical, or historical analysis regarding AGW, vac-
cine safety, the relation between tax cuts and economic growth, and so 
on. The universe itself is the ultimate complex system, and our under-
standing of the fundamental forces governing it is incomplete. We have 
certainly made some progress, but there are vast mysteries about the 
nature of reality itself that may yet prove utterly beyond even our most 
sophisticated current and future physical sciences. But this incom-
pleteness in our understanding makes the level of certainty expressed 
by the devout about the most profound, hidden truths of the cosmos 
all the more puzzling. As in the last chapter, I need to explain the key 
problems for the leading philosophical justifications for religious belief 
in order to make the case that much religious belief rests on motivated 
reasoning.

Billions of human beings today profess a firm belief in a real and ac-
tual invisible, all-​powerful, all-​knowing, and benevolent Creator of all 
things—​a Creator who, further, occasionally miraculously intervenes 
in worldly events. And they assert this as incontrovertible fact despite 
many or most of them having some access to or awareness of a number 
of concerns that should at least cast some doubt on such an assertion:

	 •	 The reasons for the existence of a Creator of absolutely every-
thing would itself be a mystery, so the entire religious program 
just replaces one mystery (i.e., the existence and nature of the 
universe) with another (i.e., the existence and nature of a vaguely 
anthropomorphic Creator, who further would seem to have to 
somehow subsist outside of [?]‌ space and time in order to be re-
sponsible for the creation of all spatiotemporal reality itself).

	 •	 The mostly textual basis for belief in a supernatural Creator 
violates rules of evidence believers implicitly accept in most 
other contexts. As Pierre-​Simon Laplace put it, “The weight 
of evidence for an extraordinary claim must be proportioned 
to its strangeness.”13 Most people, most of the time, live by the 
rule that extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. 
The second-​hand testimony of a casual acquaintance is perfectly 
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sufficient for ordinary claims like that the vending machine down 
the hall is out of Pepsi. But if the very same co-​worker reports that 
there is a ghost in the break room or that he has recently captured 
an extraterrestrial invader, it is unlikely these claims would be ac-
cepted by anyone without further confirmation.

	 •	 According to one recent survey, “56% of Americans agree or 
mostly agree that God is in control of all Earthly events.”14 But 
they do not call a priest to fix their refrigerator, nor do they (with 
some exceptions) address a broken ankle with prayer alone. 
Lacking explanations for amazing natural phenomena like 
changing seasons, lightning, or biological life, primitive societies 
turned to supernatural explanations involving intention and 
purpose to account for such wonders. The history of supernat-
ural belief has followed a trend according to which the number 
of phenomena explained by supernatural forces or interventions 
has decreased, as scientific explanations of the hitherto inexpli-
cable have become available. Should this not suggest that, histor-
ically, supernatural explanations for events have derived in part 
from scientific ignorance? And should this fact not raise some 
doubt about the truth of the supernatural worldview itself?

	 •	 Typical of many major religious origin stories is the notion that 
the entire universe was created specifically for human beings or 
with human beings playing a central role. Yet we now know that 
our solar system belongs to a galaxy of between 100 and 400 bil-
lion stars, and recent observations have raised the official esti-
mate of the number of galaxies in the local, observable universe 
from hundreds of billions to between 1 and 2 trillion.15 The idea 
that all that stuff is pretty much incidental to the whole point 
of the universe—​namely, the well-​being of a small tribe in the 
Middle East on this particular planet—​seems a bit provincial.

	 •	 I won’t rehash the extensive history of discussions of the “problem 
of evil” (dating back at least as far as the ancient Greek philoso-
pher Epicurus), except to briefly reiterate that the widespread ex-
istence of pointless suffering caused by natural and moral evils 
seems inconsistent with the existence of an all-​powerful, benev-
olent, and interventionist deity. It is possible that God has some 
hidden reasons to allow earthquakes, malaria, birth defects, and 



218  The Truth about Denial

the sexual slavery of children (say, to inspire greater acts of kind-
ness or a closer relationship to God), and so each of these hor-
rors is necessary somehow to a better world. But, in the absence 
of conclusive evidence for the existence of God, one should also 
consider the hypothesis that these things happen just because of 
plate tectonics, parasites, and people being cruel to each other. 
Our evidence for these phenomena is much stronger than our 
evidence for a loving deity who has a secret reason to instigate 
tsunamis and permit child molestation.

	 •	 At this point in history, most believers are aware that there are 
billions of others who hold incompatible religious beliefs with equal 
fervor and on similar grounds (i.e., some set of texts conveying an-
cient testimonies and the cultural traditions that have developed 
around these testimonies). It would be difficult for an educated 
person to be wholly oblivious to the fact that the particular reli-
gious beliefs people hold are highly correlated with the particular 
views of their childhood caregivers. Most believers, in other words, 
should be able easily to infer that, had they been born into a dif-
ferent family and culture, they would almost certainly worship—​
with equal confidence—​a different god or gods. As a believer, you 
have to simultaneously consider yourself lucky to have been born 
into the one true faith, while being aware that most other people in 
the world (who worship a false god) feel just as lucky, for the same 
reasons. Every devout Muslim has exactly the same reasons for 
being a Muslim as Christians do for being Christians.16 Muslims 
also have holy writings and testimony of miracles, and are just as 
convinced as Christians are of their beliefs. But Christians reject 
that evidence as totally inadequate and reject Islam as a false reli-
gion. Same for all the other religions, except their own. For exactly 
the same reasons, and with exactly the same conviction, Muslims 
reject Christianity as a false religion, along with all the other ones.

Despite all this, billions of human beings even today profess the lit-
eral truth of the teachings of the Abrahamic religions—​Christianity, 
Islam, Judaism—​and so identify with a monotheistic tradition that 
maintains the existence of a benevolent supreme being, who in turn 
has views about what behaviors and social structures are appropriate; 
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a large majority of human beings subscribe to some set of facts about 
a supernatural realm that in some way informs their opinions about 
how one ought to live, what cultural traditions ought to be followed, 
and how society ought to be structured. And again, these beliefs are 
quite often characterized by a degree of certainty that far outstrips the 
believer’s confidence in many more mundane facts that do not suffer 
from anything like these dissonant concerns. As John Locke observed, 
for someone in the grips of religious fervor, neither contrary evidence 
nor inherent absurdity in the doctrine can shake this certainty:

This opinion of his principles (let them be what they will) being 
once established in any one’s mind, it is easy to be imagined what 
reception any proposition shall find, how clearly soever proved, that 
shall invalidate their authority, or at all thwart these internal oracles; 
whereas the grossest absurdities and improbabilities, being but 
agreeable to such principles, go down glibly, and are easily digested. 
The great obstinacy that is to be found in men firmly believing quite 
contrary opinions, though many times equally absurd, in the various 
religions of mankind, are as evident a proof as they are an unavoid-
able consequence of this way of reasoning from received traditional 
principles. So that men will disbelieve their own eyes, renounce the 
evidence of their senses, and give their own experience the lie, rather 
than admit of anything disagreeing with these sacred tenets.17

Locke also argued that, for many, there is little salience in the issue 
of conflicts between faith and reason. Most of the time, the religious 
worldview has little or no practical effect on how the masses live their 
lives. When called upon, people go along with it because they don’t 
really have occasion to question it—​and indeed, have every reason 
not to critically reflect on what religious authorities and cultural elites 
profess:

There are not so many men in errors and wrong opinions as is com-
monly supposed. Not that I  think they embrace the truth; but in-
deed, because concerning those doctrines they keep such a stir 
about, they have no thought, no opinion at all. For if any one should 
a little catechise the greatest part of the partizans of most of the sects 
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in the world, he would not find, concerning those matters they are 
so zealous for, that they have any opinions of their own: much less 
would he have reason to think that they took them upon the ex-
amination of arguments and appearance of probability. They are 
resolved to stick to a party that education or interest has engaged 
them in; and there, like the common soldiers of an army, show 
their courage and warmth as their leaders direct, without ever 
examining, or so much as knowing, the cause they contend for. If a 
man’s life shows that he has no serious regard for religion; for what 
reason should we think that he beats his head about the opinions of 
his church, and troubles himself to examine the grounds of this or 
that doctrine? It is enough for him to obey his leaders, to have his 
hand and his tongue ready for the support of the common cause, 
and thereby approve himself to those who can give him credit, pre-
ferment, or protection in that society. Thus men become professors 
of, and combatants for, those opinions they were never convinced 
of nor proselytes to; no, nor ever had so much as floating in their 
heads: and though one cannot say there are fewer improbable or 
erroneous opinions in the world than there are, yet this is certain; 
there are fewer that actually assent to them, and mistake them for 
truths, than is imagined.18

We have talked a lot about how ideological beliefs can be tightly 
intertwined with social and cultural identity. For some, professed re-
ligiosity may function primarily as a signal of group membership, so 
it may say less about the individual’s factual beliefs than about his or 
her cultural identifications. Others may be said to really hold literalist 
beliefs about the supernatural, but they successfully avoid dissonance 
through compartmentalization: They really think about their religious 
beliefs only in ritual contexts, and they set them aside almost entirely 
in daily life. There is no need for dissonance-​resolving rationalization 
of belief if the religious worldview of ritual and the naturalistic world-
view of everyday life never occupy the same cognitive space at the 
same time.

It’s a different story when it comes to theologians and philosophers 
who explicitly defend the rationality of religious literalism. Elite 
intellectuals who have devoted a career to defending the factual truth 
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of religious teachings represent the clearest cases of individuals who 
have reflected on their beliefs and the reasons therefor. In most cases—​
among elites and otherwise—​religious belief originates with familial 
and cultural indoctrination. But how is such belief sustained by well-​
informed and reflective persons, given the massive cognitive disso-
nance involved? Rationalization strategies employed by the defenders 
of the faith have fallen roughly into three main categories: (1) testi-
mony regarding supernatural events; (2) direct, revelatory knowledge 
of the divine based on a special faculty of perception; and (3) philo-
sophical arguments purporting to show the necessity of a Creator in 
order to explain the existence and/​or nature of the universe.

4.1.1  Evidence of Miracles

Philosopher William Lane Craig has spent over twenty-​five years en-
gaging in illuminating public debates with nonbelievers over the state 
of the evidence for the existence of the Christian god. He maintains 
that the evidence for key Christian miracles—​such as the resurrection 
of Jesus—​is sound, and so belief in the Christian god is straightfor-
wardly justified by the evidence at hand.

The following is Craig’s own summary of his reasons for accepting 
the claim that “On different occasions and under various circumstances 
different individuals and groups of people experienced appearances of 
Jesus alive from the dead,” which is in turn the key piece of evidence for 
the all-​important resurrection miracle:

This is a fact which is virtually universally acknowledged by 
scholars, for the following reasons:

	 1.	 Paul’s list of eyewitnesses to Jesus’s resurrection appearances 
guarantees that such appearances occurred. Paul tells us that Jesus 
appeared to his chief disciple Peter, then to the inner circle of 
disciples known as the Twelve; then he appeared to a group of 
500 disciples at once, then to his younger brother James, who up 
to that time was apparently not a believer, then to all the apos-
tles. Finally, Paul adds, “he appeared also to me,” at the time 
when Paul was still a persecutor of the early Jesus movement (1 
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Cor. 15.5–​8). Given the early date of Paul’s information, as well 
as his personal acquaintance with the people involved, these 
appearances cannot be dismissed as mere legends.

	 2.	 The appearance narratives in the Gospels provide multiple, inde-
pendent attestation of the appearances. For example, the appear-
ance to Peter is attested by Luke and Paul; the appearance to the 
Twelve is attested by Luke, John, and Paul; and the appearance 
to the women is attested by Matthew and John. The appearance 
narratives span such a breadth of independent sources that it 
cannot be reasonably denied that the earliest disciples did have 
such experiences.19

Similarly, Craig defends his belief in the historical fact of various other 
miracles specific to the Christian tradition by citing documents that 
describe witnesses of the event or secondhand accounts of the event. 
He frequently adds considerations such as that some of the alleged 
witnesses were described as skeptics or as people who otherwise had 
little motivation to invent their stories. He concludes that the best ex-
planation for these accounts is the truth of the Christian miracles. This 
“historical” approach to confirming the events in the Christian Bible 
is not unusual: It is reflected in, conservatively, hundreds of English-​
language books (and websites) providing sympathetic historical and 
textual examinations of the accuracy of biblical claims about Jesus.

Let’s suppose everything Craig says is true. Let us suppose these 
were actual eyewitness accounts, rather than anonymous second-​ or 
third-​hand accounts written decades later.20 Let us suppose these 
various accounts were mutually consistent on the details, and let us 
ignore the fact that these accounts also include a variety of other in-
credible events for which little or no corroborating testimony is avail-
able. David Hume’s famous essay “On Miracles” explains the essential 
problem with testimony as to the occurrence of miracles (such as the 
Resurrection).21 The laws of nature are based on experience—​that is, 
we find in experience certain regular associations that we take to rep-
resent underlying rules that determine what is or is not possible. (The 
point of the scientific method is to describe the best and only reliable 
way to form and test these hypotheses, and to incorporate them into 
larger theories about how the universe works.) By definition, a miracle 
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is an event that violates a law of nature. So any alleged experience of a 
miracle by definition stands in opposition to the whole of human ex-
perience, and the probability of the alleged miracle must be judged in 
that context.

Hume lists a number of reasons why we should be suspicious of 
testimony of supernatural events. He notes the human propensity to 
enjoy both hearing and delivering accounts of miracles, motivated by 
the pleasurable passions of surprise and wonder. He notes the motive 
to religion itself, wherein humans can derive comfort, satisfaction, and 
individual self-​affirmation from religious belief (and we might add 
the self-​satisfaction to be gleaned from being a member of the Chosen 
People). He reminds us of the potential benefits of being considered 
a prophet or a member of religious leadership. He also observes that 
miracle reports always seem to pertain to events distant from us in 
space and time (and always seem to occur in the absence of reliable re-
cording devices). Biblical times seem to have abounded in obvious and 
unambiguous miracles, but we are less fortunate now. Hume proposes 
that, when presented with a claim about an extraordinary event irrec-
oncilable with the bulk of human experience, and taking into account 
the quality, quantity, and provenance of testimony, we should consider 
which is the “greater miracle”: That the miracle happened as reported, 
or that the witnesses are lying, exaggerating, deceived, self-​deceived, 
or delusional. He proposes that we should reject the greater miracle—​
that is, the less likely option. Which is the more likely option? The 
phenomena of human gullibility, error, misinterpretation, and hallu-
cination are familiar and not at all uncommon. That a miracle report 
is an artifact of error or motivated self-​deception is always more likely 
than a supernatural explanation, which by definition violates our un-
derstanding as to how things normally work.

We must always be open to surprising, hitherto-​thought-​impossible 
discoveries. The history of science is full of these, and these discoveries 
expand our scientific understanding of the world. But discoveries that 
can be incorporated into larger, fully naturalistic theories about the 
world are not evidence for the supernatural. The defender of supernat-
uralism needs the notion of a well-​established law of nature in order 
to identify the truly miraculous: An event is only evidence for the su-
pernatural if it cannot be reconciled with a naturalistic worldview.22 



224  The Truth about Denial

Hume’s reasoning need not be taken to rule out the possibility of a mir-
acle a priori; rather, the takeaway should be that the bar for establishing 
the occurrence of a miracle should be set very high.

Plus, there is the issue of equally well-​supported miracle stories 
representing views of the world incompatible with other religions. 
The Quran reports that, when Muhammad was challenged by 
the pagan Meccans to prove the existence of Allah, the moon split 
in two. This event was witnessed by multitudes, and led to many 
conversions on the part of the hitherto skeptical.23 The Hadith report 
many miracles performed by Muhammad (or perhaps one should 
say Allah, in support of Muhammad), such as the production of food 
and water for thousands of troops both before and after the Battle of 
Tabouk in the year 630.24 Accounts of these events are based on eye-
witness reports, which have been passed down by named scholars. 
According to eyewitness reports in Buddhist holy texts, Gautama 
Buddha had superhuman powers. Many contemporary miracles re-
lated to Buddhism have been reported, including, for example, the 
spontaneous emission of light from statues of the Buddha in a temple 
in Sri Lanka in 2006—​a fact attested to by thousands of witnesses.25 
Christians citing a text and testimony of miracles as proof of their 
unseen God must simultaneously reject evidence of exactly the same 
kind and quality when it is cited in support of other deities. As Hume 
put it,

To make this the better understood, let us consider, that, in matters 
of religion, whatever is different is contrary; and that it is impos-
sible the religions of ancient Rome, of Turkey, of Siam, and of China 
should, all of them, be established on any solid foundation. Every 
miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these 
religions (and all of them abound in miracles), as its direct scope is 
to establish the particular system to which it is attributed; so has it 
the same force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every other 
system. In destroying a rival system, it likewise destroys the credit of 
those miracles, on which that system was established; so that all the 
prodigies of different religions are to be regarded as contrary facts, 
and the evidences of these prodigies, whether weak or strong, as op-
posite to each other.26
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We have living eyewitnesses who can attest to the existence of the Loch 
Ness Monster, a sort of aquatic dinosaur holdover allegedly living in a 
large lake in Scotland. There is even photographic and video evidence 
of the Monster, plus some intriguing sonar contacts.27 There is no com-
parable evidence for Jesus and the Resurrection. Our evidence for the 
existence of the Loch Ness Monster is vastly, vastly stronger than our 
evidence for the divinity of Jesus. (Further, the Monster is not even al-
leged to be a supernatural being, and so the Monster hypothesis is not 
burdened with the inherent improbability of a miraculous violation of 
a law of nature.) Even so, few people take evidence for the Monster 
seriously, mainly because the prior probability of these reports being 
true is very low. One suspects that things might have been different 
had people been raised from infancy according to a worldview that 
included the Monster, wherein their cultural identity, values, sense of 
self, and feelings of stability, inclusion, and purpose rested on the fac-
tual existence of the Monster. Under such circumstances, contempo-
rary social psychology would give us every reason to expect strong and 
enduring belief in the Monster. From our experience of many other 
cases of motivated credulity, we would also expect believers to engage 
in the selective gathering, recall, and interpretation of evidence in 
rationalizing their commitment to the existence of the Monster.

Even if you ignore all the texts and testimonies lending support 
to competing religious traditions, the level of credulity involved in 
accepting at face value the assertions of a text like the Bible is highly 
suspect. Neuroscientist and anti-​religionist author Sam Harris 
describes the problem concisely:

Tell a devout Christian that his wife is cheating on him, or that frozen 
yogurt can make a man invisible, and he is likely to require as much 
evidence as anyone else, and to be persuaded only to the extent that 
you give it. Tell him that the book he keeps by his bed was written by 
an invisible deity who will punish him with fire for eternity if he fails 
to accept its every incredible claim about the universe, and he seems 
to require no evidence whatsoever.28

Belief in the factual truth—​the unassailable factual truth—​of some 
particular religion on the basis of some set of ancient testimonies can 
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only be sustained by confirmation bias of an unparalleled class and 
magnitude. From what we know about motivated reasoning and de-
nial, it should not be surprising that brilliant scholars can be subject to 
this sort of self-​deception. We know that well-​educated, capable elites 
are as prone to motivated reasoning as anyone else, and more immov-
ably confident in their conclusions than most. In a bizarre display of 
unintentional self-​parody, respected Oxford philosopher Richard 
Swinburne cited Bayesian probability theory in assigning a proba-
bility of 97% to Jesus’ resurrection, based on (a) an extremely selec-
tive canvassing of the evidence, and (b) a set of confident assumptions 
about the quality of the selected evidence.29 Note that it takes a scholar 
familiar with Bayesian probability theory to generate this spurious 
line of reasoning, just as it takes some knowledge of solar flares or 
Milankovitch cycles to come up with spurious technical arguments 
denying AGW. The well-​educated just have more information to se-
lect from when looking for supporting evidence, and they have a wider 
range of techniques available to help rationalize their evidentiary 
choices. They consequently can exhibit all the more confidence in their 
selective interpretation of the evidence.

