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∂

Introduction 

•  Research question: 

Can an individual’s political commitments – her moral/social/political values – 
provide her with a good reason not to defer to the scientific consensus on the 
existence of anthropogenic climate change?  

•  Answer I will defend: 

No.  

∂

John (2016) 

(1) Scientists solve inductive risk problems, therefore non-experts can use 
their political values as good reasons not to defer to scientists.  

BUT: 

(2) An individual’s political commitments cannot provide her with good 
reasons not to defer to the testimony of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), in virtue of the high epistemic standards that 
govern the IPCC’s assertions. 

∂

John (2016) 
(1) Scientists solve inductive risk problems, therefore non-experts 

can use their political values as good reasons not to defer to 
scientists.  

•  Analogue between scientists' need to employ an epistemic standard for 
acceptance and assertion, and non-scientists' requirement for a 
corresponding epistemic standard for acceptance.  

•  If scientists use non-epistemic values in setting their epistemic 
standards (the James-Rudner-Douglas argument from inductive risk), 
then so can (and should) non-scientists.  

∂

John (2016) 

“When a scientist asserts a claim, a non-scientist’s decision whether to 

defer should turn on whether the epistemic standard which governs the 

scientist’s assertion is as high as that which governs the non-scientist’s 

acceptance” (p. 4).   

∂

John (2016) 

An epistemic standard is a principle that specifies the: “…kind and degree 

of evidential support that some kind of proposition must enjoy before 

agents should accept that proposition” – John 2011, p. 502.   
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∂

John (2016) 

∂

John (2016) 
(2) An individual’s political commitments cannot provide her with 
good reasons not to defer to the IPCC, in virtue of the high epistemic 
standards that govern the IPCC’s assertions. 

•  BUT John does not defend this conclusion to the degree he initially 
claims he will.  

∂

John (2016) 
“Of course, some non-expert’s political commitments might be such that 

she adopts an extremely high epistemic standard for accepting any claims 

about climate change. Therefore, even if the IPCC’s work is shaped by 

high epistemic standards, it is conceivable that non-experts’ political 

commitments might still provide them with good reason to fail to defer to its 

testimony. However, given the high standards the IPCC employs, such 

cases are likely to be extremely rare. Therefore, although we cannot say 

that individuals’ political commitments could never provide them with 

reason to fail to defer to the IPCC’s testimony, it is very unlikely that they 

have such reasons” (p. 11 – emphases added).  

∂

A problem for John’s account 
•  John’s account leaves a loophole that could easily be exploited. 

•  Under John's account, all one would need to do to justify their non-
deference to any IPCC claims is to say that their political values are such 
that they have extremely high epistemic standards and therefore require 
more evidence.  

•  His concluding statement (his hedging) is - in relation to some 
statements the IPCC makes - overly-cautious.  

•  There are parts of the IPCC’s reports – certain factual assertions the IPCC 
makes - in response to which, I will argue, non-experts could not possibly 
legitimately use their political commitments as good reasons to fail to defer 
to its testimony.  

∂

A problem for John’s account 

∂

- Mastrandrea et al. 2010, p. 3
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∂

Case example: 

•  IPCC’s guidance note on the consistent treatment of uncertainties 
also includes the following instructions to lead authors: 

“Consider that, in some cases, it may be appropriate to describe findings 

for which evidence and understanding are overwhelming as statements of 

fact without using uncertainty qualifiers” (Mastrandrea et al. 2010, p. 3). 

∂

•  Factual statement 1:  
  “Warming of the climate system is unequivocal”  
 - IPCC 2013, p.4 

•  Factual statement 2:  
 “Human influence on the climate system is clear” 
  - IPCC 2013, p.18 

•  That is, human activities have had at least some causal influence on 
the warming observed.  

Case example: cont. 

∂

One suggestion for closing John’s loophole 

•  What is morally and politically concerning in many cases of non-expert 
non-deference is that - in virtue of their failure to defer to scientists’ 
factual assertions - non-experts can impose risks of harm onto, or 
harm, others. 

•  Elsewhere I have developed and defended a justice-based account of 
why a non-expert has a pro-tanto moral reason to defer to the sincere 
testimony of true scientists on matters of fact.  

∂

The basic argument 
1.  That an action will harm, or pose some significant risk of harm to others is a 

good reason not to carry out that action; we ought to avoid imposing 
unacceptable risks of harm onto others.  

2.  Non-experts are better able to choose actions that avoid unacceptable harms to 
others when their choice of actions is informed by true factual beliefs, rather than 
incorrect/false beliefs.  

3.  Non-experts are more likely to hold true factual beliefs about scientific matters 
when they defer to experts’ factual claims.  

4.  Thus, non-experts have a (pro-tanto) justice-based reason to defer to experts, 
i.e. to accept what scientists testify is the case.  

5.  BUT this reason may be voided, weakened or overriden (! practical context can 
sometimes provide good reasons for non-experts to shift their epistemic 
standards/thresholds for deferral). 

6.  HOWEVER, this freedom/standard-shifting is still constrained by justice-based 
factors i.e. decisions can not impose unacceptable risks of harm onto others.   

∂

•  Even if there might be someone for whom it could be rational to set 
their epistemic threshold for deferral above that of scientists (! 
epistemic justification - John’s hedge), it is a separate question as to 
whether these epistemic standards, and the values/political 
commitments that underpin them, are reasonable ! whether they have 
a moral justification.   

•  Epistemic standards are unjust if they involve the imposition of 
unacceptable risks of harm onto others, and no other factors void, 
weaken or override this consideration, in toto.   

Case example: cont.  

∂

•  In the case of the existence of ACC, epistemic standards that lie 
beyond those of scientists involve the imposition of enormous 
(unacceptable) risks of harm onto others through the reasonably 
foreseeable practical consequences associated with error.  

Case example: cont.  
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∂

Non-expert’s decision problem: 

Case example: cont.  

∂

“I am not a great believer in man- 
made climate change. I’m not a great 
believer. There is certainly a change 
in weather that goes – if you look, 
they had global cooling in the 1920s 
and now they have global warming, 
although now they don’t know if they 
have global warming”.  

-  In interview with staff from the 
 Washington Post, 22 March 2016. 

Case example: cont.  

∂

•  If Donald Trump chooses not to defer and scientists are correct about 
anthropogenic climate change (false negative error), we can say – 
through a plausible chain of reasoning – that he will have contributed to 
imposing unacceptable risks of harm, and harms, onto potentially 
billions of people. 

•  If Donald Trump chooses to defer and scientists are incorrect about 
anthropogenic CC (false positive error), it’s not clear that he could have 
contributed to imposing unacceptable risks of harm onto others, due to 
the co-benefits associated with climate change mitigation and adaption.    

Case example: cont.  

∂

Non-expert’s decision problem: 

Case example: cont.  

∂

Implications 

•  The reach of the values in science literature is wider than it has 
previously been conceptualised; it also has implications for non-expert 
deference to scientific testimony.  

•  Just as scientists have moral obligations regarding the practical 
consequences of the possible epistemic errors they may make 
(Douglas 2000, 2009), so too do non-experts.  

∂
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