The most commonly claimed variety of miracle is a divine inter-
vention in human life following intercessory prayer. Many religious 
sects, Christian and non-​Christian, formally claim that their god or 
gods, and/​or allied entities like saints, sometimes intervene in human 
life in response to prayer.30 Over 90% of Christians, Jews, and Muslims 
report praying at least once a week.31 Surveys show several reported 
reasons for prayer, including intimacy with God and the expression 
of gratitude. But other primary reasons include helping oneself and 
others by asking for an intervention of some sort. Over 90% of each 
group (Christians, Jews, and Muslims) report their prayers are at least 
sometimes “answered.” When asked to account for why a given prayer 
might not “come true,” most respondents rationalize such failures as 
“not being God’s plan”; only a tiny fraction—​4.8% of Christians and 
2.4% of Muslims—​think the most important reason must be because 
“God does not answer specific prayers.” A  stated belief that one’s 
prayers have been answered, or that some event would not or could 
not have happened without prayer, is extremely common, including 
among those with a scientific background. Thirty-​nine percent of 
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U.S. physicians believe that “the Bible’s miracle stories are literally true”; 
a majority of physicians report praying for God to help their patients, 
and 55% report having seen treatment results in their patients that 
they consider “miraculous.”32 Among the general population as well, 
perhaps the most common reason to call for divine intervention is to 
help someone recover from illness or injury. There is a selectivity about 
the use of intercessory prayer in cases of illness or injury that is very 
revealing. People pray to God all the time to cure their relative’s cancer 
or to help someone recover from a stroke, but they never pray for the 
restoration of lost or amputated limbs.33 While sincerely believing in 
the healing power of prayer, they somehow just know not to bother 
with it in cases that are non-​ambiguous. People pray for their house to 
be spared from a tornado, but never for it to be magically restored the 
day after it was destroyed. Prayer never brings about events that would 
otherwise be impossible. This is a terrific example of building confir-
mation bias into the practice itself: The practice of intercessory prayer 
is only deployed in cases where there is some chance of being able to 
claim success.*

It is not uncommon for believers to say that evidence is irrelevant 
and that the nature of religious belief is different from other sorts of 
belief. The appropriate attitude is one of “faith,” or a sort of trust de-
spite a lack of evidence. Faith is an odd notion because it abandons 
the usual prescriptive characteristic of knowledge claims/​claims of 
fact—​namely that, given the same evidence, others should rationally 
accept the same claim. There are no other areas of human knowledge 
such that it would be considered acceptable to say “I believe this (and 
with unshakeable certainty!), but I have no evidence for my belief.”34 
Why should propositions about an invisible realm of the most fantastic 
entities imaginable get a pass on evidence? Most poignantly, those who 
eschew the notion of reasoned religious belief have thereby ruled out 
the possibility of explaining why one should have faith in any one par-
ticular deity rather than another. Harris asks us to consider a hypothet-
ical scenario:

	 *	 The fact that some theologians reject intercessory prayer is irrelevant here. The vast 
majority of followers of multiple major sects—​such as Roman Catholicism—​accept it 
and practice it regularly.
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What if all our knowledge of the world were suddenly to disappear? 
Imagine that all six billion of us were to wake up tomorrow morning 
in a state of utter ignorance and despair. Our books and computers 
are here, but we can’t make heads or tails of their contents. What 
knowledge would we want to reclaim first?35

He suggests we would prioritize knowledge about finding shelter and 
growing food, learning a common language, and learning how to use 
machines. Eventually we would doubtless turn our attention to exis-
tential matters. But Harris asks,

When in the process of reclaiming our humanity will it be important 
to know that Jesus was born of a virgin? Or that he was resurrected? 
And how would we relearn these truths, if they are indeed true? By 
reading the Bible? Our tour of the shelves will deliver similar pearls 
from antiquity—​like the “fact” that Isis, the goddess of fertility, sports 
an impressive pair of cow horns. Reading further, we will learn that 
Thor carries a hammer and that Marduk’s sacred animals are horses, 
dogs, and a dragon with a forked tongue. Whom shall we give top 
billing in our resurrected world? Yahweh or Shiva? . . . And what will 
we think of those curious people who begin proclaiming that one of 
our books is distinct from all others in that it was actually written by 
the creator of the universe?36

By contrast, because scientific observations and experiments are rep-
licable, we could expect eventually to be able to re-​identify our science 
textbooks as factually accurate. Harris’s point is that “most of what we 
currently hold sacred is not sacred for any reason other than that it was 
thought sacred yesterday.”

The fallback is that the Christian god, say, is the right one to have 
faith in because the evidence supports his existence over the others. But 
faith was supposed to be the answer to the inadequacy of the evidence.

Nicholas Rescher is another leading Christian philosopher (with no 
fewer than 176 books to his name so far). He recognizes the problem 
of accounting for one’s choice of faith. In a recent book, Reason and 
Religion, he answers by discounting the importance of “historically 
factual correctness”:
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But if adopting a religion involves commitment taken “on faith” 
that goes beyond what rational inquiry (in its standard “scientific” 
form) can manage to validate, how can a rational person ever ap-
propriately join in? How can there be a cogent rationale for a faith 
whose doctrines encompass reason-​transcending commitments? 
The answer lies in the consideration that factual claims are not the 
crux here. For religious commitment is not a matter of historically 
factual correctness so much as one of life-​orienting efficacy, since the 
sort of “belief ” at issue in religion is at bottom a matter of life orien-
tation rather than historical information. . . . What is at issue looks 
not to historical factuality but to parabolic cogency—​the ability to 
provide appropriate life-​orientation for us—​putting people on the 
right track. It is a matter of achieving appropriate life-​goals, realizing 
rational contentment (Aristotelian eudemonia), getting guidance in 
shaping a life one can look back on with rational contentment.37

As a reviewer dryly notes in reference to this passage, “Some might, 
perhaps, balk at the minimizing of historical correctness.”38 Rescher’s 
rationalization downgrades religion to the status of a moralizing fairy 
tale, which is not what the defender of the literal truth of his or her su-
pernatural worldview is looking for.

4.1.2  Sensing God

The language of “feeling the presence of God” or of “entering into com-
munion with the Lord” is familiar. John Calvin introduced the term 
sensus divinitatis to describe a direct sense of the presence of God, 
deriving from an occult faculty of human perception analogous to 
our powers of visual or auditory perception. He claimed “That there 
exists in the human mind and indeed by natural instinct, some sense 
of Deity, we hold to be beyond dispute, since God himself, to prevent 
any man from pretending ignorance, has endued all men with some 
idea of his Godhead.”39 The notion of a belief in God based on some 
direct, inimitable experience recalls the visions, auditory experiences, 
and ecstasies of mystics like Joan of Arc, Teresa of ávila, or Bernadette 
of Lourdes. But rather than some images, sounds, or bodily feelings 
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to be interpreted, proponents of the sensus divinitatis believe in a fac-
ulty of perception distinct from—​but on an epistemic par with—​our 
other sensory faculties. We know (or can know) that God is present, 
using this faculty, just as we can know that a bad smell is there be-
cause we smell it or that we are sad because we feel sad. Philosopher 
and Christian apologist Alvin Plantinga has termed beliefs arising 
from this sense “properly basic.”40 A properly basic belief is one that 
is either self-​evident or founded on the direct evidence of the senses. 
I can’t really corroborate the evidence of my senses except by refer-
ence to other deliverances of my (or others’) sense experience. I can’t 
really justify my belief in 2 + 2 = 4 except by relying on other, simi-
larly founded claims in mathematics. These facts do not stop us from 
thinking of belief based on sense experience or self-​evidence as ra-
tional. If believing that I have two hands because I feel and see them 
is rational, or if believing that 2 + 2 = 4 just because it is self-​evidently 
true is rational, then believing in God just because I sense his divine 
presence is rational. After all, if we assume that God exists, and that he 
wants us to know him, then we can reasonably infer that he would give 
us reliable “intuitions” as to his existence.41 (The failure of many to de-
tect their own sensus divinitatis is explained by inattention or by signal 
interference caused by sin.42) A number of leading scholars, including 
major recent and contemporary philosophers like Plantinga, William 
Alston, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and Michael Rea,43 have endorsed some 
version of this position. (I want to stress to the reader not familiar with 
academic philosophy that these persons have all been justly acclaimed 
as ranking among the most intelligent and accomplished scholars of 
philosophy of religion—​each of them highly educated, scientifically 
literate, and fully informed about other religious traditions, as well as 
about the history of religious skepticism.) The phenomenology varies 
from distinctive feelings of joy and completion to an indescribable 
sense of infinite goodness. Essayist Romain Rolland describes an “oce-
anic feeling” of oneness with eternity that he identifies as the basis for 
religious belief.44

One problem with the claim that belief in God can be based on a 
special, private feeling is that it renders such belief beyond appraisal 
or criticism, and so makes it impossible to distinguish between the ra-
tionality of a belief in Jesus and the rationality of a belief in Poseidon 
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or in any other otherwise-​invisible forces.45 Linda Zagzebski, another 
philosopher of religion and Christian apologist, finds the notion of 
a private sensus divinitatis problematic, for this reason: “It does not 
permit a rational observer outside the community of believers in the 
model to distinguish between Plantinga’s model and the beliefs of any 
group, no matter how irrational and bizarre—​sun-​worshippers, cult 
followers, devotées of the Greek gods.”46 (As far as I can tell, Zagzebski 
is here using the terms “irrational” and “bizarre” unironically.) Some 
claims will be defeasible by their failure in testable situations, such as 
the failure of an apocalypse cult to produce the apocalypse upon the 
prophesied date, or the failure of Helios worshipers to explain away 
modern evidence inconsistent with a low-​orbit chariot dragging the 
sun across the sky each day. However, neither of these options applies 
to any religious tradition (like most of those that have survived the 
Scientific Revolution) that avoids really specific predictions or other 
defeasible claims, choosing instead an intangible deity who remains 
mostly invisible and who works in mysterious ways.

Defenders of the rationality of their own religious belief based on 
a sense of the divine must, at the same time, utterly reject as confused 
the exact same sort of claim on the part of others who assert they have 
intimate knowledge of some other god. This is some serious cogni-
tive dissonance. Their only option is to say that all divine experiences 
are not equal, in that only some have corroborating testimonies and 
historical evidence. Yet many do. Miracles witnessed by Muslims in 
predominantly Muslim territories tend to be Islamic miracles, and 
Buddhists in Buddhist-​dominant cultures almost invariably experi-
ence miracles confirming the truth of Buddhism. Ecstatic religious 
visions experienced by Hindus are rarely visions of Jesus, as opposed 
to some more culturally apt divinity.47 Each culture has its historical 
texts and testimonies. Suppose one were to do a comprehensive inter-
national study, not about miracle reports or visions, but on what dif-
ferent people report directly sensing about divinity. Would anyone 
really expect these reports to fail to be closely correlated with the par-
ticular religious tradition of each individual? To the extent people re-
port directly sensing a god, Christians will “sense” only their god (and 
know him to be Jesus), Muslims will sense theirs (and know him to be 
Allah), and so on. The notion of a divine sense can be used to justify an 



232  The Truth about Denial

irrefutable belief in any of an infinite variety of gods. So, in order to re-
solve a sensus divinitatis disagreement of this kind, one would have to 
advert to testimony or other evidence. But then it’s really just about the 
publicly available evidence again, and such testimonials suffer from 
the inherent unlikelihood of the events they describe, plus the problem 
of conflicting miracle reports from other cultural traditions.

We must ask ourselves again which is the “lesser miracle” (i.e., the 
more likely explanation for this conviction): that the feeling of a special 
communion with God comes from an infinite supernatural being, or 
that the claimant is caught up in an ecstatic enthusiasm of his or her 
own making? If I may quote myself for a moment, here is something 
I concluded in chapter 1, after examining the psychological literature 
on denial:

We are now in a better position to understand motivated cognition 
and denial. Motivated cognition is the sincere confounding of an 
emotional need—​usually of a self-​serving, self-​protective, and/​or 
social identity-​defining sort—​to hold a certain view of things with 
having good reasons to hold that view; to be in denial, then, is to en-
gage in a kind of psychological projection—​that is, to unconsciously 
mistake the emotional value of denying something for actually having 
good reasons to deny it.

Proponents of the sensus divinitatis take this variety of psycholog-
ical projection one step further: They mistake the emotional value of 
believing in something for an actual sensation of that thing!

This phenomenon would not tell us much about the relation be-
tween ideology and human psychology if it were limited to fools or 
madmen. What is so interesting about this kind of claim is that it has 
been proclaimed and defended by such extremely thoughtful and ca-
pable people, from Calvin himself to elite present-​day scholars who, 
unlike Calvin, do not suffer from any deficit of basic information about 
science and nature. Intellectuals like Plantinga have spent decades 
constructing elaborate rationalizations for taking this culturally 
relative—​and obviously motivated—​internal state as justification for 
a belief in God.48 One thing philosophers do better than anyone else 
is demolish bad reasoning. That is why this embrace of really terrible 
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reasoning on the part of Plantinga and other leading intellectuals, 
along with millions of well-​informed, scientifically literate believers, is 
so strongly indicative of denial.

4.1.3  Cosmology and Teleology

One other important category of alleged proofs of God’s existence has 
to do not with proofs based on human experience but, rather, on the 
fact of the universe’s very existence (a.k.a. cosmological arguments), 
or on some apparent purposiveness in the way nature is constituted 
(a.k.a. teleological arguments).

The very existence of the universe is a wonder. Why is there some-
thing rather than nothing? In our experience, there seems to always 
be a cause for any event, and a process of some kind explains the ex-
istence of any thing. So the fact of the existence of reality itself must 
have an explanation. Surely, as so many have asserted over the ages, 
something or someone is responsible for bringing it all about. The 
only thing that could be responsible for reality itself would have to be 
some transcendent, omnipotent agent. Therefore a supernatural cre-
ator exists.

We might first note that, to be the creator of everything, God must 
have created the spacetime environment itself. The creator of space it-
self would have to start out literally nowhere in space. Can we make 
sense of some real entity existing, but not existing in space? The creator 
of time itself would not have a time in which to create. There could be 
no moment before a first moment, so at what time would the creation 
have taken place, and why then? (Saying that God created everything 
at some time while existing outside of time is just to string some words 
together in a sequence that doesn’t really mean anything.) Modern 
cosmology offers a number of suggestions to account for the existence 
of the universe, without adverting to an unnatural cause. Phenomena 
at the quantum level do not conform to our familiar notion of a world 
where all events are fully determined by causal laws. There we see the 
seemingly spontaneous generation of elementary particles and the 
uncaused determination of characteristics of those particles. This has 
led physicist Frank Wilczek to suggest that “ ‘nothing’ is unstable,” 
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in that the laws of physics allow for the spontaneous and unpredict-
able generation of matter.49 Proponents of cosmic inflation theory (a 
largely successful theory about the rapid expansion of the early uni-
verse) add that, as the universe expands, spacetime is in fact constantly 
being generated from nothing.

These are rather esoteric notions. A  failure to consider quantum 
physics or inflation theory (or even to know about them) is not why 
I would suggest that many elite proponents of the cosmological argu-
ment for the existence of God are in denial. The more basic problems 
with the cosmological argument are (a)  its explanatory poverty and 
(b)  its internal inconsistency regarding causation. Bringing in a su-
pernatural creator as the answer to everything really explains nothing. 
Where does the creator come from? What explains the characteristics 
of the creator that leads him or her to have both the desire and the 
ability to create the universe as we know it?50 It seems to me any be-
liever is capable of asking him-​ or herself these questions—​but perhaps 
doesn’t want to.

Then there are the issues with the notion of God (or anything) as a 
cause of all events. Immanuel Kant observed that it is perfectly natural 
to ask for the cause of a particular event, such as the movement of a 
billiard ball.51 We expect there is a cause (even if we don’t happen to 
know the cause) because we experience the world as fundamentally 
organized according to causal regularities. It is an easy transition, Kant 
continues, to asking about the cause of everything altogether. In terms 
of its form, this question does not seem any different from the question 
of why some particular thing happens. But this question implies the 
meaningfulness of the notion of a cause of all events that could them-
selves be causes of other events. There is a problem with the notion of 
a cause of all causes: The cause of all things either follows the rule “All 
events have a cause” or it doesn’t. If the cause of all things follows the 
rule, then God must have a cause—​but then God is not the cause of 
all things. (Going back to early Christian scholars like Augustine and 
Anselm, this sort of concern has often been answered with some sort 
of ill-​defined statements about God being “eternal,” “necessary,” and/​
or “self-​caused.”) If the cause of all things doesn’t follow the rule that 
all events are caused, then the rule is not a rule and we don’t need an 
ultimate cause.52 The notion of a cause only has meaning in the context 
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of a chain of events. The question, “Why is there something rather than 
nothing?” therefore rests on a confusion.*

Either everything has a cause or it doesn’t. If everything has a cause, 
then so must a god. If not everything has a cause, then why not stop 
at the universe itself (or the Big Bang)? A story of the universe just 
starting with a huge expansion in its earliest moments, leading to what 
we see today, has the advantage of being consistent with what we ob-
serve, and it doesn’t require us to posit something both invisible and 
inexplicable—​a supernatural creator. It is a much more parsimonious 
story that doesn’t require the supernatural.

Is it cheating to suggest that the existence of the universe is just a 
“brute fact,” with no ultimate explanation? Again, it isn’t a cheat any 
more than positing a god whose existence is a brute fact, with no ulti-
mate explanation. The supernatural creator answer, not the physicist’s 
tentative speculations, is the ad hoc, hand-​waving, deus ex machina 
answer. (And of course, the theist’s certainty is spectacularly un-
earned.) There is every reason to expect scientific progress on our nat-
uralistic understanding of the early universe. The god who is deployed 
to explain those things science has not explained is known as the “god 
of the gaps” (a term introduced by dismayed Christian apologists53). 
Science has a good track record of getting to the bottom of things. Our 
ancestors once cowered before the lightning that was an expression of 
the wrath of the gods. Diseases were the result of curses or of demonic 
meddling. Such accounts have ineluctably given way to evidence-​
based explanations. It is unlikely that the sophisticated defender of re-
ligion does not understand this fact about human intellectual history. 
Why should we not presume an ultimate naturalistic explanation for 
the universe itself, if naturalism has supplanted supernaturalism so 
many times before?

Today’s sophisticated, first-​world churchgoer would laugh off the 
notion of magic spells as an explanation for the workings of his or her 
computer. Neither would he or she take seriously a demonic possession 

	 *	 Philosopher Robert Nozick points out that there are infinitely many logically 
possible variations of universes containing something, but only one way for there to 
be nothing. Hence, nothingness would be the state of affairs demanding an explana-
tion, not somethingness. See Robert Nozick, Philosophical Explanations (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1983), p. 127.
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account of the stomach flu. The contemporary, educated person who 
trusts scientific expertise—​and the deterministic, law-​governed un-
derstanding of nature that underlies it—​when it comes to medicines, 
cell phones, and air travel, can do better than uncritically accept that 
an uncaused, invisible, supernatural being is the answer to questions 
about the early universe. This inconsistency requires at some point a 
willful disregard for logic, in conjunction with a wild abandonment 
of one’s usual standards of evidence. The lack of critical self-​awareness 
when it comes to this issue is unsurprising, however, because of the 
profound emotional significance of the religious worldview to the be-
liever. The cosmological question provides an opening to the believer, 
and the believer takes what he or she can get, no questions asked.

What philosophers call the “teleological argument,” or the “argu-
ment from design,” focuses not on the existence of the world itself but 
on alleged evidence of purposive design in nature. The best-​known 
version of this reasoning is found in William Paley’s 1805 book Natural 
Theology, in which he argues that biological function requires a de-
signer. The human body has intricate parts—​heart, lungs, and so on—​
that appear to serve a function both individually and jointly as they 
maintain the larger organism. If we found a watch on the ground, and 
examined its parts and how they function together to tell time, we 
would surely infer the existence of a conscious designer of that watch. 
Similarly, Paley argues, we must infer a designer of human beings.

This version of the design argument was, of course, exploded by 
the theory of biological evolution by natural selection. The explana-
tion of the “function” of organs like the heart is etiological rather than 
teleological—​that is to say, the heart works the way it does because of 
advantages conferred in the past by similar mechanisms in the envi-
ronment of the animal species’ development, rather than because of 
the purpose a designer intended it to serve.54 The fact of the scien-
tific consensus on evolution is well known. Yet denial of the theory is 
widespread. As I mentioned in chapter 2, 73% of Americans reject ev-
olution by natural selection. Maintaining this state of denial requires 
dismissing the key concept underlying the biological sciences, along 
with much of genetics, anatomy, geology, archaeology, and the like. The 
same people denying evolutionary biology have no problem with, say, 
the science of chemistry that ensures them effective laundry detergent, 
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or the science of physics that explains the workings of their automo-
bile. The reasons for this inconsistency are not difficult to figure out. 
There are major threats to status quo culture, identity, and individual 
feelings of self-​worth posed by the implications that (a) human beings 
were not created ex nihilo in their current form by a loving deity; that 
(b) human beings are not fundamentally distinct in nature from the 
lesser animals, and indeed share ancestors with them; and that (c) su-
pernatural belief systems are variable artifacts of ancient, local cultures.

Some apologists have come up with the term “creation science” 
in an attempt to confuse the issue of the settled consensus on evolu-
tion. Organizations promoting creation science include the Institute 
for Creation Research and the Discovery Institute. The Discovery 
Institute’s more prominent fellows include biologists Michael Behe 
and Douglas Axe, plus William Dembski, who holds doctoral degrees 
in both mathematics and philosophy.55 The term “science” in “creation 
science” is a misnomer. Creation science offers intelligent design as 
an alleged alternate scientific theory. But intelligent design lacks key 
defining characteristics of a scientific theory. It is not testable because 
it makes no predictions about what characteristics we should expect 
to find in organisms under given conditions. Relatedly, it cannot offer 
differential explanations of biological characteristics—​that is, it cannot 
explain why an animal has some particular characteristic rather than 
another.56 It is not falsifiable, because any possible observation will be 
consistent with the will of an omnipotent creator who works in mys-
terious ways. Even obvious human vestigial characteristics, such as 
wisdom teeth and the coccyx, can be explained away in this fashion.

As usual, the educational background or relative sophistication of 
the individual in denial in no way mitigates these bias effects. Many 
books have been written by authors with advanced degrees purporting 
to refute the notion of evolution by natural selection, such as The 
Genesis Flood, Darwin’s Black Box, and Creation as Science. Multiple 
websites today laud contemporary creationists with doctoral degrees 
in science, such as biologist Gary Parker, who has said:

All of us can recognize objects that man has created, whether 
paintings, sculptures or just a Coke bottle. Because the pattern of 
relationships in those objects is contrary to relationships that time, 
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chance and natural physical processes can produce, we know an 
outside creative agent was involved. I began to see the same thing 
in a study of living things, especially in the area of my major in-
terest, molecular biology. All living things depend upon a working 
relationship between inheritable DNA/​RNA and proteins, the chief 
structural and functional molecules. Just as phosphorus, glass and 
copper will work together in a television set only if properly ar-
ranged by human engineers, so DNA and protein will only work 
in productive harmony if properly ordered by an outside creative 
agent.57

Accomplished hydraulic engineer Henry Morris founded the Institute 
for Creation Research. He wrote:

The lack of a case for evolution is clear from the fact that no one has 
ever seen it happen. If it were a real process, evolution should still 
be occurring, and there should be many “transitional” forms that we 
could observe. What we see instead, of course, is an array of distinct 
“kinds” of plants and animals with many varieties within each kind, 
but with very clear and—​apparently—​unbridgeable gaps between 
the kinds.58

This is all easily refutable, but identifying all the factual inaccuracies 
would be pointless. Statements like these are possible only in the con-
text of a willful disregard for the evidence.

Creation-​science organizations and their allies have pushed to 
include intelligent design as part of the public school biology cur-
riculum. They do so in the name of scientific openness, but the trans-
parent intention is to push an ideological agenda. This intention was a 
key issue in a successful 2005 legal challenge to a Pennsylvania district 
school board’s mandate directing schools to push intelligent design as 
an alternate theory.59 Part of the mandate was that a creation-​science 
textbook called Of Pandas and People be used as a reference work. It 
came out during the trial that, in the latest edition of the book, the term 
“creationist” had simply been replaced with the term “design propo-
nent” so as to make the book seem more like a science text than a re-
ligious tract. Ph.D. geologist Kurt Wise is unusually self-​aware about 
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the decision to reject the science when it conflicts with his religious 
commitments. Wise has explained:

I had to make a decision between evolution and scripture. Either the 
scripture was true and evolution was wrong or evolution was true 
and I must toss out the Bible. . . . It was there that night that I ac-
cepted the word of God and rejected all that would ever counter it, 
including evolution. With that, in great sorrow, I tossed into the fire 
all my dreams and hopes in science. . . . If all the evidence in the uni-
verse turns against creationism, I would be the first to admit it, but 
I would still be a creationist because that is what the Word of God 
seems to indicate.60

Among the more sophisticated academic Christian apologists, the de-
sign argument has evolved (no pun intended) into the question of how 
the universe should be constituted, in terms of its fundamental laws, so 
as to allow life. This is based on a claim that various fundamental phys-
ical constants of our universe fall within a narrow range that allows 
stars and galaxies to form, as well as the carbon and oxygen necessary 
for the chemistry of life as we know it.61 This set of conditions is so un-
likely, the claim continues, that it must be the result of design. This is 
the fine-​tuning argument (Craig and Plantinga are both fans62).

As with the cosmological argument, there are some esoteric 
proposals from theoretical physics that could come into play here. 
Physicists Alan Guth, Andrei Linde, and others have proposed a 
chaotic inflation model of the universe, according to which local 
fluctuations in the context of a massive spacetime expansion has left 
many (perhaps infinitely many) causally isolated subuniverses with 
their own sets of physical laws.63 In this multiverse scenario, the ex-
istence of a subuniverse like ours—​and conscious beings questioning 
the likelihood of a universe like ours—​is unsurprising, because we 
should expect any number of scenarios (including ours) to be playing 
out among a vast number of subuniverses. This scenario is suggested 
by what we know about quantum physics, and it is consistent with 
observations of our universe’s ancient background radiation.

But physicists themselves are not at all sure about this possibility, 
and even if they were more confident, one wouldn’t expect most people 
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to know about or understand the chaotic inflation model of the early 
universe. Rather, the fundamental problem with the fine-​tuning argu-
ment is that it is an argument from ignorance. As many physicists have 
said in response to fine-​tuning, we don’t know enough to establish the 
probability of any particular set of fundamental physical constraints. 
It may be that there are some underlying physical laws that require the 
fundamental properties of the universe to fall within the bounds that 
they do. To jump from our not being able to explain the laws of na-
ture to the necessity of a benevolent designer is exactly the same move 
our ancestors made when they concluded that angry gods exist just be-
cause they couldn’t think of any other explanation for storms or sick-
ness. It is the same move William Paley made when he concluded that 
there must be an intelligent designer of the human form just because 
he couldn’t think of any other explanation for biological complexity 
in living organisms. It is the same move proponents of the cosmolog-
ical argument make when they say there must be a god behind the 
existence of the universe because they cannot otherwise explain its 
origin. Uncritical acceptance of miracles rests either on ignorance of 
other possible explanations for an event or on willful blindness to al-
ternative explanations for miracle testimony. In light of nonmagical 
explanations for all the phenomena now under the domain of science, 
in light of the nonmagical natural laws we depend on most of the time, 
and in light of our normal skepticism toward incredible claims that 
don’t fit with our ordinary understanding of natural phenomena, isn’t 
it strange to jump to the conclusion that only a supernatural explana-
tion will do in this case?

The proponent of the fine-​tuning argument claims to know that the 
current set of fundamental physical values would be extremely unlikely 
if it were the product of chance. God must be the explanation. But what 
is the explanation for God’s existing or of wanting to create exactly this 
universe? (Who tuned the tuner?) Fine-​tuning again just replaces one 
mystery with another one that is infinitely harder to dissolve.64

Most proponents of the fine-​tuning argument are sufficiently 
knowledgeable to be aware that we live in an unimaginably vast uni-
verse, almost all of which is vacuum or otherwise uninhabitable. Even 
the Earth could be a lot better as a habitat for humanity: The Earth is 
mostly covered with salt water, and a lot of the rest is desert, or ice, 
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or pestilent jungle, or excessively mountainous. If the universe were 
created for the sake of life, much less human life, then the creator did 
a terrible job. Not to mention that a life-​loving, all-​powerful creator 
god would likely have done a better job of preventing or alleviating the 
many terrible moral and natural evils we see in our world, such as gen-
ocide, earthquakes, and childhood cancer.

Even if you get past all these problems with the cosmological and 
teleological arguments, there is still the issue that neither argument 
gives you the god of religion. Neither gives you an anthropomorphic, 
divinely perfect being with a special interest in humanity. It’s certainly 
no Jesus of the Bible, nor any other particular creator god. To arrive 
at any particular literalist theology, you have to go back to the mir-
acle testimonies of some particular religious text. And to fix upon the 
testimonies of that text, and to accept its claims to the exclusion of all 
others, you once again need to suspend all normal rules of evidence—​
while also ignoring all the competing, equally (un)supported reports 
of miracles and divine appearances. Either that, or you maintain that 
you know Jesus to be real because you “feel him in your heart,” or some 
such—​while utterly discounting the credibility of the exact same sort 
of claim from literalist believers of other faith traditions.

But problems with testimony of miracles, the sense of the divine, 
the cosmological argument, creation science, and the fine-​tuning ar-
gument are all moot for the true believer. Some will report that they 
started out as nonbelievers and came to believe in a god because an 
encounter with miracle testimony, a sudden experience of immediate 
revelation, or as a result of reflecting upon the best possible explana-
tion for the existence and/​or nature or the universe. But most of the 
defenders of these proofs would have to admit they were not convinced 
of God’s existence by these means; rather, they came to accept these 
“proofs” long after developing an unshakeable conviction in childhood 
via familial and cultural indoctrination. I think it is uncontroversial 
to say that people are seldom reasoned into religion. The vast majority 
of believers were indoctrinated into their faith from an early age, and 
they usually retain that specific belief system into adulthood. Adult 
individuals raised in a Hindu family in a Hindu region know that 
Hinduism is true; adult individuals raised in a Christian family in a 
Christian region know that Christianity is true; and so on. Atheists are 
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not special here, either. Atheists are not atheists because their world-
view, unlike that of theists, is uniquely based on Pure Reason. Just like 
being raised religious, being raised atheist or agnostic strongly predicts 
how one will turn out in terms of belief in a creator god.

Where we do see adult conversions from nonbelief to belief, we are 
likely to see intense emotional need, arising from loneliness, a family 
breakup, hitting bottom as an alcoholic, diagnosis of terminal illness, 
wartime experience, or being sent to prison (the incidence of self-​
identified atheists is ten times higher in the general population than it 
is in the prison population65). Indeed, where we see loss of religious be-
lief, we likely also see an emotional trigger, such as the death of a child 
or the discovery of some incompatibility between one’s needs and one’s 
religious ideology. The following account, from philosopher Elizabeth 
Barnes, is recognizable:

It’s hard to point to one particular thing, really. My alienation from 
conservative Christianity happened gradually, and it wasn’t until 
I moved away from the South that I was fully able to process it all. 
By the time I was a teenager I started to question things, and to see 
aspects of the practice that didn’t feel right to me. I’d become in-
terested in environmental activism, and I  remember getting very 
annoyed with the typical stance of the religious right on the envi-
ronment. I think that was when I started to notice how people would 
conveniently pick and choose bits of the Bible to support what they 
wanted to believe. I also became increasingly uncomfortable with the 
attitudes towards women that were often expressed. I couldn’t accept 
that it was my God-​given lot in life to submit to a man, and it didn’t 
make sense to me that I  was intrinsically unsuited for leadership 
roles because of my gender. But what really sticks out in my mind as 
the moment I crossed the Rubicon, as it were, is when I realized that a 
family member of mine—​someone I’d always been very close with—​
was gay. And then I thought about what people in my community 
would say to him if they knew. That was the point at which I basically 
decided “Yeah, no thanks.”66

Note that the loss of faith here—​even on the part of a professional 
philosopher—​had nothing to do with discounting the historical 
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evidence of miracles, considering conflicting faith systems, or deciding 
that proofs of God’s existence fall short. Belief in God just became ide-
ologically and emotionally inconvenient—​just as when we do see belief 
in God, we typically see emotional convenience. That’s why problems 
with the “reasons” given either to believe or disbelieve in some god are 
moot from a persuasion standpoint:  These function not as genuine 
reasons but, rather, as tools for rationalizing an ideology to which the 
believer is already committed.

4.2  Is It Even a Belief?

Considering the all-​encompassing implications of literalist religious 
belief—​a belief that entails a supernatural explanation of the entire 
natural world, of every event in the world, and of the purpose of every 
event in the world—​one would think more would be demanded by the 
believer in order to adopt this worldview, not to mention any partic-
ular theology associated with it. Yet, in practice, critical faculties are 
deployed less in this domain than in any other, even among the most 
erudite apologist scholars. The gap between, on the one hand, the na-
ture and scope of the claim and, on the other, the quality of the rea-
soning employed in defending it is unparalleled in any other area of 
human affairs. Religion overall represents easily the most impressive 
disconnect between professed worldview and any sort of honest as-
sessment of the likelihood of its being true. Partly for this reason, some 
thinkers have suggested that religious belief is not what it appears to be.

John Stuart Mill, from On Liberty, muses upon the frequent 
inconsistencies between the professed religious commitments of the 
typical “believer” and his or her actual behavior:

By Christianity I here mean what is accounted such by all churches 
and sects—​the maxims and precepts contained in the New 
Testament. These are considered sacred, and accepted as laws, by all 
professing Christians. Yet it is scarcely too much to say that not one 
Christian in a thousand guides or tests his individual conduct by ref-
erence to those laws. . . . All Christians believe that the blessed are 
the poor and humble, and those who are ill-​used by the world; that 
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it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a 
rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven; that they should judge not, 
lest they be judged; that they should swear not at all; that they should 
love their neighbour as themselves; that if one take their cloak, they 
should give him their coat also; that they should take no thought for 
the morrow; that if they would be perfect, they should sell all that 
they have and give it to the poor. They are not insincere when they say 
that they believe these things. They do believe them, as people believe 
what they have always heard lauded and never discussed. But in the 
sense of that living belief which regulates conduct, they believe these 
doctrines just up to the point to which it is usual to act upon them.67

Philosopher Georges Rey notes how incongruous it is to see believers 
mourn their dead with such intensity while, supposedly, truly believing 
that they will soon be reunited with their loved ones in heaven.68 
The faithful pray to be cured of cancer, to be spared from oncoming 
tornadoes, or for victory in war. They never pray for amputated limbs 
to be restored or for collapsed buildings to be repaired overnight. In 
other words, they never pray for divine intervention in situations 
where such intervention would be unambiguous. This sort of discon-
nect between avowal and practice is a bad sign for a sincere believer 
seeking to avoid the charge of self-​deception. Lately we have seen a rise 
of organized terrorism in the name of Islam, but this is only one re-
cent example of atrocities under the banner of religion. Christians have 
been responsible for innumerable colonizations, crusades, genocidal 
ethnic cleansings, wars, and witch hunts, all committed specifically in 
the name of their religion. Tens of thousands of Indian Muslims have 
been killed in thousands of separate attacks by Hindus since the 1940s. 
Gangs of Buddhist monks have recently been involved in murderous 
attacks on the minority Muslim population in Myanmar.

This sort of inconsistency has given rise to a school of thought that 
questions whether religious belief is what it seems—​that is, a factual 
belief about the world. Rather than conclude that religious believers 
are self-​deceived about the quality of the evidence for their claims, 
Rey argues that some “who sincerely claim to believe in God” (in par-
ticular “members of [their] culture exposed to standard science”) are 
self-​deceived about what it is they believe, and “at some level they 
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believe the claim is false.”69 He just can’t make any other sense of the 
incongruity between the stated belief, on the one hand, and the reasons 
given (and the behavior exhibited), on the other.

As we noted earlier, Locke thought that professions of belief are often 
really just unreflective signals of solidarity or obedience. Philosopher 
Daniel Dennett says something similar when he characterizes many 
of the avowals of belief in God not as indicating genuine belief in God 
but as indicating “belief in belief ”; that is, they uncritically accept the 
teachings of their culture or religious authorities for reasons other than 
actually believing that these teachings are true. What educated persons 
in developed nations really believe, according to Dennett, is that belief 
in God is advantageous and/​or obligatory. As Locke alleged, the av-
erage follower professes devotion simply to “thereby approve himself 
to those who can give him credit, preferment, or protection in [his] so-
ciety.” Believers compartmentalize their avowal, isolating it from their 
usual standards of knowledge. (Recall Kahan’s rural South Carolina 
barber, who would pay a social and economic penalty for taking cli-
mate change seriously.) Doubts are suppressed, allowing the person to 
maintain a state of denial and sincerely claim he or she is a true believer.

In a recent essay from the journal Cognition, Neil van Leeuwen 
elaborates on the idea that religious avowals often express an attitude 
not properly categorized as a factual belief. Van Leeuwen notes that 
genuine factual beliefs exhibit two defining characteristics. One is ev-
identiary vulnerability, meaning that they are “involuntarily prone 
to being extinguished” by contrary evidence or by evidence of self-​
contradiction or incoherence.70 The other is cognitive governance—​
that is, genuine factual beliefs license inferences to other factual beliefs 
that in turn influence behavior. I infer that there is mail in my mailbox 
because I believe the mail carrier has come and delivered mail. This 
inference would be the basis for my actually getting up and going out 
to my mailbox to get the mail. By contrast, if I merely imagine what it 
would be like for the mail carrier to come, I do not thereby come to 
believe I have mail and go open my mailbox. Avowed religious belief 
as a cognitive state often lacks evidentiary vulnerability, cognitive gov-
ernance, or both. First, the actual evidence, as we have noted, appears 
to be irrelevant either to the formation or to the maintenance of religi-
osity. Second, to observe that the behavior of the devout is frequently 
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inconsistent with their religious avowals is to observe that their beliefs 
appear to lack cognitive governance. Van Leeuven concludes that what 
we call religious belief is often, or even characteristically, more like 
the product of imagining or hypothesizing (or hoping). Avowals and 
ritual behaviors associated with religiosity are more like playacting 
than acting. This would explain why religious “belief ” is so resistant 
to refutation and why the behavior of the avowed devotee so often 
does not line up with his or her avowals. Van Leeuven calls the cog-
nitive states associated with religious avowal “credences” rather than 
beliefs. Credences are sometimes loosely categorized as beliefs, but 
they exhibit characteristics that differentiate them from ordinary fac-
tual beliefs. Unlike most factual beliefs, religious credences are both 
seemingly unfalsifiable and “practical setting-​dependent, becoming 
deactivated outside the religious-​ritual setting.”71 He therefore agrees 
with Dennett and Rey that the devout are self-​deceived, not about 
the evidence for their beliefs but, rather, about the beliefs themselves. 
However, where Dennett and Rey say they are self-​deceived about the 
content of their beliefs, van Leeuven says that are self-​deceived about 
the very nature of the attitudes they call beliefs. He explicitly compares 
credence to ideological denialism:

For example, does a “belief ” that Mao’s policies did not cause famine 
count as factual belief? We don’t know without more information. 
A mistaken history student in Cleveland may factually believe this, 
if he misread the history text and has the attitude of factual belief to-
ward those contents. But an ideological Maoist may have a religious 
credence toward the same content. One cannot decide whether an 
attitude is a factual belief or religious credence just by looking at the 
contents. In fact, many ideological distortions, I suspect, involve re-
ligious credences toward what might be thought of as contents that 
concern facts (e.g., global warming does not exist, etc.).72

Psychologist Paul Bloom agrees, and he compares such credulous 
professions to other sorts of ideological positioning:

Many religious narratives are believed without even being under-
stood. People will often assert religious claims with confidence—​there 
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exists a God, he listens to my prayers, I will go to Heaven when I die—​
but with little understanding, or even interest, in the details. The soci-
ologist Alan Wolfe observes that “evangelical believers are sometimes 
hard pressed to explain exactly what, doctrinally speaking, their faith 
is,” and goes on to note that “These are people who believe, often pas-
sionately, in God, even if they cannot tell others all that much about 
the God in which they believe.” People defer to authorities not just to 
the truth of the religious beliefs, but their meaning as well. . . . None 
of this is special to religion. Researchers have studied those who have 
strong opinions about political issues and found that they often liter-
ally don’t know what they are talking about. Many people who take 
positions on cap and trade, for instance, have no idea what cap and 
trade is. Similarly, many of those who will insist that America spends 
too much, or too little, on foreign aid, often don’t know how much 
actually is spent, as either an absolute amount or proportion of GDP. 
These political positions are also credences, and one who holds them 
is just like someone who insists that the Ten Commandments should 
be the bedrock of morality, but can’t list more than three or four of 
them.73

Bloom adds that many atheists will also profess agreement with, say, 
the theory of evolution by natural selection, without really being able 
to explain what it is or how it works. But, he continues, this form of 
deference to authority is different, because science has earned its epis-
temological authority by the nature of its evidence-​based, self-​critical 
practice (as well as its track record of success).

Usually, we take sincere factual claims more or less at face value. If 
someone claims there are eggs in her refrigerator, then (assuming we 
don’t think she is lying) we take her to have a factual representation of 
the world that includes eggs in her refrigerator. She may be mistaken 
or even self-​deceived about the reasons for her belief in some way, but 
we would not doubt that she has a belief to that effect. Locke, Mill, Rey, 
Dennett, van Leeuwen, and Bloom are correct in pointing out the be-
havioral inconsistencies and lack of critical self-​reflection—​or even full 
comprehension—​commonly present in the religious believer. And yet, 
for all the hypocrisies on display, even among the common people re-
ligious belief does have some downstream effects on behavior. Many, 
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many self-​sacrificing charitable acts (and acts of terror) are committed 
explicitly in the name of religion. Those who fail to live up to their char-
itable ideals can chalk up that failure to weakness of will, rather than 
insincerity or self-​deception. Christian proponents of “original sin” can 
even present their failure to live up to their avowed ideals as confirma-
tion of their belief system, which includes the essential sinful and hypo-
critical nature of human beings. (People in denial are terrific at turning 
apparent evidentiary inconsistencies into features of their view.)

Clearly, religious tenets, like many ideological positions, suffer, in 
practice, from an acute lack of evidential vulnerability. No doubt there 
are many cases in which expressions of religious devotion are less like 
attempts at factual descriptions of the world than expressions of an 
attitude of cultural solidarity. Like Donald Trump’s infantile tweets, 
such expressions are more like bullshit than denial. Even so, to deny 
religious belief in general even its status as belief is a little unchari-
table to billions of earnest adherents. Neither fundamentalist terrorists 
nor self-​sacrificing aid workers seem to be merely playacting. Elite 
believers like William Lane Craig cite historical evidence for their 
claims, however selective and inadequate it might be. Other sophisti-
cated apologists give reasons for their devotion—​and many unsophis-
ticated ones can and will do so when pressed. Philosopher Neil Levy 
notes that many factual, scientific beliefs appear to exhibit some prac-
tical setting dependence:

For instance, adults with college level education in evolution often 
invoke a competing essentialist theory of species transformation and 
adults with college level education in mechanics invoke folk physics 
to explain and predict motion. This exhibits the practical setting de-
pendence of factual beliefs: beliefs that guide behaviour (including 
verbal behaviour) in one setting fail to guide it in another, despite 
the relevance of the content of the beliefs to the second setting. These 
instances of practical setting dependence presumably arise because 
the agents fail to notice the conflict between the intuitive response 
and the one that is justified by the theory they accept.74

Depending on the circumstances, atheists can be as subject to super-
stition and magical thinking as the devout. Levy also cites familiar 
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instances of motivated reasoning or confabulation in response to dis-
sonance. There is nothing special about religious belief and its prac-
tical setting dependence, he argues: Any belief is context dependent 
if, in a given context, holding on to that belief is confusing or threat-
ening. This is just how someone with a strong educational background 
and good scientific literacy skills can deny AGW. What the science of 
denial teaches us is that any belief can be ignored or discarded, given 
sufficient motivation.

Van Leeuven is right in noting some similarities between religious 
ritual and imaginative play, and between stubborn credulity and ide-
ology. However, given our usual, well-​founded practice of taking fac-
tual claims at face value, the burden of proof is on those who want to 
claim that so many people, so much of the time, are wrong about either 
the content or the very nature of many of their own beliefs. At the very 
least, it’s difficult to look at intellectual and cultural elite apologists like 
Craig, Plantinga, Alston, Swinburne, or Rea and describe them as con-
fused about what they believe or as merely playacting.

What we do know is that individuals (including highly sophisti-
cated scholars) frequently are terrible judges about the quality of evi-
dence for their beliefs. Invulnerability to contrary evidence is hardly 
unique to religion; rather, as we have seen, such invulnerability is a dis-
tinguishing characteristic of those factual beliefs marshaled in support 
of an ideological position. We see it every time there is a strong emo-
tional commitment to a belief being true. What distinguishes ideolog-
ical belief from ordinary belief is not that it is not a belief but, instead, 
that there is an emotional attachment to its truth—​and thus a motive 
to treat evidence for the belief in a biased way.

I do agree that many are in denial with regard to their religious 
beliefs. However, I  think the overall explanation should center on 
motivated reasoning about the factual claims that form the basis 
for their literalist religious ideology. In other words, I think the cor-
rect approach to understanding religious belief is fundamentally the 
same as the correct approach to understanding climate change deniers 
(and their anti–​big government ideology), or for understanding eco-
nomic history deniers (and their anti-​egalitarian ideology). Rey and 
Dennett are correct that, in a modern context, the factual claims of re-
ligion are massively underdetermined by the evidence cited in favor of 



250  The Truth about Denial

them. These supernatural claims conflict with many things the same 
claimants themselves believe about the world and the predictable nat-
ural laws that govern it. And believers’ behavior is frequently incon-
sistent with their religious worldview and its prescriptions. But it’s 
easier to explain how you can be self-​deceived about the quality of the 
evidence for your beliefs than it is to understand how you can be self-​
deceived about having a belief in the first place. It would be an advan-
tage to a theory of religious belief if we can explain it parsimoniously 
in terms of the familiar mechanism of confirmation bias, rather than 
by speculatively adverting to a distinct mechanism of self-​deception 
about the nature of one’s own cognitive states. We now understand 
how the mechanisms of motivated cognition and rationalization allow 
people to form and maintain sincere and perfectly well-​intentioned 
beliefs in the face of disqualifying evidential inadequacies. Through 
a similar process of selective attention, avowed religious ideology 
can be unconsciously compartmentalized off from decisions made in 
contexts where the ideology is inconvenient. The process of confirma-
tion bias and motivated reasoning is well understood. This is a known 
phenomenon that is exemplified in many, many contexts. Denial of the 
reasons to reject the literal truth of supernatural miracles shares many 
of the same characteristics as denial of inconvenient facts in many 
other contexts.

4.3  The Origins of Religiosity

For those interested in understanding religious belief, there are two 
main issues: Understanding its origins, and understanding its tenacity 
in the face of scientific enlightenment and cosmopolitan awareness 
of religious diversity. The tenacity issue is more pertinent to a discus-
sion of denial, but first examining the natural origins of religiosity may 
help us understand why denial is so automatically—​and forcefully—​
engaged when challenges to religious belief crop up.

A recent book from medical researcher Ajit Varki and geneticist 
Danny Brower, Denial: Self-​Deception, False Beliefs, and the Origins of 
the Human Mind, explains religiosity as a vehicle for cognitively ad-
vanced beings to satisfy a fundamental need to deny their mortality. 
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They wonder why more animals haven’t developed the full self-​
awareness and “theory of mind” (i.e., an understanding of others as 
agents with perceptions and intentions) that we humans have, given 
its advantages in predicting behavior and in facilitating social coop-
eration. They suggest that self-​awareness comes at a cost: a potentially 
paralyzing awareness of our own mortality. With mortality constantly 
at the forefront of our minds, we would never take the risks necessary 
for reproductive success—​the critical condition for evolutionary suc-
cess.75 Their provocative hypothesis is that, for this reason, the gradual 
development of self-​awareness would require the co-​development of a 
particular talent for suppressing unwanted thoughts—​in other words, 
a talent for denial. And this is where religion comes in: “Holding a full 
ToM [theory of mind] requires a large dose of mortality denial in order 
to compensate for the selective disadvantages that accompany the ‘per-
sonal survival first’ mentality. Religion supplies a formal device that 
can satisfy this requirement.”76 Religions promising life after death are 
ideological aids for the mortality denial that, in turn, permits repro-
ductive success.

Other recent work on the origins of religiosity from cognitive sci-
ence, neuroscience, anthropology, and evolutionary psychology points 
to built-​in cognitive biases. These include biases in favor of attributing 
agency and intention to the sources of otherwise unexplained events. 
This bias is extensively examined in, for example, Pascal Boyer’s The 
Naturalness of Religious Ideas:  A Cognitive Theory of Religion, and 
Robert McCauley’s Why Religion Is Natural and Science Is Not. With 
all the kaleidoscopic differences among religious traditions, there is 
one commonality—​namely a hidden agent or agents underlying some 
or all observed phenomena. We know that human beings are (a) very 
quick to perceive patterns in sensory inputs both meaningful and 
meaningless, and (b) very quick to identify agency and intention as 
explaining those perceived patterns.77 Our innate tendency to be over-
active pattern-​detectors starts with the higher costs of false negatives in 
pattern detection than false positives. If I hear a rustling in the bushes, 
I am better off jumping to the conclusion that it is a predator: The cost 
of my being wrong about being oversensitive to possible dangers is 
less than the potential cost of my being undersensitive. An instinctive 
overattribution of agency (Michael Shermer calls this characteristic 
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agenticity78) has survival advantages for the same reason: I am better 
off being too quick to attribute malicious intent to things that go bump 
in the night than I am being not quick enough. The cost of the former 
is some excessive fearfulness (and superstition!), but the cost of the 
latter is the end of my life—​and thus my ability to pass on my genes. 
An instinctive agenticity would explain a bias on the part of primitive 
humans in favor of supernatural explanations underlying the many 
otherwise mysterious events and patterns they found in nature.

In addition to its historical value in survival, agenticity may derive 
from the projection of self-​awareness. We are aware of ourselves as 
thinking beings, and so may have a natural tendency to offer the same 
explanations for the patterns we detect around us that we do for the 
patterns in our own behavior.79 This would explain a certain cogni-
tive bias in favor of finding thought and intention in unexplained phe-
nomena, as part of the process of making sense of the world around 
us. (Strikingly, atheism is more prevalent in persons with autism and 
other disorders that impair the capacity to represent other minds, and 
to reason about others’ intentions.80)

An additional adaptive value of this very sort of agent projection is 
the ease it confers to the process of socialization. Like other primates, 
human beings are highly social. A predominant view among evolu-
tionary biologists (along with other scholars of human nature) is that 
the biggest adaptive advantage we have as competitors in the natural 
arena is our ability to form cooperative social groups. In fact, this ad-
vantage is a leading explanation for our large brains and the various 
advanced cognitive abilities that come with them; it is increasingly 
theorized (with support from primate studies81) that large increases 
in brain size and cognitive ability derived from the advantages our 
ancestors gleaned from an increased ability to navigate complex social 
interactions; to exchange ideas and build relationships; and to exercise 
various talents of integration, planning, persuasion, and collaboration. 
If social skills are advantageous, then so is being hardwired to grasp the 
mechanics of agency and thus to easily attribute intentions to others.

This brings us to another—​not unrelated—​major contender in the 
search for an explanation for a built-​in bias in favor of religiosity. In his 
excellent book The Evolution of Morality, philosopher Richard Joyce 
summarizes the case for the evolutionary benefits of cooperation.82 
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Human beings prosper in social groups with shared belief systems that 
include norms of reciprocity, trust, and solidarity. Individual cheaters 
and defectors from those norms often fail to prosper because they 
are likely to be found out over time and are punished via shunning 
or worse.83 The advantages of selective cooperation contribute to the 
very human tendency to in-​group favoritism: to identify with certain 
groups and to favor members of those groups over others. As Jonathan 
Haidt argues, religious ideology, and the emotionally charged sense of 
“sacredness” it attaches to certain ideals, rules, and rituals, can function 
as the binding agent for mutually beneficial social cooperation within 
the group.84 (The development of religious ideology insisting specifi-
cally on a supernatural source of binding norms is helped along by our 
aforementioned agent-​detection bias.) In-​group identification, reli-
gious ideology, and moralizing go hand in hand. As we have discussed, 
“cultural cognition” refers to the tendency of members of a commu-
nity to respond to information in ways influenced by their cultural 
identifications. In certain peer communities, it is an article of faith that 
natural foods are more healthful than genetically modified foods, and 
that anyone who disagrees is morally suspect. In others, it is beyond 
question that one is safer owning a gun, and anyone who disagrees is 
trying to take away your freedom. Cultural influence has profound 
effects on the emotional salience of factual claims accepted by the 
community as foundational. Familial and cultural indoctrination, peer 
influence, and the incentive to conform all play a role in internalizing 
community beliefs, including religious belief. Eventually, this identifi-
cation leads to genuine emotional connections with members of one’s 
in-​group, as well as emotional reactions to violations of norms set by 
the ideology—​regardless of whether the ideologue can defend (or even 
explain) the reasons for holding that particular set of religious beliefs. 
As Haidt explains, “binding requires blinding.”85 For these advanta-
geous norms—​which require resistance to temptation and individual 
sacrifices—​to be robust enough over the long term, they must derive 
from an ideology that incorporates its own immunity to criticism. 
Thus those ideologies that have been most effective in advantageously 
binding our ancestors together have also been the most dogmatic.

The benefits of religion as a vehicle for binding norms may also 
help explain the evolution of religion itself though human history. 
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In his recent book Big Gods, social/​evolutionary psychologist Ara 
Norenzayan examines the overall historical trend from animist spirits 
and pagan demi-​gods to moralizing, omnipotent, and omniscient 
superdeities like Ahura Mazda, YHWH, Jehovah/​Jesus/​Holy Spirit, 
Allah, Ramachandra, and Waheguru.86 He accounts for this devel-
opment by reference to the challenge of unifying large, post-​agrarian 
nation-​states. The stability of large societies would be enhanced by 
ideologies incorporating norms that regulate behavior among diverse 
populations. We know from social behavior studies that people who 
feel they are being watched will behave more in accordance with pre-
vailing norms.87 An omniscient parent-​god who rewards for good be-
havior and punishes bad (and who is less selective about the specific 
ethnic background of the faithful) provides a universal regulative ideal 
allowing successful interaction between relative strangers. According 
to this theory, growing societies with “big gods” would be more suc-
cessful over time than those without. Thus the rise of the omni-​gods. 
We might also add that the cynical, top-​down promotion of such a god 
could be of great benefit to political leaders who are looking to consoli-
date an empire or to rationalize their own right to rule.

4.4   Tenacity

It is possible to explain the origin and proliferation of religion(s) just 
by looking at natural cognitive dispositions, social dynamics, and ev-
olution. Superstition arises out of innate cognitive biases. Religious 
ideology builds on these biases and has propagated because of the 
organizing and binding advantages it confers on societies.88 But the 
naturalness and helpfulness of cooperation-​reinforcing rituals re-
volving around supernatural agents only go part of the way in ac-
counting for the tenacity of religion. The peculiar abidingness of 
religion despite exposure to the multiplicity of religious traditions, 
and despite the ongoing victory of naturalistic explanations of hith-
erto mysterious phenomena, is likely due to the many ways in which 
religiosity serves profound emotional needs. As we know, there is 
a baseline cognitive bias—​status quo bias—​favoring one’s existing 
beliefs. We presume that what we know from a lifetime of experience is 
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true and that inconsistent data are likely to be false. If we went around 
changing our views every time something unexpected pops up, we 
would have trouble building a picture of the world stable enough to 
be useful as a heuristic for making decisions. So we automatically re-
sist new information undermining long-​held beliefs. This is what we 
called “plain vanilla” dissonance reduction. This effect is usually rather 
mild: Despite a general tendency to look for confirmation for our ex-
isting beliefs, and to disregard disconfirming evidence, most of our 
non-​ideological beliefs are pretty easily defeasible by new informa-
tion. I may have thought for a long time that tomatoes are vegetables, 
and I may react incredulously when informed otherwise. My family 
has always referred to tomatoes as vegetables; my local grocer puts 
them in the vegetable section. Of course they are vegetables. But I have 
no emotional stake in the status of a tomato as a vegetable. When my 
plant biology instructor tells me that fruits are standardly defined 
as developments from the fertilized ovary of a flower, and shows me 
that tomatoes meet this definition, I  might still express doubt. But 
then she corroborates this information using multiple sources; even 
my classmates concur, and they cite their own formal and informal 
sources. I may also discover that tomatoes are often referred to as fruit 
in other cultures. I eventually concede the point. I don’t go into de-
nial mode. I don’t accuse the plant bio professor of lacking expertise 
or of being part of a conspiracy; I don’t hunt for some obscure website 
debunking the myth that tomatoes are fruits. I don’t quit the class and 
associate only with people who agree with me about tomatoes. I cer-
tainly don’t have my classmates accused of heresy and tortured until 
they confess their error. But it can be quite a different story when you 
point out to someone that humans and apes share a common ancestor 
or that his or her god is a culturally relative superstition. Even today 
there are many societies around the world where the consequences for 
such declarations can be dire.

Plain-​vanilla confirmation bias is enough all by itself to account 
for some of the broad resistance to change among those who have 
been indoctrinated into religion from day one. The worldview of re-
ligious ideology is utterly pervasive, informing one’s interpretation 
of the meaning of all events, everywhere. Further, the lives of theists 
are typically organized around religious community activities; their 
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religious community is the biggest peer influence on how informa-
tion is gathered, attended to, and interpreted. Informational threats to 
religion represent more than enough disruption to the theist’s web of 
beliefs for his or her natural cognitive defenses to kick in.

But only a strong emotional component can explain the unparal-
leled denialism exhibited by defenders of religion. A dogma abides 
in the face of overwhelming reason and evidence only because it 
serves emotional needs—​needs that in turn trigger the dissonance-​
dissolving mechanisms of motivated reasoning. We would not be the 
first to look at emotional needs in explaining religious dogmatism. 
The three most notorious modern, Western critics of religion have 
been Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud. Each had 
his own account of the emotional appeal of religion; though their 
accounts were speculative, each, in his own way, anticipated a dif-
ferent aspect of contemporary psychological research on motivated 
reasoning.

We have seen the familiar denialist patterns of motivated reasoning 
and confirmation bias in defenses of religious belief. The thesis here 
would be that the tenacity of religion in the face of science, reason, and 
cosmopolitanism (including and especially among high-​information, 
high-​education believers) derives from denial, which in turn derives 
from the way religious ideology satisfies emotional needs. The needs 
religious ideology can satisfy may include reassurance, purpose, cer-
tainty, stability, inclusion, superiority, and/​or protection of (cultural) 
identity.

4.4.1  Marx and System Justification

As I mentioned in chapter 1, Marx was an early proponent of system 
justification as an explanation of the support of inegalitarian economic 
hierarchies by the downtrodden. His take on religion (specifically 
Christianity) incorporated the idea of religion as a system-​justifying 
device into his analysis of the exploitation of the working classes:

This state and this society produce religion, which is an inverted con-
sciousness of the world, because they are an inverted world. Religion 
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is the general theory of this world, its encyclopedic compendium, its 
logic in popular form, its spiritual point d’honneur, its enthusiasm, 
its moral sanction, its solemn complement, and its universal basis of 
consolation and justification. . . . Religious suffering is, at one and the 
same time, the expression of real suffering and a protest against real 
suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a 
heartless world, and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of 
the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the 
people is the demand for their real happiness. To call on them to give 
up their illusions about their condition is to call on them to give up 
a condition that requires illusions. The criticism of religion is, there-
fore, in embryo, the criticism of that vale of tears of which religion is 
the halo.89

Marx and Engels thought the poor deceive themselves into accepting 
the exploitative class system as the natural way of things by way 
of consolation for the difficult life they lead. The afterlife is their re-
ward for peaceful compliance. The consoling belief is a belief in the 
essential justice of the way things are; the result is system-​justifying 
attitudes protecting the status quo. Describing the place of religion in 
ancient Rome, Edward Gibbon said, “The various modes of worship 
which prevailed in the Roman world were all considered by the people 
as equally true; by the philosopher as equally false; and by the mag-
istrate as equally useful.”90 Napoleon Bonaparte puts the matter even 
more bluntly: “I do not see in religion the mystery of the incarnation so 
much as the mystery of the social order. It introduces into the thought 
of heaven an idea of equalization, which saves the rich from being 
massacred by the poor.”91

John Jost and six other social scientists recently embarked on a 
major project to examine a thesis that expands upon Marx’s view of 
religion as system justifying for the oppressed. Their view of religion 
is of an ideology that is system justifying generally, in that it would ap-
peal not just to one economic class but also to anyone else looking for 
reassuring stability and a sense that the status quo is right and good. 
According to Jost et  al., “religion provides an ideological justifica-
tion for the existing social order, so that prevailing institutions and 
arrangements are perceived as legitimate and just, and therefore worth 
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obeying and preserving.” They set out in their research to summarize 
the evidence that:

(a) religiosity is associated with the same set of epistemic, existential, 
and relational needs that motivate system justification; (b)  religi-
osity is associated with the endorsement of the belief in a just world, 
Protestant work ethic, fair market ideology, opposition to equality, 
right-​wing authoritarianism, political conservatism, and other 
system-​justifying belief systems; and (c) religious ideology appears 
to serve the palliative function of making people happier or more 
satisfied with the way things are.92

Recall Melvin Lerner’s just-​world hypothesis, which explains much 
human ideology in terms of the motive to believe that this is essen-
tially a world with a moral structure, in which persons eventually get 
what they deserve. Lerner argued that religion (particularly within the 
Judeo-​Christian tradition) can supply a mythology—​and a moralizing 
ideology—​as a vehicle for just-​world bias. Inspired by both Marx and 
Lerner, Jost et al. set out to test several related hypotheses that would 
follow from the idea that “religious ideology [is] a system-​justifying 
belief system”:

First, religious ideologies, like other system-​justifying ideologies, 
should be linked to underlying epistemic, existential, and rela-
tional motives to attain certainty, security, and solidarity. Second, 
religiosity should be positively associated with the endorsement 
of system-​justifying beliefs, including the belief in a just world, the 
Protestant work ethic, rationalization of inequality, authoritari-
anism, political conservatism, and fair market ideology. Third, re-
ligion should serve the palliative function of making people happier 
and more satisfied with the way things are—​and therefore less likely 
to challenge the status quo.93

Regarding the first hypothesis, Jost and colleagues cite a large meta-​
study by Vassilis Saroglou showing that, across “a variety of cul-
tural contexts  .  .  .  the correlation between religiosity and constructs 
pertaining to uncertainty avoidance and motivated closed-​mindedness 
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are almost always positive (and statistically significant).”94 Other 
studies find a consistent correlation between religiosity and a need for 
cognitive closure.95

Different personality types will be attracted to different conceptions 
of God: Liberals to a god of love and empathy; conservatives to a god 
of Lakoffian fatherly discipline and order. Religious texts tend to allow 
for vastly different interpretations of their doctrines, so there is a lot of 
room for different churches catering to different audiences (especially 
in the United States, with its diversity and a historical lack of a state 
religion, and thus a wide variety of churches competing for followers).

To investigate the hypothesis that “religiosity would be posi-
tively associated with the endorsement of  .  .  .  system-​justifying be-
lief systems,” Jost and his collaborators analyzed data from 302,037 
participants using the Project Implicit online laboratory. They found 
that self-​reported religiosity is positively correlated with a “stronger 
endorsement of just-​world beliefs.”96 Religiosity is also correlated with 
anti-​egalitarian attitudes, authoritarianism, and political conservatism 
(both economic and social).97

The connection between conservatism and system-​justifying reli-
gious ideology is to be expected, given the conservative by definition 
feels more comfortable with order and a fixed hierarchy of being. The 
Christian worldview is that of a universe resting on an eternal order 
and unchanging rules. Diversity of opinion and threats to religious be-
lief unseat that comfortable sense of stability. Corey Rubin connects 
growing challenges to religious traditions over the course of modern 
history to the rise of conservatism as a political movement:

The conservative faces an additional hurdle: how to defend a prin-
ciple of rule in a world where nothing is solid, all is in flux. From the 
moment conservatism came onto the scene as an intellectual move-
ment, it has had to contend with the decline of ancient and medi-
eval ideas of an orderly universe, in which permanent hierarchies of 
power reflected the eternal structure of the cosmos. The overthrow 
of the old regime reveals not only the weakness and incompetence of 
its leaders but also a larger truth about the lack of design in the world. 
Reconstructing the old regime in the face of a declining faith in per-
manent hierarchies has proven to be a difficult feat.98
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The universal cognitive bias in favor of confirmation of existing beliefs 
undergirds the conservative, system-​justifying aspects of religious ide-
ology. The worldview of your childhood and community is your base-
line for dealing with all new information. Religious ideology, when 
inculcated since childhood, permeates how one views every event one 
experiences, every relationship one has, and every choice one makes. 
Disruption to that couldn’t be more undermining in terms of doxastic 
stability and sense of self. This sort of dissonance would be especially 
impactful on those with preexisting inclinations toward cognitive clo-
sure, certainty, and status quo.

As for the hypothesized “palliative function” of religion, Jost and 
his colleagues point to a broad array of studies showing that both re-
ligiosity and the holding of system-​justifying beliefs (such as that the 
existing economic and social inequalities are just and fair) reduce 
negative affect and increase positive affect, resulting in “increased 
life satisfaction” and “subjective well-​being.”99 The faithful consist-
ently self-​report being happier with their lives, as Marx would have 
predicted.

4.4.2  Nietzsche and Group-​Serving Bias

We have seen how group identification and in-​group favoritism are 
adaptive, in that they serve strategic and material needs by facilitating 
cooperation. Clearly, group identification also carries with it a impor-
tant emotional component. Feelings of in-​group superiority and an-
tipathy toward outsiders (be they identified by nationality, ethnicity, 
religion, etc.) are endemic to human societies. Nietzsche saw group 
identity, and correlative resentment of out-​groups, as a major factor in 
the rise of Christianity. Further—​and quite unlike Marx—​Nietzsche 
saw in religion a potential use as a weapon of subversion. In Beyond 
Good and Evil and On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche makes the 
case that the particular ideology represented in the Judeo-​Christian 
tradition represents a sort of revolt on the part of the poor and down-
trodden.100 This ideology (he calls it “slave morality”) maintains that 
all people are essentially the same, elevates the poor and meek as the 
most worthy, and offers rewards for humility and peacefulness. This 
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ideology serves two needs, one strategic and one emotional. The 
strategy is one of sneaky assimilation. To the extent that members of 
the ruling class are converted to this way of thinking, it coopts them 
into a value system that forces them to see everyone as equally valuable 
in the eyes of the Lord. The religious skeptic Voltaire had long since 
noted—​with some sympathy—​this potential application for religious 
ideology, which he described in a famous passage from his “Epistle to 
the Author of the Book The Three Impostors”:

If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.
Let the wise man announce him and kings fear him. Kings, 

if you oppress me, if your eminencies disdain
The tears of the innocent that you cause to flow,
My avenger is in the heavens: learn to tremble.
Such, at least, is the fruit of a useful creed.101

A socially inferior caste can derive a lot of utility from the fear of a 
wrathful god who loves the poor. This was the strategic value of Judeo-​
Christian “slave morality,” for Nietzsche.

The emotional value of Judeo-​Christian religious morality seems 
to have a lot to do with self-​esteem. Regardless of what one thinks of 
Nietzsche’s theory about an occult political strategy behind the rise of 
Christianity, any religion remains an excellent vehicle for representing 
the needs and prejudices of one’s own group as objectively important—​
and the superiority of the group and its ideology as beyond question. 
Religious ideology facilitates in-​group “binding” and at the same 
time supplies a perfect vehicle for feeding the emotional need for self-​
affirmation through a sense of affiliation with a (presumptively) cul-
turally and morally superior community. The peculiar ethos of the 
Abrahamic tradition permits the weak and oppressed proponent to 
feel better about his or her situation, thanks to the stipulated divine 
love and attention, plus an eternal reward in the afterlife. However 
miserable in terms of material goods or political position, the devout 
receive a tremendous boost to their sense of their own importance, be-
cause they follow the one true religion. And their specific group, in sev-
eral historical strains of the tradition, is further elevated by being the 
one and only people to whom God has chosen to reveal the truth via 
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revelations, prophets, and/​or messiahs—​the “Chosen People.” Being 
the chosen followers of the one true religion elevates the community’s 
self-​image (even in the face of negative external conditions, such as for-
eign occupation). This enhances in-​group solidarity while enhancing 
self-​esteem for individuals identifying with the tradition.

It has long been recognized in studies from political science, psy-
chology, and sociology that individuals base much of their self-​image 
on the various groups (cultural, racial, political, religious, etc.) with 
which they identify. Social identity theory, as we saw in chapter 3, is 
a highly regarded theory about the emotional motives behind group 
identification, discrimination, and group-​serving bias.102 It is easy to 
see that people have a tendency to emotionally attach themselves to 
various groups (nations, political parties, cultural communities, sports 
teams, etc.), and to base a lot of their behavior on their fealty to that 
group—​as well as a conviction about its inherent superiority. Victories 
achieved by the group are vicariously felt as personal victories, and 
losses can be experienced quite viscerally (multiple studies have shown 
that testosterone levels of male political partisans drop significantly 
after their party experiences a defeat at the polls103). Social and cultural 
group membership is an important part of self-​image and identity, and 
can be a significant source of self-​esteem. The emotional rewards of 
group identity depend on discriminating one’s group from others by 
comparing it favorably to its competitors. When one’s group is distin-
guished by its shared religious tradition (as social groups often are), 
the dependence of self-​image on tribal identity creates a strong emo-
tional motivation to defend the factual picture underlying one’s reli-
gious ideology. (Correlatively, self-​affirmations relating to individual 
identity have been shown to temporarily reduce both ideological 
closed-​mindedness and group-​serving bias in study participants.104)

This understanding of motivation would explain why Nietzsche’s 
resentful Jewish community—​victims of occupation and under heavy 
self-​esteem threat both individually and collectively—​might be espe-
cially likely to develop an ideology that nevertheless allowed them to 
compare themselves favorably vis-​à-​vis their oppressors. As Nietzsche 
implies, downtrodden groups like these are especially likely to turn to 
otherworldly validation as they experience humiliating conditions in 
this world.
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The result of the drive to group validation through religious ide-
ology is implicit bias in favor of the factual basis of tribal traditions. 
This leads to familiar sorts of confirmation bias, such as the highly se-
lective collection and interpretation of facts by those seeking to deny 
biological evolution. As we have seen, the same goes for rationalization 
of the belief in God itself, in the face of threats such as competing re-
ligious traditions and the encroachment of scientific naturalism. This 
percolates up to the most elite thinkers produced by a given cultural 
tradition. Nietzsche describes a familiar process of motivated self-​
justification on the part of the “philosophers” coming up with abstract 
systems of thought that conveniently validate traditional religious be-
lief (and the in-​group superiority that goes with it):

They all pose as if they had discovered and reached their real 
opinions through the self-​development of a cold, pure, divinely un-
concerned dialectic . . . while at bottom it is an assumption, a hunch, 
indeed a kind of “inspiration,” most often a desire of the heart that 
has been filtered and made abstract that they defend with reasons 
they have sought after the fact:—​they are all advocates who resent 
that name, and for the most part even wily spokesmen for their 
prejudices which they baptize “truths”—​and very far from having the 
courage of the conscience that admits this, precisely this, to itself.105

Ultimately the spokespeople for the belief systems that originate in 
tribal, group-​serving instincts often are the most educated and, in-
deed, brilliant of their time. It takes a Thomas Aquinas to invent a met-
aphysical system that could lay a veneer of rationality over nonsensical 
notions like a “triune” god who is literally one person and three per-
sons at the same time, or a cracker that literally turns into flesh yet still 
tastes like a cracker.

Unfortunately, the negative effects of group-​serving bias are not 
trivial. It was the European Christians who eventually colonized most 
of the world; they plundered the conquered territories and enslaved 
native populations, all the while telling themselves they were doing 
their victims a favor by bringing them the one true religion. The notion 
of their own inherent superiority as practitioners of the one true faith 
legitimized the “civilizing mission” of colonialism.
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The self-​esteem–​boosting, social identity motives behind implicit 
in-​group favoritism are almost inseparable from out-​group deroga-
tion and intergroup prejudice. Tribalism has both positive and nega-
tive effects: in-​group solidarity, but also intergroup divisions. People 
are very sensitive to their social position relative to other individuals, 
and insofar as they identify with some social-​cultural group, they are 
equally sensitive to the way their group is situated or perceived relative 
to other groups. In-​group favoritism does not absolutely require dero-
gation of other groups; regarding self-​esteem, researchers have found 
that an elevated opinion of one’s own group is more significant than a 
lower opinion of out-​groups.106 Yet, under low self-​esteem conditions, 
or conditions under which individuals feel a momentary threat to their 
self-​esteem, prejudiced, derogatory representations of others can en-
hance self-​esteem.107 Thus, under social identity theory—​where indi-
vidual self-​image is tied up with one’s image of the relative value of one’s 
group—​the motive to self-​enhancement can be expected to lead to im-
plicit negative attitudes toward other groups. One notorious example 
is the explosion of virulent anti-​Semitism in interwar Germany, where 
the majority population was in the process of suffering multiple threats 
to its sense of identity and well-​being. (Compare also chapter 3’s dis-
cussion of U.S. white working-​class resentment of racial out-​groups.)

Results are decidedly mixed on the net contemporary impact 
of religiosity (and the groupings it creates) on peace and under-
standing among peoples. Political scientists Robert Putnam and David 
Campbell explored a number of ways to gauge differences between 
religious and nonreligious Americans. Their conclusion was that “By 
many different measures religiously observant Americans are better 
neighbors and better citizens than secular Americans—​they are more 
generous with their time and money, especially in helping the needy, 
and they are more active in community life.”108 Yet it is unquestion-
able that religious ideology has historically led the way among reasons 
for discrimination, oppression, and war. Social psychologists C. Daniel 
Batson, Patricia Schoenrade, and W. Larry Ventis distinguished be-
tween three typical motives underlying religiosity:  the “extrinsic” 
motive, where religion primarily serves as a means to the end of com-
munity and belonging; the “intrinsic” motive, where faith is experi-
enced as an end in itself (a motive in turn associated with orthodoxy); 
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and the “quest” motive, where religion is part of a larger search for 
answers to existential questions.109 (The last of these is typically asso-
ciated with the least orthodoxy and the most flexibility.) After looking 
at fifty years of studies of the impact of religion on personal conduct, 
they concluded that, in both the extrinsic (means) and intrinsic (ends) 
manifestations of religiosity, there is no association between religion 
and greater love and compassion for others,110 and that religion is asso-
ciated with greater prejudice toward others.111 Putnam and Campbell 
also found that the key factor in improved “neighborliness” was not 
actual belief in religious doctrines but, rather, “religious belonging-
ness”—​that is, participation in group activities with co-​religionists.112 
Given those types of religiosity that Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis 
found most common, religion is more predictive of prejudice toward, 
and exclusion of, others than it is of love and fellow-​feeling for others. 
This would be consistent with the notion that group-​serving motives 
are a primary element in religiosity. Unfortunately, group-​serving 
motives inspire in-​group favoritism more than egalitarianism and uni-
versal love, because the self-​esteem we derive from our cultural iden-
tity is often facilitated by the derogation of others.

4.4.3  Freud and Terror Management

We have noted the evolutionary advantage deriving from a cognitive 
bias in favor of an overactive agency detector and how this may have 
contributed to the development of religious ideologies. Further, reli-
gion can be a particularly effective kind of cement for in-​group sol-
idarity and cooperation, which advantages both the group and the 
individual—​and which also reciprocally advantages whatever cultural 
traditions are exhibited by successful groups! These factors help ex-
plain religion’s origin, but they can’t fully account for its perseverance 
in the face of increasing scientific sophistication and cosmopolitan 
awareness of other cultures. To explain religion’s tenacity—​and the he-
roic levels of motivated reasoning necessary to maintain belief in the 
actual existence of supernatural agents and invisible worlds—​we have 
to look to emotional need. As we have seen, one plausible candidate 
is system justification, which can serve anyone seeking a comforting 
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reassurance in the face of threats to social stability. Next, we saw how 
ideologies deployable under our natural propensity to in-​group favor-
itism can be useful to self-​esteem; and how religion is well-​suited to 
serve this function alongside (and often in partnership with) ideologies 
of cultural or racial superiority.

Perhaps the most potent emotional need religion serves, how-
ever, is that of managing existential anxiety: the dreadful, very per-
sonal anxiety deriving from an awareness of our own mortality and 
a sense of powerlessness in the face of uncaring nature. What later 
became known as terror management theory was introduced by 
cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker in his 1973 book The Denial 
of Death. As John Jost and David Amodio put it, according to this 
theory, “The purpose of ideology  .  .  .  is to cope with anxiety con-
cerning one’s own mortality through denial, rationalization, and 
other defense mechanisms.”113 Terror management theory notes that 
humans are unique in their awareness of their own mortality; this 
awareness can cause profound feelings of insecurity. Becker’s sugges-
tion is that the characteristic response is to identify ever more closely 
with one’s culture and ideology in trying to bolster self-​esteem, as a 
way of managing anxiety about mortality, impermanence, and uncer-
tainty. And such cultural and ideological wagon-​circling is associated 
with motivated reasoning and denial in defense of these comforting 
worldviews. Terror management theory has been put to the test for 
decades, and it has been validated under a variety of test conditions.114 
Significantly, “mortality salience” studies have shown again and again 
that reminders of death trigger stronger cultural, racial, and ideolog-
ical identification and differentiation.115 When reminded of their own 
mortality, people seem to retreat to the comfort of distinguishing ide-
ological identifiers and to a sense of belonging to something greater 
than themselves.

It is no coincidence that Dan Kahan focuses on risk perception in 
his study of the way cultural values inform factual conclusions.116 Fear 
is the motivator most directly pertinent to survival, and it is therefore 
not surprising if it is found to play a large role in cultural and ideo-
logical identification—​even as cultural and ideological identification is 
found, by Kahan and others, to play a large role in what one perceives 
to be threatening. Sam Harris calls death “the fount of illusions”:



Religion  267

We live in a world where all things, good and bad, are finally 
destroyed by change. The world sustains us, it would seem, only to 
devour us at its leisure. Parents lose their children and children lose 
their parents. Husbands and wives are separated in an instant, never 
to meet again. Friends part company in haste, without knowing 
that it will be for the last time. This life, when surveyed with a broad 
glance, presents little more than a vast spectacle of loss. But it seems 
that there is a cure for all this. If we live rightly—​not necessarily eth-
ically, but within the framework of certain ancient beliefs and ster-
eotyped behaviors—​we will get everything we want after we die. 
When our bodies finally fail us, we just shed our corporeal ballast 
and travel to a land where we are reunited with everyone we loved 
while alive. . . . If one didn’t know better, one would think that man 
in his fear of losing all that he loves, had created heaven, along with 
its gate keeper God, in his own image. . . . What one believes happens 
after death dictates much of what one believes about life, and this 
is why faith-​based religion, in presuming to fill in the blanks in our 
knowledge of the hereafter, does such heavy lifting for those who fall 
under its power.117

Under test conditions, we see that subjects reminded of mortality ex-
press stronger religiosity and belief in supernatural agents—​even 
with regard to culturally alien religious traditions: Christian subjects 
primed with thoughts of mortality expressed greater confidence in the 
existence of Buddha in one study and shamanic spirits in another.118 
(Any port in a storm, as the expression goes.)

But what about the evident willingness of individuals throughout 
history to sacrifice themselves in the name of their religion? How can 
religious identification simultaneously be strongly motivated by a 
fear of death and also inspire self-​sacrifice? The answer on behalf of 
theories attributing religious belief to fear of death and/​or existen-
tial anxiety would join the concept of cultural identity with in-​group 
entitativity. As we have seen, cultural identity refers to the ways in 
which individuals identify on an emotional level with larger social and 
cultural groups. In-​group entitativity refers to the extent to which a 
member of the group perceives the group as a real entity, with its own 
existence distinct from that of its individual members. Researchers 
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have found that reminders of mortality increase not only in-​group 
identification but also in-​group entitativity.119 The psychologists 
studying this phenomenon propose that in-​group identification is 
an “anxiety buffer mechanism,” wherein one’s cultural identity, being 
noncorporeal,

can be perceived as transcending the individual mortal fate. . . . [I]‌f 
the fear of death is essentially the fear of the total loss of one’s iden-
tity, the fear of one’s annihilation, self-​immolation for the ingroup 
is quite a reasonable choice: Through the social extension of the self 
implemented by group belonging, individuals may have the feeling 
that they are offered transcendence.120

This identification with the group qua entity could positively affect 
choices to self-​sacrifice even in the absence of a specific religious ide-
ology promising a desirable afterlife for those who give their lives for 
their god. (Compare also the willingness of parents to sacrifice for 
their children, who, among other things, may represent a kind of con-
tinuation of the parent’s identity after the latter’s death.)

Recently, Aaron Kay of Duke University, along with various 
collaborators, has proposed an explanation of some forms of super-
stition and religious belief in terms of a mechanism he calls com-
pensatory control. Compensatory control is a variation on terror 
management theory that focuses more on the discomfort of an in-
adequate sense of personal control over events. Kay and his co-​
researchers suggest that “people protect their belief in a controlled, 
nonrandom world by imbuing their social, physical, and metaphysical 
environments with order and structure when their sense of personal 
control is threatened,” and that belief in an “interventionist God” helps 
people “cope with the anxiety and discomfort that lacking personal 
control fuels.”121 Where terror management theory predicts a retreat 
to any familiar ideology in the face of uncertainty and threat, the com-
pensatory control model predicts a retreat specifically to variations on 
ideology that reassure by promising a greater sense of control. A belief 
in supernatural agents that can be influenced or appeased would satisfy 
this need to feel less helpless in the face of mortality and uncaring na-
ture. Such feelings of vulnerability can be alleviated by a belief system 
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that includes a directing agent with a plan for the universe. As Kay 
et al. note, most human cultures have featured a supernatural belief 
system revolving around some such agent or agents.122 Many modern 
religions, including the major Abrahamic ones, promise (a) an orderly, 
directed universe created with human beings in mind; with (b) a be-
neficent agent behind it; and (c) some ability of humans to influence 
events in their favor (including their post-​death existences).

Kay et al. hypothesized that, if subjects were asked to recall times 
when they felt a lack of personal control over events, they would sub-
sequently express a greater confidence specifically in the existence of 
a “controlling God”—​that is, a god who has a plan for the universe 
and who actively intervenes in events. Indeed, they discovered this 
very effect in multiple studies.123 They also found that persons under 
conditions of external uncertainty—​such as government instability—​
are more likely to express belief in a controlling god.124 Kay et al. con-
clude that “some of the enduring psychological power of religious 
conviction may derive from its capacity to promote both external and 
personal control, which together provide a powerful shield from the 
anxiety aroused from randomness, confusion, or uncertainty.”125

Freud anticipated the compensatory control model perfectly in 
his The Future of an Illusion, as he speculates upon the psychological 
origins of the superstitious belief in demons and spirits exemplified by 
animism and shamanism:

There are the elements, which seem to mock at all human control: the 
earth, which quakes and is torn apart and buries all human life and 
its works; water, which deluges and drowns everything in a turmoil; 
storms, which blow everything before them; there are diseases, which 
we have only recently recognized as attacks by other organisms; and 
finally there is the painful riddle of death, against which no medicine 
has yet been found, nor probably will be. With these forces nature 
rises up against us, majestic, cruel and inexorable; she brings to our 
mind once more our weakness and helplessness, which we thought 
to escape through the work of civilization. . . . Impersonal forces and 
destinies cannot be approached; they remain eternally remote. But if 
the elements have passions that rage as they do in our own souls, if 
death itself is not something spontaneous but the violent act of an evil 
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Will, if everywhere in nature there are Beings around us of a kind that 
we know in our own society, then we can breathe freely, can feel at 
home in the uncanny and can deal by psychical means with our sense-
less anxiety. We are still defenceless, perhaps, but we are no longer 
helplessly paralysed; we can at least react. Perhaps, indeed, we are not 
even defenceless. We can apply the same methods against these vio-
lent supermen outside that we employ in our own society; we can try 
to adjure them, to appease them, to bribe them, and, by so influencing 
them, we may rob them of a part of their power. . . . And thus a store of 
ideas is created, born from man’s need to make his helplessness toler-
able and built up from the material of memories of the helplessness of 
his own childhood and the childhood of the human race.126

The beneficent, Abrahamic omni-​god is, for Freud, only a develop-
ment of the primitive response to feelings of helplessness in the face of 
the natural world. In the later, omni-​god traditions,

Everything that takes place in this world is an expression of the 
intentions of an intelligence superior to us, which in the end, though 
its ways and byways are difficult to follow, orders everything for the 
best—​that is, to make it enjoyable for us. Over each one of us there 
watches a benevolent Providence which is only seemingly stern and 
which will not suffer us to become a plaything of the stark and piti-
less forces of nature. Death itself is not annihilation, is not a return to 
inorganic lifelessness, but the beginning of a new kind of existence 
which lies on the road of development to something higher.127

Why do we cling to superstition despite advances in natural science? 
Freud gives us a compensatory control explanation. The world is a 
scary place; supernatural agents may be controllable via sacrifice and 
prayer, whereas nature is not. In accounting for religious superstition 
in terms of emotional need, he cites compensation for the feeling of a 
lack of personal control in the face of nature and death—​and society 
as well: “The gods retain the threefold task: they must exorcise the ter-
rors of nature, they must reconcile men to the cruelty of Fate, partic-
ularly as it is shown in death, and they must compensate them for the 
sufferings and privations which a civilized life in common has imposed 
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on them.”128 We used to be superstitious because we were terrified and 
we didn’t know any better. Even though we know better now, we still 
face uncertainty and death. Human civilization may even exacerbate 
the problem by adding concerns about inequality, government insta-
bility, war, and environmental destruction.

Science writer Debora MacKenzie views science denial generally as 
a compensatory control issue:

The first thing to note is that denial finds its most fertile ground in 
areas where the science must be taken on trust. There is no denial of 
antibiotics, which visibly work. But there is denial of vaccines, which 
we are merely told will prevent diseases—​diseases, moreover, which 
most of us have never seen, ironically because the vaccines work. 
Similarly, global warming, evolution and the link between tobacco 
and cancer must be taken on trust, usually on the word of scientists, 
doctors and other technical experts who many non-​scientists see 
as arrogant and alien. Many people see this as a threat to important 
aspects of their lives. In Texas last year, a member of a state committee 
who was trying to get creationism added to school science standards 
almost said as much when he proclaimed “somebody’s got to stand 
up to experts.” It is this sense of loss of control that really matters. 
In such situations, many people prefer to reject expert evidence in 
favor of alternative explanations that promise to hand control back to 
them, even if those explanations are not supported by evidence. All 
denialisms appear to be attempts like this to regain a sense of agency 
over uncaring nature:  blaming autism on vaccines rather than an 
unknown natural cause, insisting that humans were made by divine 
plan, rejecting the idea that actions we thought were okay, such as 
smoking and burning coal, have turned out to be dangerous.129

Ideologies that promise protection against feelings of uncertainty, in-
security, and anxiety meet universal emotional needs. Terror manage-
ment theory and the compensatory control model are variations on a 
theme—​namely the essential notion that feelings of helplessness drive 
people toward comforting beliefs and identifications. These feelings 
are universal, as is some tendency to system justification and group-​
serving bias. Consequently religion, like pseudoscience, knows no 
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political boundaries. (Though it is interesting to note that the safest 
and most comfortable societies today—​meaning the Nordic and 
Western European states—​are also the least religious.130) We should 
also remember the many positive emotions religiosity brings, such as 
the emotion of wonder cited by Hume, feelings of completeness and 
belonging, and the fellow-​feeling experienced by those contemplating 
their ideological connection with like-​minded worshipers. 
Belongingness and fellow-​feeling are themselves emotions that en-
hance feelings of security, as well as self-​esteem, as the authors of the 
self-​help book The Healthy Christian Life explain:

These “personal” needs are intimacy with God, fellowship with other 
people, and self-​worth. . . . We must have unconditional love and ac-
ceptance, a feeling of being cared for, and a lifestyle that makes an 
impact on others with good and lasting effects. Our self-​worth is 
enhanced to the extent that those emotions and qualities define our 
lives. Yet another way of describing these basic needs is that we need 
a sense of belongingness, an assurance that we are considered worthy 
by someone important to us, and a feeling that we are useful and com-
petent. When I believe that someone important to me wants me and 
accepts me, I can regard myself as “good,” approved, capable, and ad-
equate to deal with daily life, partly to satisfy that person. . . . Security 
includes being able to regard ourselves as loved, accepted, and cared-​
for as individuals. Significance involves being able to regard ourselves 
as important and valuable to others in impacting their lives for good.131

In light of all that religion can do for us in the areas of group solidarity, 
stability, self-​esteem, and reassurance (and in light of all we know 
about the deficits of the information deficit model of denial), it should 
come as no surprise that religion has easily survived cultural globaliza-
tion and modern scientific progress.

4.5  The Problem(s) with Religion

Every ideology by definition incorporates the reflexive notion that it 
itself is both right and good, and that people should believe it. But this 
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has special implications when it comes to religious literalism. When 
religious ideology involves an exclusive access to God’s favor and an af-
terlife, the very existence of other belief systems—​religious or atheist—​
represents a threat. Exposure to other ideas may turn one’s children 
to the wrong path, putting their immortal souls at risk. All by itself, 
this particular threat is an ineluctable recipe for division. Conflict with 
practitioners of competing religious traditions is baked into the cake.

Religion also gives cover for all sorts of prejudices. Any discrimi-
natory notions can be part of a given religious story, codified by rev-
elation. Religion has enabled the immeasurably pervasive oppression 
of women throughout human history;132 the same can be said for 
discrimination against other groups, such as ethnic minorities and 
homosexuals, and the suppression of political dissidents.

Now, most of this oppression would likely have happened any
way: Ideology is a tool of oppression, not the cause. When people really 
want to do something, they will come up with an ideology that supports 
it. (They will also, of course, conveniently find the evidence necessary 
to confirm the factual claims underlying these useful aspects of the ide-
ology.) The Christian Bible has been cited in support of sexism, racism, 
and slavery,133 free-​market capitalism,134 and as we saw in chapter 2, 
climate change denial. It has also been used to endorse social and ec-
onomic egalitarianism, pacifism, and environmentalism. However, 
as Sam Harris has emphasized, the most inflexible and intolerant re-
ligious teachings derive from the most straightforward, nonselective 
readings of holy texts like the Bible and the Quran. Getting pacifism, 
tolerance, and inclusivity out of these texts requires that one flat-​out 
ignore passages like those from the Bible’s Deuteronomy 13:6, calling 
for proselytizing infidels to be killed, or from the Quran’s 8:12, calling 
for the beheading of nonbelievers.

Religious ideology also can be cynically employed by elites as a tool 
for maintaining the status quo hierarchy, as Bonaparte, Marx, and 
Gibbon all observed. The multiple ways in which religiosity serves 
deep emotional needs makes it uniquely useful for purposes of exploi-
tation and control.

Religious literalism may be both directly and indirectly implicated 
in obstructive anti-​science bias. The notion that climate change will, if 
unchecked, bring about an end to human civilization goes against the 
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Christian apocalypse story, according to which the “end times” will be 
God-​instigated rather than human-​instigated (recall Representative 
Shimkus’ assurance that AGW can’t be real because God promised not 
to reflood the Earth). Echoing Zerubavel and Norgaard, climate activist 
George Marshall compares the public’s response to climate change to 
its response to death: as embodying a “collective social norm” of silence 
and avoidance.135 Dealing with climate change and resource deple-
tion requires a willingness to face hard facts about the future; religion 
is all about avoiding hard facts about the future (i.e., mortality). The 
big-​picture concern derives from the fact that, in the modern era, the 
denial of death that religion represents is only tenable when conjoined 
with some contempt for reason and evidence. Social psychologist 
Jesse Preston and behavioral scientist Nicholas Epley found that those 
primed to think about things God could explain subsequently showed 
a relatively lower automatic evaluation of science.136 The authors pro-
pose that, as competing “ultimate explanations,” religion and science 
are natural cognitive antagonists. The religious worldview is typically 
authority based. (Founder of the Jesuit order St. Ignatius of Loyola 
declared that “We should always be disposed to believe that that which 
appears to us to be white is really black, if the hierarchy of the church so 
decides.”137) Any belief based on authority and traditional doctrine is 
at essential odds with modern science, which by contrast always allows 
for the overthrow of established theories by new evidence. Then there 
is the emotional component: Information about, say, evolution by nat-
ural selection represents a threat to an emotionally satisfying ideology 
that includes creationism as a central element. In the words of U.S. con-
gressman Paul Broun in 2012, “God’s word is true. I’ve come to under-
stand that. All that stuff I was taught about evolution, embryology, Big 
Bang theory, all that is lies straight from the pit of hell. It’s lies to try 
to keep me and all the folks who are taught that from understanding 
that they need a savior.”138 In a modern information environment, anti-​
science attitudes can be an expression of religious identity. This may 
help explain the significant correlation between biblical literalism and 
climate change denial, even after controlling for education and polit-
ical ideology.139 This may also explain why the Roman Catholics, under 
ideological threat from the Reformation, decided to go after Galileo 
and his evidence for the heliocentric model of the solar system.
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The whole notion of scientific expertise is increasingly rejected by 
politically powerful, literalist Christian interest groups. As Dover, 
Pennsylvania, pastor Ray Mummert warned during the Intelligent 
Design trial, “We’ve been attacked by the educated, intelligent seg-
ment of the culture.”140 Christian writer Rachel Held Evans discusses 
her evangelical upbringing: “The deep distrust of the media, of scien-
tific consensus—​those were prevalent narratives growing up.”141 At 
the evangelical Bryan College, she was taught the “biblical worldview,” 
which “was presented as cohesive worldview that you could maintain 
if you studied the bible. . . . Part of that was that climate change isn’t 
real, that evolution is a myth made up by scientists who hate God, and 
capitalism is God’s ideal for society.”

There is debate over the degree to which anti-​science attitudes are 
influenced by religiosity, as opposed to political partisanship or other 
cultural identification. In their 2014 study, “Religion, Partisanship, 
and Attitudes Toward Science Policy,” political scientists Ted Jelen and 
Linda Lockett presented findings they interpreted as indicating a reli-
giosity factor in science denial.142 Dan Kahan disagrees; he asserts that 
religiosity only incidentally tracks science denial because some partic-
ularly salient scientific findings have become “culturally antagonistic” 
to some particular identity groups, which in turn happen to be partly 
defined by religious denomination.143 More study of this important 
question would be desirable.

We discussed in chapter  1 how research by Daniel Kahneman 
and others has demonstrated the coexistence of distinct cognitive 
processes for solving problems: a conscious, analytic reasoning pro-
cess, and a system of implicit cognition. We know from this research 
that some people are more analytic in their thinking and some are 
more habitually intuitive. We can also see directly that those who tend 
to go with their “gut” in solving problems are more likely to believe 
in God and the supernatural.144 As Ara Norenzayan and Will Gervais 
note,145 a whole slew of investigative programs have shown that “be-
lief in gods and spirits is supported by core intuitive biases” (such as 
our aforementioned, innate bias in favor of explaining phenomena of 
unknown origin in terms of agents and their intentions146), and that 
“religious beliefs make good intuitive fits for human brains.”147 So a 
disinclination to analytic thinking in favor of intuition is associated 
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with religiosity. Further, Norenzayan and Gervais have found that 
“experimental inductions that activate analytical processing . . . pro-
mote religious disbelief.”148 They observe that scientists are much less 
religious than the general public.149 (This is the notable exception to 
the rule that education and sophistication does not immunize people 
from motivated reasoning and denial.) They speculate that “scien-
tific training . . . cultivates habitual use of analytic thinking, possibly 
rendering it less cognitively effortful with practice.”150 The question is, 
could the causal arrow also go the other way? That is, could immersion 
in religious thinking prime the believer to think less analytically—​and, 
in so doing, cause an even greater disregard for evidence at the cog-
nitive level? Cognitive psychologists Marjaana Lindeman and Annika 
Svedholm-​Häkkinen found that “Religious beliefs were linked with a 
weaker ability to understand physical and biological phenomena such 
as volcanoes, flowers, rocks and wind without giving them human 
qualities.” They observed that their subjects’ agent-​centric explanations 
of religious mythology were reflected in their understanding of nature 
itself:

The more the participants believed in religious or other paranormal 
phenomena, the lower their intuitive physics skills, mechanical 
and mental rotation abilities, school grades in mathematics and 
physics, and knowledge about physical and biological phenomena 
were  .  .  . and the more they regarded inanimate targets as mental 
phenomena.151

In another study, they found that religious and supernatural beliefs 
were strongly associated with a willingness to assent to “bullshit 
statements” about physical reality like “Earth wants water” and “Force 
knows its direction.”152 One possible explanation of all this is that in-
tuitive thinkers with a poor understanding of science are drawn to re-
ligious and other supernatural schemata for understanding the world. 
But my worry is that the true believer in the modern, cosmopolitan 
context is forced into constant rationalization and denial in order to 
reduce dissonance. As a consequence, the very concepts of “evidence” 
and “reasoning” could take on antagonistic associations for the faithful 
(which could in turn help explain the antagonism Preston and Epley 
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found between religion and science as “ultimate” explanations). The 
ubiquity of religious ideology (and the various sorts of motivated rea-
soning and confirmation bias needed to sustain it) may increasingly 
be inimical to the public good of a citizenry that is receptive to scien-
tific expertise regarding issues of public importance. “There is no societal 
issue in which social and natural sciences do not have an important 
role to play,” as Peter Gluckman, chair of the International Network 
for Government Science Advice, recently observed.153 A  public ac-
customed to denial—​one might even say addicted—​is all the more re-
sistant to expert opinion on public policy issues. Jeet Heer at The New 
Republic has something along these lines in mind as he tries to explain 
the Trump phenomenon:

The anti-​intellectualism that has been a mainstay of the conservative 
movement for decades also makes its members easy marks. After all, 
if you are ta​ught to believe that the reigning scientific consensuses on 
evolution and climate change are lies, then you will lack the elemen-
tary logical skills that will set your alarm bells ringing when you hear 
a flim-​flam artist like Trump. The Republican “war on science” is also 
a war on the intellectual habits needed to detect lies.154

This was William Clifford’s concern about religious belief—​and the 
active self-​deception needed to sustain it—​in his nineteenth-​century 
essay “The Ethics of Belief ”:

Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy reasons, we weaken 
our powers of self-​control, of doubting, of judicially and fairly 
weighing evidence.  .  .  . The danger to society is not merely that it 
should believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it 
should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and in-
quiring into them; for then it must sink back into savagery.155

4.6  The Retreat into Abstraction

Ideologies that serve emotional needs have a way of adapting to dis-
sonant information. Even as they have evolved to be even more 
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comforting, religions have also evolved to be harder to directly dis-
prove:  The beneficent omni-​god lives not on Mount Olympus but, 
rather, in an invisible, abstract realm or lacks even any sort of straight-
forward individual existence. According to religious pluralism, tex-
tual accounts of anthropomorphic deities performing specific miracles 
in support of particular cultural groups are to be understood as alle-
gorical devices in understanding a more abstract and universally appli-
cable divine concept. By way of explanation, theologian David Bentley 
Hart offers the following:

[A]‌bstracting from the universal conditions of contingency, one very 
well may (and perhaps must) conclude that all things are sustained 
in being by an absolute plenitude of actuality, whose very essence 
is being as such: not a “supreme being,” not another thing within or 
alongside the universe, but the infinite act of being itself, the one 
eternal and transcendent source of all existence and knowledge, in 
which all finite being participates.156

The sympathetic description of God as existence rather than as ex-
istent is an attempt to evade concerns like those earlier calling liter-
alist readings of particular faith traditions into question. This approach 
goes hand in hand with theologian John Hick’s (nonliteralist) religious 
pluralism, according to which all revelatory religious traditions per-
tain to a shared spiritual engagement with “the Real”:

The great world faiths embody different perceptions and conceptions 
of, and correspondingly different responses to, the Real from within 
the major variant ways of being human; and that within each of them 
the transformation of human existence from self-​centeredness to 
Reality-​centeredness is taking place.157

Hick writes that the Real “cannot be said to be one thing or many, 
person or thing, substance or process, good or bad, purposive or 
nonpurposive. None of the concrete descriptions that apply within the 
realm of human experience can apply literally to the unexperienceable 
ground of that realm. . . . We cannot even speak of this as a thing or 
an entity.”158 The Real is just this ineffable, transcendent basis for 
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salvation, and each religious tradition represents a sort of perception 
or interpretation of it. Thus conflicts between particular factual claims 
made by competing traditions are irrelevant to the issue of justification 
in religious practice.

In reference to Richard Dawkins’s book The God Delusion, in which 
Dawkins generally addresses the traditional (literal) anthropomorphic 
Christian deity, Terry Eagleton (like Hart and Hick) denies that God is 
“some kind of chap.” Eagleton questions Dawkins’ credentials:

What, one wonders, are Dawkins’s views on the epistemological 
differences between Aquinas and Duns Scotus? Has he read Eriugena 
on subjectivity, Rahner on grace or Moltmann on hope? Has he even 
heard of them? Or does he imagine like a bumptious young barrister 
that you can defeat the opposition while being complacently igno-
rant of its toughest case?159

This is one example of the latest move on the part of religious apologists, 
which is to accuse skeptics of a lack of theological sophistication—​
while backing off religious literalism and the factual truth of partic-
ular miracle stories. Biologist and religious skeptic P. Z. Myers calls this 
move “the courtier’s reply,” in reference to the fable of the Emperor’s 
New Clothes; Myers imagines that, after the boy points out the 
emperor’s nakedness, the emperor’s courtiers reply that it is the boy’s 
lack of appreciation for the subtleties of garment theory that explain 
his inability to see the emperor’s new clothes. The problem is the boy’s 
failure to study the most sophisticated work on fabrics and clothing 
design.160 Philosopher A. C. Grayling replies directly to Eagleton:

Terry Eagleton charges Richard Dawkins with failing to read the-
ology in formulating his objection to religious belief, and thereby 
misses the point that when one rejects the premises of a set of views, it 
is a waste of one’s time to address what is built on those premises. For 
example, if one concludes on the basis of rational investigation that 
one’s character and fate are not determined by the arrangement of 
the planets, stars and galaxies that can be seen from Earth, then one 
does not waste time comparing classic tropical astrology with side-
real astrology, or either with the Sarjatak system, or any of the three 
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with any other construction placed on the ancient ignorances of our 
forefathers about the real nature of the heavenly bodies. Religion is 
exactly the same thing:  it is the pre-​scientific, rudimentary meta-
physics of our forefathers, which (mainly through the natural gulli-
bility of proselytised children, and tragically for the world) survives 
into the age in which I can send this letter by electronic means.161

Further, one wonders how many actual practitioners of particular 
traditions like Christianity or Islam would embrace the abstract plu-
ralism of Hart, Hick, and Eagleton, given the survey data listed earlier. 
Few Christians would accept some fundamental equivalence between 
their beliefs and some belief system that explicitly denies the divinity 
of the historical Jesus. How many Muslims would agree that, on some 
fundamental level, a god lacking an actual and literal special relation-
ship to the actual sixth-​ to seventh-​century person Muhammad is the 
same god they worship? The plain fact is that most practitioners of the 
major world religions profess a literal belief in a specific entity-​god, 
and express a literal belief in some or all of the particular miracle-​
reports that constitute the factual basis for their religious worldview.

In Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud remarks, “One would 
like to mix among the ranks of the believers in order to meet these 
philosophers, who think they can rescue the God of religion by 
replacing him by an impersonal, shadowy and abstract principle.”162 
Freud offers a scathing assessment of the situation, in which he directly 
attributes the tenacity of religion to denial:

The whole thing is so patently infantile, so foreign to reality, that to 
anyone with a friendly attitude to humanity it is painful to think that 
the great majority of mortals will never be able to rise above this view 
of life. It is still more humiliating to discover how a large number of 
people living today, who cannot but see that this religion is not ten-
able, nevertheless try to defend it piece by piece in a series of pitiful 
rearguard actions. . . . A special importance attaches to the case in 
which this attempt to procure a certainty of happiness and a protec-
tion against suffering through a delusional remoulding of reality is 
made by a considerable number of people in common. The religions 
of mankind must be classed among the mass-​delusions of this kind. 
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No one, needless to say, who shares a delusion ever recognizes it as 
such.163

The various philosophers and theologians mentioned in this chapter 
are not in denial because they are unintelligent or uninformed; we have 
seen that, in many contexts, greater education and sophistication is as-
sociated with a greater confidence in motivated conclusions. It took 
some education for David Bentley Hart to come up with the phrase 
“absolute plenitude of actuality” so he could use it to cobble together a 
sophisticated-​sounding rationalization of his beliefs. Eagleton had to 
have read “Eriugena on subjectivity, Rahner on grace [and] Moltmann 
on hope” in order to feel so confident in dismissing Dawkins’ questions. 
Consider again the way eminent scholars like Alston, Rea, Craig, 
Plantinga, Wolterstorff, and Swinburne exercise extravagant varieties 
of motivated reasoning in support of their favored religious traditions. 
The efforts of top contemporary academics like these to maintain their 
belief in fantastic ancient myths may represent some of history’s most 
spectacular examples of motivated reasoning. If anyone should be able 
to overcome culturally inculcated myths, it should be highly sophisti-
cated, scientifically literate, cosmopolitan academics deeply versed not 
just in philosophy and theology but also in the whole history of reli-
gious skepticism. Or so one would have thought on the information 
deficit model of denial.

The diversity of the phenomenon of religiosity itself suggests a com-
plex array of causes. The amazing breadth of expressions of religious 
devotion across different cultures—​as well as the depth of religious 
feeling—​demonstrates the many needs served by religion. For the 
same reason, the asymmetry thesis is not a big factor here. Political 
conservatives tend toward threat sensitivity, system justification, and 
hierarchicalism; religion can address all these, but there is so much 
more religion can offer that is equally appealing to others. Everyone 
deals with self-​esteem and social identity issues, and concerns about 
mortality; most everyone enjoys community and the positive emotion 
of wonder. Those with a more empathetic or egalitarian bent can find 
what they want to find in religious teachings. The reasons behind reli-
gious belief are too multifaceted to put it into a particular cultural or 
political box.
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To question the religious worldview is to go up against the most 
emotionally helpful ideology imaginable. With such potent forces in 
play, we shouldn’t be surprised to have seen a cultural evolution of re-
ligion that makes it more resistant to change—​and all the more helpful 
to the individual. Given its essential malleability, there are many ways 
religion can be (and has been) adapted to better satisfy emotional 
needs associated with hierarchy, stability, in-​group self-​esteem issues, 
uncertainty, and fear of death. It burrows in even deeper as it becomes 
definitive of cultural communities, so that criticism of religion comes 
to represent an attack on identity itself. Community life, especially in 
small towns and villages, often revolves almost entirely around the 
local churches; to question religion can mean divorcing oneself from 
one’s community, as well as alienating oneself from one’s own deep-​
rooted self-​conception.164 The highly evolved, emotionally satisfying 
nature of modern religion explains its tenacity in the face of cosmopol-
itanism and scientific advances. We can add to this the ability to block 
off some sources of dissonant information through homeschooling, se-
lective interaction with like-​minded people, and now the social-​media 
information bubble. Dissonance reduction is more urgent for the re-
ligious ideologue than for any other sort of ideologue, which explains 
why even elite, modern intellectuals are willing to manufacture such 
convoluted, strained rationalizations for theism.

Education and other modernizing factors are not irrelevant to 
overcoming religious superstition. Religiosity is actually very unusual 
among elite scientists and philosophers: Recent polling suggests that 
only about 14% of English-​speaking philosophers are theists,165 along 
with only 7% of members of the National Academy of Sciences.166 Two 
separate studies showed declines in religiosity that seemed to be directly 
related to compulsory schooling laws when they were implemented, in 
Canada and in eleven European countries, respectively.167 Norenzayan 
and Gervais argue that, as the scientific worldview becomes main-
stream in a society, the academic-​scientific community naturally 
favors a more “materialistic” approach to explanation—​and conse-
quently cultural cognition within that subculture may promote disbe-
lief. It just becomes more culturally acceptable—​and comfortable—​to 
be secular.168 They also note that religiosity is weakest (and science is 
strongest) in nations with strong and stable democratic institutions and 
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low levels of existential insecurity—​a correlation easily accounted for 
by the compensatory control model.169 Finally, because the best pre-
dictor of religiosity is one’s upbringing, as families (and communities) 
become more secular, so do their children.170

These factors are all accidents of birth and environment. Religious 
people are not particularly credulous by nature. It would be an injus-
tice to conclude that the religious are weak and foolish, while atheists 
are strong and smart and feel no need for illusory comfort in their 
lives. Everybody is resistant to change in worldview, and everyone is 
tempted by comforting stories. Exactly which illusions are personally 
comforting, and how durable is their grip, is a contingent matter. Even 
the atheist social scientist must say, “There but for the grace of God 
go I.”171
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Afterword
Directions for Science Communication

We have now seen that the fight for peace, justice, and good public 
policy puts us up not only against external vested interests but also 
our own psychology. We desperately need to make better decisions 
about energy and the environment, health, and political economy. 
Intergroup prejudice on the basis of religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
preference, et cetera continues to be the basis for many direct and in-
direct harms befalling a huge number of people. All these challenges 
stem in part from conscious self-​interest and conscious mendacity, but 
they are massively exacerbated by the pernicious effects of implicit bias 
and self-​deception. Our capacity for motivated reasoning in the face 
of contrary evidence is impressive, and the desire to affirm comforting 
factual claims—​and to deny inconvenient truths—​is deeply rooted in 
our nature. The result is individual misbehavior, poisonous public dis-
course, and bad public policy.

I conclude by saying a few brief words about the state of the dis-
cussion on what the research says about science communication in 
mitigating denialism. With the possible exception of a major nuclear 
exchange, climate change is the gravest existential threat to human civ-
ilization. Simply by maintaining our current trajectory, the Earth will 
almost certainly experience a 4–​6 degrees Centigrade warmer atmos-
phere in the next hundred years. As British energy and climate change 
expert Kevin Anderson puts it: “A 4 degrees C future is incompatible 
with an organized global community, is likely to be beyond ‘adapta-
tion,’ is devastating to the majority of ecosystems, and has a high prob-
ability of not being stable.”1 I shall therefore focus on climate change 
communication.

Positive proposals as to science denial remediation strategies divide 
roughly into (a) proposals about the content of science communication 
(i.e., we should push for better education, better access to information 
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about expert consensus, and better appreciation for scientific rea-
soning), and (b) proposals about the form of science communication 
(i.e., we should focus on counteracting—​or exploiting—​motivated 
reasoning via manipulations of presentation or context).

A.1  More Information?

In a 2015 Pew survey of members of the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, 98% described the public’s limited knowl
edge of science as a problem, with 84% describing it as a “major 
problem.”2 There is plenty of evidence that Americans are poorly in-
formed on a whole host of scientific issues. For example, over 40% be-
lieve that antibiotics are effective in treating viral infections.3 In 2012, a 
National Science Foundation study revealed that only 55% knew both 
that the Earth orbits the Sun and that it takes a year to do so.4 As noted 
in chapter 2, 73% of Americans deny evolution by natural selection.

At the same time—​and despite the decades-​long decline noted 
in chapter 2, in support for science among political conservatives—​
science remains overall relatively popular, and the generic “scientist” is 
a trusted figure. Seventy-​six percent of U.S. adults have either a “great 
deal” or a “fair amount” of confidence in scientists to act in the public 
interest—​a figure far outstripping their confidence in politicians, the 
media, and even religious leaders.5 According to the aforementioned 
2015 survey by Pew, “79% of adults say that science has made life easier 
for most people and a majority is positive about science’s impact on 
the quality of health care, food and the environment.”6 Further, “About 
seven-​in-​ten adults say that government investments in engineering 
and technology (72%) and in basic scientific research (71%) usually 
pay off in the long run. Some 61% say that government investment is 
essential for scientific progress.” These results might lead one to think 
that, if only the public were better informed about what the experts 
have to say, we could see a change in attitudes even about ideologically 
charged issues like climate change.

No doubt there are limits to one’s resistance to facts. As Peter Ditto 
puts it, “Everyone will accept the validity of climate science once they’re 
ankle-​deep in ocean water.”7 Researchers optimistic about the power 
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of information claim to have quantified a bias-​overcoming “tipping 
point,” demonstrating “that voters are not immune to disconfirming 
information after all, even when initially acting as motivated 
reasoners.”8 The challenge, of course, is achieving large-​scale shifts in 
public opinion before terrible things happen. As we have exhaustively 
noted, resistance to inconvenient facts is the rule rather than the ex-
ception when it comes to ideology.

When it comes to civic issues like tax policy, Stanford communica-
tions professor James Fishkin believes in the corrective power of what 
he calls “deliberative democracy”:

The premise is simple:  poll citizens on a major issue, blind; then 
see how their opinions evolve when they’re forced to confront the 
facts.  .  .  . [W]‌hile people start out with deep value disagreements 
over, say, government spending, they tend to agree on rational policy 
responses once they learn the ins and outs of the budget.9

“The problem is ignorance, not stupidity,” political scientist Jacob 
Hacker agrees. “We suffer from a lack of information rather than 
a lack of ability.”10 Hibbing has something similar to say about prej-
udice against homosexuals, citing evidence that “people who believe 
that sexual orientation is biologically based are much more likely to be 
accepting of gay rights,” and that “Americans became more accepting 
of gay lifestyles and gay rights because they started to accept the 
growing evidence that sexual orientation is less a moral choice than 
simply a part of people’s biology.”11 On climate, it is not uncommon to 
hear the claim that wider knowledge of the scientific consensus would 
move public opinion on the need for action.12 Researchers led by psy-
chologist Sander van der Linden have conducted a series of studies, 
analysis of which, they say, reveals “robust and replicated evidence 
that communicating the scientific consensus on human-​caused cli-
mate change leads to significant and substantial changes in perceived 
scientific agreement among conservatives, moderates, and liberals 
alike.”13 They claim that “conservatives and moderates are signifi-
cantly less aware of the scientific consensus than liberals,” suggesting 
that the discrepancy in acceptance of climate change between ideolog-
ical groups is related to an informational asymmetry. In a 2017 study, 
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they found that misinformation about climate can cancel out messages 
about scientific consensus on climate; however, they saw some suc-
cess “inoculating” against climate misinformation simply by warning 
study participants about the existence of such misinformation be-
fore presenting information about the expert consensus.14 Stephan 
Lewandowsky has claimed similar success in neutralizing polarization 
in conservatives simply by informing respondents about the consensus 
on AGW.15

Dan Kahan is not impressed with such studies, noting that the fact 
of a scientific consensus on the human contribution to climate change 
has been heavily advertised at least since 2004, while over this period 
of time, overall public acceptance of the claim that changes in global 
average temperature is primarily caused by humans has decreased.16 
The “real world” findings don’t seem to bear out the “laboratory” 
findings. Measured change in view on the part of study participants 
is temporary. Rather, Kahan argues, the best real-​world predictor 
of an individual’s acceptance of scientific findings on various issues, 
such as climate, safe storage of nuclear waste, or the effects on crime 
of concealed carry laws, is simply whether the science is consistent or 
inconsistent with the respondent’s cultural-​ideological identifications. 
Further, as was noted in chapter 1, we know that the more scientifically 
literate an ideologue is, and thus the more likely he or she is in a posi-
tion to appreciate the broad scientific consensus on an ideologically 
threatening issue, the more likely he or she is to reject the consensus.

We see something very similar when it comes to the data Hibbing 
cites on gay rights and acceptance of the science of sexual preference. 
Jeremiah Garretson and Elizabeth Suhay have shown that, while there 
has clearly been an overall generational shift on gay rights, political 
ideology makes a very big difference in whether someone accepts the 
science regarding the biological basis of sexual preference. There has 
been some movement on the part of conservatives since the 1990s, 
but widespread acceptance of the science is limited to liberals and 
moderates.17

We have discussed Nyhan and Reifler’s research hinting at a “back-
fire effect,” wherein the investigators saw ideological positions harden 
in response to evidence refuting the factual basis for that position (Hart 
and Nisbet found much the same thing, but called it the “boomerang 
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effect”). Nyhan and Reifler even found that debunking myths can 
have a backfire effect on behavior as well: Correcting the myth that flu 
vaccines can cause the flu paradoxically reduced the intent to vaccinate 
among respondents with a prior high level of concern about vaccine 
safety.18 A significant backfire effect probably crops up only in rather 
limited contexts, but a broad resistance to change in view across the 
ideological spectrum is indisputable. Further, being corrected on your 
rationalizations doesn’t stop you from finding new ones. Even among 
those who look for reasons to think that new factual information can 
affect ideologues’ policy preferences,19 there is little dispute that, as 
Zaller and Kahan have argued, cues received about what positions 
characterize one’s in-​group identity have at least as much to do with 
such preferences as does knowledge of the facts.

The idea that more information leads straightforwardly to changes 
in attitude on emotionally charged issues looks like wishful thinking. 
The only results that have shown such a positive relation between in-
formation and opinion have been under artificial conditions, where 
the issues are raised in isolation from respondents’ cultural context, 
peer identifications, and ideological matrices.

Factual knowledge does not inoculate us against denialist thinking 
any more than intellectual capacity does. We quoted Kahan earlier on 
the point that most people are not experts on climate, vaccines, eco-
nomics, or cosmology. Where people “believe in” science, it is because 
they have chosen to trust scientific expertise (or elite cues about scien-
tific expertise) in that area. Not “believing in,” say, human evolution 
doesn’t necessarily stem from a lack of knowledge about the theory. 
Certain religious literalists define themselves, in part, by a worldview 
that simply cannot incorporate evolution. As Kahan puts it, asking you 
whether you believe in evolution “doesn’t measure science literacy, it 
measures whether you’re religious. It’s just an expression of identity.”20 
Other kinds of ideologues cannot accept AGW for the same kind of 
reason. Even our greatest polymath intellectuals lack expertise in the 
vast majority of policy-​relevant areas of expertise. We make most of 
our decisions on the basis of trust rather than personal expertise—​and 
where we place that trust has to do with our background, our situation, 
our personality, our value identities, and the like. Our gut-​level cogni-
tive and emotional systems tell us to trust our established worldviews, 
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and so in turn whatever spokespeople or “experts” we take to represent 
those worldviews.

Philosopher Heather Douglas agrees that focusing on informa-
tion is not likely to be the most fruitful approach in addressing deni-
alism. The public-​school system is by far the biggest potential delivery 
system for any change in how science is understood by the public. 
Douglas proposes that the focus of the K-​12 science curriculum shift 
from conveying facts to conveying what science is and how it earns its 
authority:

The most important thing for the public to understand about science 
is not a set of scientific facts, but the nature of science, as empirical, 
inductive, and critical. Science is empirical because of the central im-
portance of evidence gathered from interacting with the world (both 
social and natural). Scientists focus on gathering evidence to test 
the theories they develop to explain the evidence. . . . And because 
science is empirical and inductive it also must maintain a culture of 
critical interactions among scientists. Scientists have to be willing to 
challenge each other’s work, to overturn long-​standing views (if the 
evidence is there to do so), and to hold no claim above the critical 
fray. It is this critical culture, the social culture of science, combined 
with (and arising from) its evidential and inductive basis, that gives 
science its underlying epistemic authority.21

Some researchers have proposed early-​childhood interventions aimed 
at evidence assessment and critical reasoning skills.22 Researchers 
studying K-​12 science education have produced some evidence that 
better educational techniques can bring about productive concep-
tual change in dealing with scientific claims.23 Douglas hopes that a 
greater appreciation of science as a rigorous, evidence-​based, self-​
correcting process would lead to a wider acceptance of scientific con-
sensus on contentious issues. She wants schools to get kids involved 
in doing science; she also approves of programs that engage the public 
in “citizen science” projects, such as local water monitoring.24 This 
engagement could inculcate an appreciation for how evidence is col-
lected and analyzed, and how a finding has to stand up to peer review 
and further testing in order to be accepted. The more used a person is 
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to scientific thinking and the “culture” of science, the more resistant 
he or she may be to motivated reasoning about science in the public 
interest. (There is as yet no evidence of the long-​term efficacy of such 
interventions in counteracting denialist tendencies and external 
influences, however.)

In Kahan’s research, he has found that the rules about how cultural 
and political identity determine beliefs about climate don’t seem to 
apply to scientists (across disciplines) the way they do to the general 
public; he concludes that “scientists, unlike ordinary members of the 
public, are not meaningfully affected by cultural worldviews.”25 Recall 
Norenzayan and Gervais’s observation that scientists are much less 
likely to be religious than the general public, and their speculation 
that “scientific training . . . cultivates habitual use of analytic thinking, 
possibly rendering it less cognitively effortful with practice.”26 So, per-
haps, if ordinary citizens just thought more like scientists, they would 
be immune to science denial. Everyone agrees that people are capable 
of doing better in terms of accepting difficult truths; it’s just that they 
don’t do a good job of it most of the time.27

Douglas cites recent work by social scientists Caitlin Drummond 
and Baruch Fischhoff, who developed an “individual difference 
measure of scientific reasoning skills, defined as the skills needed to 
evaluate scientific findings in terms of the factors that determine their 
quality.”28 In three studies, they found that participants with superior 
scientific reasoning skills “are more likely to have beliefs consistent 
with the scientific consensus on potentially contentious issues, above 
and beyond education, political and religious beliefs, and scores on 
two widely used measures of scientific literacy.” In other words, while 
scientific literacy (i.e., knowledge of facts) does not predict open-
ness to scientific consensus in motivated contexts, an appreciation 
for the scientific process does. Another study found that “support for 
pro-​environment policies is more strongly related to endorsement of 
scientific inquiry than to scientific literacy.”29 The idea is that a better 
understanding of how scientific reasoning works entails a better un-
derstanding of what makes for scientific expertise and scientific con-
sensus, and for this reason a high scientific reasoning skills (SRS) 
proficiency helps counteract denialism in a way mere information 
cannot.



302  Afterword

(And the benefits of getting people to start thinking more scientif-
ically could apply not only to issues like AGW but also to social and 
economic issues; like the natural sciences, the social sciences draw on 
empirical evidence produced by controlled studies subject to peer crit-
icism and replication.)

John Cook is a climate communication specialist at the University 
of Queensland, and is well known for his climate denial–​debunking 
website, SkepticalScience.com. In his examination of the communica-
tion of scientific consensus on climate, he cites a number of studies that 
support the notion of “inoculating” students against science denialism 
through “misconception-​based learning.”30 This sort of learning, he 
explains,

involves lessons that directly address and refute misconceptions as 
well as explain factual information, in contrast to standard lessons 
that teach the facts without explicitly addressing misconceptions. 
For example, one myth regarding the carbon cycle is that anthropo-
genic carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are inconsequential because 
they are small in magnitude compared to natural CO2 emissions. 
A misconception-​based learning approach might explain the natural 
balance inherent in the carbon cycle, with natural CO2 emissions 
roughly balanced by natural CO2 absorptions, and how anthropo-
genic CO2 emissions have upset the natural balance. Thus the tech-
nique employed by the myth is “cherry picking,” failing to consider 
the role of natural CO2 absorptions in the carbon cycle.31

Cook cites research showing that this approach to science educa-
tion is effective in reducing misconceptions; that students are more 
attracted to “refutational texts” than traditional textbooks; and that 
misconception-​based learning improves evidence assessment, argu-
mentative skills, and critical thinking skills.

It is interesting to note in this context that some very recent studies 
have indicated that (a) science literacy is not necessarily coextensive 
with curiosity about science—​as measured, say, by reported interest 
in science books or interest in reading science articles reporting “sur-
prising factors”; and (b) increased science curiosity is correlated with 
greater openness to correction on polarizing science issues.32 Being 
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intrigued by (surprising) corrections to misconceptions would seem to 
be a pretty good indicator of curiosity. Is science curiosity something 
that could be taught or encouraged? Misconception-​based learning 
seems like a possible candidate for sparking greater curiosity. Indeed, 
as Kahan and colleagues have argued in a 2017 report, the data suggest 
the best counterbalance to ideological closed-​mindedness is scientific 
curiosity.33

In his Pensées, Blaise Pascal observed that “People are generally 
better persuaded by the reasons which they have themselves discov-
ered than by those which have come into the mind of others.”34 One 
really nice thing about an approach focusing on public engagement, 
and on understanding science as a process, is that it is not inherently 
political or ideological. No particular denial-​triggering conclusions 
are pushed on the student or member of the public. In dealing with a 
denier, Douglas suggests asking the question “What evidence would 
change your mind?” Physicist Brian Cox, in debating AGW deniers, 
likes the question, “How would you test this hypothesis?”35 One really 
nice thing about this sort of question is that it engages the respondent 
as a peer investigator, while redirecting the discussion toward 
evidence—​and away from ideology. Respondents with good scientific 
reasoning skills should be all the more receptive to this kind of ques-
tion and, it is hoped, more open to change in attitude as a consequence 
of considering it.

There are demonstrated merits to the idea of “solving” the sci-
ence denial problem by inculcating scientific reasoning skills, and 
an appreciation for scientific practice, in K-​12 students. But this ap-
proach has a couple of limitations. Whatever long-​term benefits that 
could be gleaned from changes in K-​12 education, this plan would 
require a massive shift in public education policy at the federal level, 
which is never easy to achieve. Further, it does not seem likely that 
enhancing scientific reasoning skills will be a priority for the current 
presidential administration and its Department of Education. (The 
2012 official party platform for the Texas GOP specifically included 
its opposition to reasoning skills curricula: “We oppose the teaching 
of Higher Order Thinking Skills, . . . critical thinking skills, and sim-
ilar programs . . . which focus on behavior modification and have the 
purpose of challenging the student’s fixed beliefs and undermining 
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parental authority.”36) But even with a unified commitment to 
improved science education, this approach would take at least a gen-
eration to bear fruit. With climate change, and other pollution and 
resource-​depletion issues, we don’t have that kind of time to wait. In 
the meantime, vested in-​group elites will continue to signal the un-
acceptability of certain policy positions, and citizens will continue to 
enjoy a range of expertise-​undermining, bullshit sources (including 
the hired “merchants of doubt”) that validate their dismissal of incon-
venient warnings.

The second concern is that the professional researchers who have 
been shown to possess a special resistance to motivated reasoning 
belong to an intensely unrepresentative subgroup of the larger pop-
ulation. Indeed, their appreciation for the factors that lend modern 
science its authority exceed the average person’s, but they additionally 
represent a unique set of people who chose to pursue a life of learning 
over any other kind of life. What scientifically literate climate change 
deniers may lack is not an appreciation of science but, rather, a par-
ticular orientation toward knowledge for its own sake. According to 
Plato (as famously argued in his Republic), the love of truth stems from 
a fundamental curiosity that he believed to derive at least in part from 
innate personality traits. Plato would call it part of one’s eros—​the per-
sonality makeup that determines one’s interests and preferences. This 
is something he thought could be cultivated, but only up to a point. He 
noted that it was rather rare for an individual to be dominated by cu-
riosity and a love of learning to the point that such drives could over-
come the desire for comfort and consumption. Someone privileged 
enough to be able to attend a good college or university is presented 
with a wide range of options. The choice to pursue a career in research 
typically means a PhD or equivalent, and this decision involves a lot 
of delayed gratification:  Quite typically these days you are talking 
about a training period consisting of eight to ten years of very long 
hours and subpoverty-​level pay, as graduate teaching assistant, re-
search assistant, and post-​doc. This is the tiny, self-​selected population 
that later demonstrates an unusual resistance to denial. Great athletes 
are successful because they have special motivations to train relent-
lessly for their chosen sport that others just don’t have. The kinds of 
enthusiasms that would lead someone to make—​and follow through 
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on—​a commitment to the life of the mind are not widely shared, even 
among the already economically and educationally privileged col-
lege population. Plato put a high priority on education, but he would 
likely be skeptical that, even with sufficient leisure time and opportu-
nity, the masses could be enticed to develop a level of attachment to 
the scientific process sufficient to overcome their other motivations. In 
this respect, economic and cultural elites are just like everybody else, 
which is why they have been shown to be just as subject to denial as 
everybody else.

No student of ideology and motivated reasoning is opposed to better 
science education (including a better appreciation for scientific rea-
soning), better communication of scientific consensus, and improved 
public discourse on science and its findings. But none of these things is 
a proven cure for denial. Look at religion again. The large majority of 
Americans (a) have at least twelve years of formal education, including 
some contact with physics, biology, and world history; and (b) sub-
scribe to a bronze-​age mythology of invisible super-​beings and mirac-
ulous events. If all that education cannot dislodge people from their 
commitment to such extravagant notions, how confident should we be 
that some adjustments in the science education curriculum would dis-
lodge people from infinitely more plausible positions, such as the belief 
that vaccines cause autism or that climate change fears are overblown?

A.2  Message Framing and Delivery

These concerns—​the immediacy of certain issues like climate change 
(or, say, systemic racial discrimination), together with the failure of the 
information deficit model—​have led to a heavy emphasis on science 
communication framing informed by the research on denialism. In 
other words, the recommendation by many students of this issue is to 
focus on anti-​denialist messaging that is designed to either counteract 
or, indeed, utilize the mechanisms of motivated reasoning. Pascal 
described “eloquence” as

an art of saying things in such a way (1) that those to whom we speak 
may listen to them without pain and with pleasure; (2) that they feel 
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themselves interested, so that self-​love leads them more willingly to 
reflection upon it. . . . It consists, then, in a correspondence which we 
seek to establish between the head and the heart of those to whom we 
speak on the one hand, and, on the other, between the thoughts and 
the expressions which we employ. This assumes that we have studied 
well the heart of man so as to know all its powers, and then to find the 
just proportions of the discourse which we wish to adapt to them.37

In the social sciences, “framing” is defined as the manner of 
communicating an idea or piece of information, where that manner 
of communication affects the emotional value of the information for 
the recipient.38 A communicator can use devices like analogy or met-
aphor, or suggestive images, in an attempt to influence how informa-
tion is contextualized—​and thus what emotions are triggered. (Such 
techniques, obviously, are central to advertising; the art of advertising 
is basically about framing.) For example, communication intended to 
sway an audience in favor of nuclear power can use terms like “prog-
ress” or “modernization,” while comparing it to particularly useful his-
torical inventions like the light bulb or the internet. Communications 
intended to create doubt about nuclear power could include references 
to past environmental disasters, using terms like “risk” or “uncer-
tainty.” A politician might try to create a negative perception about, 
say, stronger environmental regulations, by giving reasons to think 
that this is an idea popular among “Hollywood elites” and despised by 
“regular Americans.” Opponents of genetically modified (GM) crops 
might be more receptive to messages focusing on pesticide reduc-
tion, accompanied by images of lush vegetation and happy butterflies. 
A visual presentation about the proposal to open the borders to Muslim 
refugees might be accompanied by video clips of terrorist attacks; or, 
alternatively, images of a nice-​looking refugee family gazing at us sadly 
from a tent.

The hope is that denialism about AGW can be circumvented by 
framing issues in ways that emphasize audience-​specific values and that 
are less threatening (or even congenial) to individuals’ group identities, 
system fealties, or worldviews.39 For example, Matthew Nisbet suggests 
that communication about AGW focus on economic development 
(“green jobs”) and the morality of preserving the biosphere for future 



Afterword  307

generations.40 There is some evidence that describing carbon dioxide 
and methane as “pollution” may be helpful in dealing with resistant 
audiences.41 System justification theorists suggest framing designed to 
circumnavigate—​or exploit—​the tendency to system justification and 
status quo bias they see as peculiar to conservatives. Psychologist Erin 
Hennes, for example, has found that people are more accepting of cli-
mate science after being primed with thoughts of the strength of the 
underlying economic system.42 As we have seen, system justification 
theory observes that personality types associated with conservatism 
exhibit bias in favor of social, political, and economic systems; and 
that people generally exhibit some such bias when they feel threatened. 
Some studies have indicated that framing conservation as a pres-
ervation of the status quo may help counteract AGW denialism in 
conservatives.43 In targeting conservatives on AGW, advocates could 
stress potential system disruptions from climate-​related refugee crises, 
political upheaval, and related security threats.

Moral foundations theory, popularized by Jonathan Haidt, is the 
view that moral judgments vary across cultures and subcultures, and 
that disagreements over ideology can derive from the priorities placed 
on different foundational moral concepts. Proponents argue that polit-
ical liberals and conservatives are fundamentally distinguished by the 
different emphases they place on different moral concerns: Liberals, 
for example, are liberals because they are most motivated by concerns 
over fairness and harm to others, while conservatives manifest more 
interest in loyalty, respect for authority, and purity. According to moral 
foundations theory, the main reason that, say, liberals support the 
right to gay marriage is their overriding concern for fairness, while 
conservatives place a greater emphasis on concerns over the sanctity 
of marriage. According to this theory, a difference in moral concerns 
is not the symptom but, rather, the cause of ideological disagree-
ment. Drawing on this theory, social psychologist Matthew Feinberg 
and sociologist Robb Willer tested how political messages tailored to 
different clusters of moral concern might resonate differently to dif-
ferent audiences. They found that, initially, only liberals view environ-
mental issues in moral terms; however, when the issue of pollution is 
“reframed” for conservatives in reference not to harm but to purity 
and sanctity (say, with images of a landscape covered with disgusting 
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garbage), differences between liberal and conservative concern are 
reduced or eliminated.44 The conclusion is that persuasion on polit-
ical issues is possible through framing that activates subgroup-​specific 
moral concerns.

Cultural cognition theorists agree with the concept of framing, 
noting that issues can be framed in ways that resonate with, rather 
than threaten, an audience’s group identity. Kahan calls this “identity-​
affirmative framing.”45 Noting that cultural “individualists” tend to ap-
prove of technological solutions to problems, he has found in studies 
that discussions of nuclear power and geoengineering as solutions to 
climate change “reduced cultural polarization over the validity of scien-
tific evidence on the consequences of climate change.”46 If rationalization 
of desired system-​ or identity-​serving conclusions is inevitable, then 
maybe it’s time to fight fire with fire; that is to say, to try to influence the 
facts people accept not by framing problems differently but, rather, by 
emphasizing solutions they find ideologically desirable. Discussing an 
experiment about framing strategies, psychologist Aaron Kay suggests 
that acceptance of the facts about AGW could be influenced by the na-
ture of the proposed remediation strategy:

Participants in the experiment, including both self-​identified 
Republicans and Democrats, read a statement asserting that global 
temperatures will rise 3.2 degrees in the 21st century. They were then 
asked to evaluate a proposed policy solution to address the warming. 
When the policy solution emphasized a tax on carbon emissions or 
some other form of government regulation, which is generally op-
posed by Republican ideology, only 22 percent of Republicans said 
they believed the temperatures would rise at least as much as indi-
cated by the scientific statement they read. But when the proposed 
policy solution emphasized the free market, such as with innovative 
green technology, 55 percent of Republicans agreed with the scien-
tific statement.47

Indeed, our discussion in chapter 2 hypothesized that conservatives 
are more likely to be attracted to technological “production science” 
answers to environmental problems. This sort of framing hints at a 
sort of realpolitik bait-​and-​switch tactic, where denial of science is 
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overcome by deliberately triggering motivated cognition. Advocates 
for climate change mitigation could limit themselves to publicly calling 
exclusively for industry-​friendly “solutions” like large tax cuts and 
subsidies to energy producers. As we know, when the policy solutions 
are desirable enough, then positive perceptions of the reasons for those 
solutions will follow. Once the issue is sufficiently depolarized, we 
might hope that the denialist opposition will have fewer resources to 
resist real solutions.

Atmospheric scientist and evangelical Christian Katharine Hayhoe 
suggests that messages about protecting “God’s Creation” (she proposes 
calling it “creation care”) might appeal to religious conservatives.48 
In a 2016 study, social psychologists at Oregon State found that 
“conservatives shifted substantially in the pro-​environmental direc-
tion after exposure to a binding moral frame, in which protecting 
the natural environment was portrayed as a matter of obeying au-
thority, defending the purity of nature, and demonstrating one’s pa-
triotism to the United States.”49 (Some theorists caution, however, that 
“just-​worlders”—​a group that substantially overlaps with Christian 
conservatives—​react badly to “apocalyptic messages” about AGW.50)

Messages about impending environmental catastrophe immediately 
come up against the utterly predicable, instinctive response of avoiding 
or denying information that causes negative affect.51 Hayhoe counsels 
against shaming and negativity in pro-​environmental messages, 
warning that negative framing is likely to spur avoidance and backlash. 
Her advice also dovetails nicely with social identity theory (discussed 
in chapters 3 and 4). Social identity theory maintains that group iden-
tification is heavily tied up with self-​esteem, and so threats to ideolog-
ical identity may have the effect of hardening positions. This theory 
also predicts that priming individuals to feel a sense of individual 
identity affirmation will reduce identity-​protective, group-​serving 
bias. People who have been primed with thoughts affirming their own 
self-​worth may be more open to appreciating the strength of opposing 
arguments;52 people who have been encouraged to think positively 
about their most important personal values may be more open to com-
promise on unrelated partisan political issues.53

Is the combination of framing and identity-​affirmative 
priming likely to be successful in changing minds? Some think so, 
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especially when the argument is delivered by an in-​group messenger 
like Hayhoe—​an evangelical Christian talking to other evangelical 
Christians. Science communication researchers often stress the im-
portance of friendly faces delivering the ideologically unwelcome 
message. Matthew Nisbet, for example, suggests “bringing to the 
conversation a greater diversity of trusted societal leaders who can 
frame the issue in a manner that resonates with the identity and cul-
tural background of broader segments of the public.”54 This makes 
sense, given what we know about identity-​protective cognition. Yet 
the challenges for this approach are clear: It is difficult to find con-
vincing cultural group members who are actually allied with the other 
side—​and even if they are, they have good reasons to suppress any 
politicized disagreements with their own tribe. The example of Bob 
Inglis—​the conservative congressman who talked up climate and was 
promptly primaried out of office—​is as rare as it is disheartening. In 
February 2017, leading conservative economists Martin Feldstein 
and N. Gregory Mankiw, joined by centrist Ted Halstead, published 
a much-​discussed New York Times editorial entitled “A Conservative 
Case for Climate Change,” in which they called for a federal tax on 
carbon emissions (which would be refunded as a dividend). Their 
supporters include conservative establishment heavies James Baker, 
Henry Paulson, and George Shultz. This sounds like a breakthrough, 
until you consider that not a single Republican actually in power pub-
licly supports such an idea. Though this idea has been around a long 
time—​and involves less government intervention than any other 
conceivable strategy—​there is not a hint of a shadow of any pros-
pect of support for any such plan in Republican-​controlled branches 
of government. Indeed, in June 2016, Republicans in the House of 
Representatives prophylactically resolved, unanimously, to reject any 
carbon tax idea.

Even supposing many more in-​group converts to climate re-
ality, the fragmented media environment would still provide plenty 
of countering misinformation to choose from for a member of the 
public who is uncomfortable with dissonant messages. Further, those 
incentivized to deliberately sow doubt can—​and do—​employ their 
own framing (using their own media outlets) and have plenty of en-
thusiastic in-​group messengers to choose from.
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Studies examining the long-​term effectiveness of framing on public 
opinion have had mixed results at best. Citing new research on the 
(in)efficacy of climate communication framing by political scientists 
Thomas Bernauer and Liam McGrath,55 journalist David Roberts 
thinks that such tactics can’t compete with the frames we already 
live in:

Human beings are not freestanding reasoning machines. They 
are situated in the world, inheritors of particular socioeconomic 
conditions, worldviews, dispositions, and interpretive filters. They 
come complete with a strong set of overlapping, mutually reinforcing 
frames. To a great extent, those preexisting social and psychological 
commitments—​which are outside the scope of any conceivable cli-
mate communication campaign—​are going to determine how people 
assess a specific phenomenon like climate change. . . . A lifetime of 
baggage carries a lot of weight and momentum. Comparatively, a 
single exposure to a bit of framing is nothing, like blowing on the 
sails of a giant ship.56

Frames that work in the lab often do not translate to the messy, emo-
tional, and polarized real world. As Dan Kahan would put it, framing 
has poor “operational validity.”57 Perhaps Feinberg and Willer can 
temporarily moralize environmental issues for their denialist test 
subjects. But what happens next, outside the lab? Our thought 
processes are permeated by motives vastly more powerful than can 
lastingly be overcome by some clever marketing. Thanks to social self-​
segregation and selective exposure, our social and media environment 
tends, rather, to reinforce the factual worldview that validates existing 
prejudices. As we have noted, public opinion is heavily influenced 
by elite signals (that is, cues from those politicians, media figures, 
religious leaders, and the like with whom one identifies ideologi-
cally); Zaller persuasively argued in The Nature and Origins of Mass 
Opinion that it is elite opinion that ultimately drives long-​term public 
opinion. In their 2016 book Democracy for Realists, political scientists 
Christopher Achen and Larry Bartels remind us that most people, 
most of the time, are not paying much attention to policy debates, and 
consequently don’t have much in the way of fixed ideas about policy; 



312  Afterword

rather, most voters identify parties that appear to be “on their side” 
and support policy proposals accordingly.58 In fact, we see evidence 
of virtually immediate, top-​down swings in public opinion, under the 
right conditions: The number of conservatives expressing a positive 
view of Russian leader Vladimir Putin jumped 20 percentage points 
immediately following Donald Trump’s election; only one-​third of 
Republicans accept the intelligence community consensus that Russia 
interfered in the U.S. 2016 presidential election.59 (If Hillary Clinton 
had won in 2016 with evident Russian support, who would doubt that 
partisan assessment of Russian involvement in the election would look 
very different?) If we could get popular politicians, media figures, and 
denialist interest groups to support interventions on climate, a pop-
ular swing would likely follow. Unfortunately, deliberately menda-
cious, elite denialist messaging on climate is unlikely to be influenced 
by framing techniques. Partisans do quite poorly when called upon to 
explain the actual thinking behind favored policy positions on, say, 
raising the Social Security retirement age, universal health care, merit 
pay for teachers, or a cap-​and-​trade system for carbon emissions.60 
If the general public is just following elite cues about what to believe, 
then the framing of messages about scientific consensus is not going to 
have much effect.61

Heather Douglas adds that the whole strategy of audience-​specific 
framing and delivery might wind up being counterproductive:

It does not seem plausible that we can use such theories openly, as 
that seems insulting and disparaging of the public. Telling someone 
you are tailoring the message to their worldview and values because 
they will more likely accept it using motivated reasoning would 
not work, at least in the long run. And to use this work without 
acknowledgement is problematic as well. We don’t want to just ma-
nipulate the public into accepting scientific consensus. Doing so 
would likely be self-​defeating, as the public would probably notice 
that different science communication messages are tailored differ-
ently, and become suspicious of such communication efforts.62

Further, even if we decide the right strategy involves framing, 
priming audiences with self-​affirming thoughts, and recruiting 
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culturally appropriate communicators, who is going to be the central 
authority—​the puppeteer? Even if the political elite were not already 
corrupted by self-​interest and/​or denial, any messaging coming from 
political representatives will automatically be interpreted as ideo-
logical. Scientists themselves—​a more trusted group—​might be a 
less polarizing choice. “STEM the Divide” is a new initiative with its 
own political action committee, “314action,” which seeks to recruit 
scientists and others with scientific and technical backgrounds to 
run for office. The founder, a former cancer researcher turned poli-
tician, states that the goal is “electing more leaders to the US Senate, 
House, State Executive and Legislative offices who come from STEM 
backgrounds. We need new leaders who understand that climate 
change is real and are motivated to find a solution.”63 In theory, this 
sounds like a great plan. Yet I wonder if we will see a whole lot of 
candidates for office, or full-​time activists, coming out of the phys-
ical and social sciences, despite, in many cases, strong feelings on 
the part of academics and researchers about these issues. That is 
to say, we might run into the Plato problem again. Scientists and 
researchers do what they do thanks to a unique set of motivations. 
With exceptions, they don’t tend to go much for active involvement 
in politics, in large part because a life of political involvement calls 
for a different personality type—​politicians need to be ambitious 
extroverts who find enough satisfaction in campaigning, fund-
raising, coalition-​building, negotiating, and governing to devote 
their lives to politics. Further, scientists entering politics—​most 
likely under the aegis of some political party—​would immediately be 
identified as representing a particular ideology and tribe, and their 
declamations would no doubt be experienced by ideologues and 
identity groups through the same partisan filter as the positions of 
conventional politicians.

In a 2017 New York Times op-​ed, coastal geologist Robert Young 
commented on the planned “March for Science,” a political demon-
stration responding to the pervasive denialism of the Trump admin-
istration. He expressed the concern that this sort of activism will 
politicize science in general, turning “belief in” science into a polar-
izing identification. (The non–​college-​educated Trump supporters 
already express much less overall confidence in science and scientists 
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than the college-​educated voters who opposed him.64) Young suggests 
instead an approach of local engagement and personal contact:

Rather than marching on Washington and in other locations around 
the country, I  suggest that my fellow scientists march into local 
civic groups, churches, schools, county fairs and, privately, into the 
offices of elected officials. Make contact with that part of America 
that doesn’t know any scientists. Put a face on the debate. Help them 
understand what we do, and how we do it. Give them your email, or 
better yet, your phone number.65

In a related vein, Kahan proposes an emphasis on the normalization of 
climate science as something communities already use—​just as other 
science is used in local policy planning—​to address matters of commu-
nity concern, through a process heavy on community engagement.66 
He has written repeatedly about initiatives like the Southeast Florida 
Regional Climate Change Compact, wherein four politically diverse 
counties have joined together on over 100 action items on a variety of 
green issues, but pertaining mainly to seawater intrusion—​an issue the 
community is very familiar with.67 As he explains, a discussion about 
AGW is a discussion that forces one into an ideological corner. But cit-
izens across the board approve of the general idea that the government 
should use the best available science in dealing with issues of imme-
diate, local public interest. Despite the Southeast Florida region’s ide-
ological polarization on questions about the existence and severity of 
AGW, there is broad, bipartisan agreement on statements like “Local 
and state officials should be involved in identifying steps that local 
communities can take to reduce the risk posed by rising sea levels.” The 
planners consciously focus on this point of agreement and shy away 
from forcing participants to take a position on the polarizing general 
issue of AGW. (“All politics is local,” as House Speaker Tip O’Neill fa-
mously quipped—​a description that may also serve as prescription.) 
The plan was developed through local forums organized and run, in 
many cases, by business owners, residential associations, and the like, 
thereby getting community members together with “people they trust 
and recognize as socially competent supporting the use of science in 
decision-​making directly bearing on their lives.”68 The approach of the 
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planners, as Kahan puts it, focuses on “what the community knows,” 
rather than “whose side they are on.” Citing similar success stories in 
New York, Virginia, Arizona, California, and elsewhere, he approv-
ingly observes that:

Ongoing political deliberations over adaptation are affecting people 
not as members of warring cultural factions but as property owners, 
resource consumers, insurance policy holders, and tax payers—​
identities they all share. The people who are furnishing them with 
pertinent scientific evidence about the risks they face and how to 
abate them are not the national representatives of competing po-
litical brands but rather their municipal representatives, their 
neighbors, and even their local utility companies. What’s more, the 
sorts of issues they are addressing—​damage to property and infra-
structure from flooding, reduced access to scarce water supplies, di-
minished farming yields as a result of drought—​are matters they deal 
with all the time. They are the issues they have always dealt with as 
members of the regions in which they live; they have a natural shared 
vocabulary for thinking and talking about these issues, the use of 
which reinforces their sense of linked fate and reassures them they 
are working with others whose interests are aligned with theirs. In 
this communication environment, people of diverse values are much 
more likely to converge on, rather than become confused about, the 
scientific evidence most relevant to securing the welfare of all.

Kahan calls this productive context for responding to climate change 
the “local adaptation science communication environment.”69 The lib-
eral shop owner and the conservative farmer are likely to be equally 
concerned about an issue like local drinking-​water contamination. 
In certain contexts, scientific know-​how is a friend to all. Everybody 
wants his or her smartphone to be repaired by technicians who are 
familiar with electronics, everybody wants his or her doctor to know 
about human biology, and everybody wants the people who handle the 
local infrastructure to know something about engineering. Message 
framing has nothing to do with any of that. Residents of a rural agricul-
tural community can likely all agree that government should use the 
best science available in planning local water-​use policy in response to 
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drought conditions; this action focus is likely to yield more productive 
public discourse than a politicized question like whether AGW is real 
or whether GM crops are dangerous. A recent article in Mother Jones 
discussed the Heritage Foundation’s proposal to slash funding for the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency’s Disaster Relief Fund, a pro-
posal that was warmly received by the current presidential adminis-
tration.70 It notes that development in disaster-​prone areas has mostly 
proceeded without regard for risk across the country; but without 
federal aid to rely on, states might have to take the (growing) risks of 
storms, flooding, wildfires, and tornadoes more seriously. This deci-
sion might thus accelerate the localization of AGW response.

Essential elements of the U.S. government have found compelling 
reasons to confront local AGW-​related issues regardless of the poli-
tics.71 Permafrost thawing threatens radar installations in Alaska, and 
wildfires have endangered the Marine Corps’ Camp Pendleton and 
the Vandenberg Air Force base. Many other installations—​including 
the U.S. Naval Academy—​are dealing with increasing flood damage 
deriving from sea-​level rise. The U.S. Navy has been forced to de-
velop plans to manage regular flooding at its base in Norfolk, Virginia, 
simply because it has to, completely bypassing any top-​down institu-
tional decision on whether AGW is “real”: “We don’t talk about climate 
change,” a base commander told visiting journalists, “we talk about 
sea-​level rise. You can measure it.”72

Public forums concerning generally agreed-​upon local threats 
may help facilitate depolarizing cross-​group contact effects like those 
proposed under the “contact hypothesis” (discussed in chapter  3); 
this sort of effect seems to be what Robert Young has in mind when he 
suggests scientists, instead of protesting in Washington, D.C., get out 
to communities and meet people face to face. This may also be helpful 
when talking about, say, health care policy or addressing racial or reli-
gious tensions: The most effective communication in such cases seems to 
involve community groups meeting in person, talking about local issues 
of mutual concern. As Kahan points out, such contexts emphasize citi-
zens’ shared identities as members of the same community, dealing with 
problems of mutual interest. Success at local climate change mitigation 
efforts, of course, will not prevent climate change. The hope is more that, 
over time, these small-​scale interactions will defuse the polarization over 
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AGW science. (This may also be the most plausible route to depolariza-
tion with regard to racial and religious divides: Find ways to get people of 
different persuasions to work together on local issues of mutual interest.)

To summarize, in order to work around science denialism, we need 
communication in contexts that are less likely to trigger system justifi-
cation and identity-​defensive thinking. Make these contexts as affirm-
ative as possible. Stress local concerns and shared identities. Talk about 
uses of science everyone can get on board with, rather than forcing eve-
ryone to take a position on the larger issue. Explain how climate change 
will affect the community, and stress technological solutions where pos-
sible. Avoid questions that polarize along political or cultural lines—​
and especially don’t get people feeling defensive about their religious 
identity, the emotional commitment to which puts others to shame.* 
It is true that, in the case of AGW, local action is not enough. The crisis 
is fundamentally global, and international agreement on strategies 
for emissions control must be worked out as soon as possible. But na-
tional politicians have to feel they can push for things like this without 
committing political suicide. Perhaps the best bet to bring this about is 
the normalization of climate science through depolarizing local mit-
igation discussions—​and, it is hoped, also some positive long-​term 
developments in moving the emphasis in science education toward the 
development of scientific reasoning skills and scientific curiosity.

These suggestions don’t seem remotely adequate given the scope 
and immediacy of the crisis, but, as David Roberts says, the situation is 
what it is, and “The thing to do is just keep plugging away at it.”73 This 
advice is not exceedingly hopeful, but it may be the best we can do with 
regard not only to climate but also to political economy, religious con-
flict, and all the rest.
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