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INTRODUCTION



The Progressive War on Spoons


IN 2007, FRESH OFF A 2006 VICTORY in both chambers of Congress, Democrats set out to boldly fulfill their campaign promises to make America more sustainable—by replacing utensils in the U.S. Capitol building. They called it their “Green the Capitol” Initiative. With this initiative, the Democrats planned to make the Capitol building itself a model of sustainability and set an example for us all. They wanted to do just what they thought America needed; namely, update some lightbulbs and replace bathroom fixtures—basically a progressive “honey do” list—but perhaps most importantly for their environmentalist constituencies, they took the giant step of “greening” the congressional cafeteria.


Cost was no object. Good thing, too.


Contrary to what the public often thinks, politicians and their staff members work hard. (This is not to say that they pass much meaningful legislation—besides drafting bills no one can actually read, most of their hard work boils down to finding new ways to take down the opposition.) Staffers put in long hours, and meal breaks are frequently to go. In 2006, that meant a heavy reliance on Styrofoam and plastic utensils. To the new Democratic majority of 2007, this meant shocking environmental waste. Their solution: new, greener forks and spoons that were better than plastic because they could be composted.


They claimed science was on their side. Composting advocates have insisted that composting on a large scale would save money and be better for the environment. Never mind that the Capitol grounds do not really have room for piles of fermenting garbage; evidence is often first to fall in the culture war on science. Armed with a similar majority in the Senate (and an armful of new utensils), the Democrats issued a new decree: from now on, the cafeteria in the Capitol would offer takeout utensils made from corn and containers made from sugarcane.


The result was a miracle of sustainability, at least according to internal reports by the Democrat-controlled House. The program claimed to have kept 650 tons of waste out of landfills between 2007 and 2010.1


Greening the Capitol looked terrific on paper. The only problem: the new green replacements were actually worse for the environment and costlier as well.2 The spoons melted in soup, so people had to use more than one just to get through lunch. The knives could barely cut butter without breaking. Hard as it was for the utensils to make it through a meal intact, it was even harder for them to actually biodegrade afterward. Instead of being easily composted, the utensils and containers had to be processed in a special pulper and then driven to Maryland in giant emission-belching trucks.


The House Inspector General ordered a new, independent analysis in 2010 and found that the actual emissions savings in return for all that money and inconvenience was equivalent to removing one automobile from use3—at a cost of $475,000 per year. Wary of disappointing their environmentally progressive constituents, Democrats waited out the clock until the Republicans regained control of the House in 2011, at which point they suggested that Republicans kill the program. Republican Representative Dan Lungren of California, the new chairman of the House Administration Committee, listened to the advice of his Democratic predecessor, Representative Robert Brady of Pennsylvania, and instructed the cafeteria to revert to using utensils and containers that actually worked.4


Who was blamed for being an enemy of the environment for that decision? Progressive Nancy Pelosi tweeted that Republicans were the problem: “GOP brings back Styrofoam & ends composting—House will send 535 more tons to landfills,”5 she claimed. Did progressives question her math? No, but they should have. The initial program supposedly saved 650 tons of waste in three years, or about 217 tons per year. But according to Pelosi, without the program, the House was going to generate 535 additional tons of waste per year. Her math simply didn’t make sense.


This quirky anecdote is very illuminating: if an environmental story is being framed about people on the right, anything goes, but if the numbers don’t add up for a progressive cause, the bad arithmetic is ignored. Representative Mike Honda (D-CA) even went a step beyond Pelosi, contending that an end to the composting program and a return to Styrofoam would cause a spike in cancer. “These cancer-causing cups leach toxic chemicals, which threaten our health, our reproductive systems, and our environment as the nation’s 5th largest creator of hazardous waste. To claim these cups are part of a cost-cutting measure is completely disingenuous.”6


The right is not more anti-science than the left; it just has terrible public relations. Progressives have mastered feel-good fallacies, and they’ve become so proficient at it that they are able to convince and sometimes bully the scientific community into playing along.


Feel-good fallacies designed just to win hearts (not minds) and the kooky left’s hijacking of science and medicine with dangerous implications are what this book is all about. Just like the House Democrats’ corn spoons and sugarcane cups, these policies often end up doing little and leaving behind a big mess. Worst of all, anyone who questions them is framed as anti-science.


If, while reading this introduction, you looked at your dishwasher and wondered why environmentally conscious progressives had not simply bought reusable utensils, the kind you use in your house every day, instead of wasting taxpayer money on a social experiment, then this book is for you. If you ever wondered why progressives have a strange fetish with alternative energy, then this book is for you. If you have ever wondered if organic food is nutritionally better as progressives claim, then this book is for you. If you ever wondered why progressives claim to support government policies “for the children” but then refuse to vaccinate them, then this book is for you. And that’s just a small sampling of the many topics we cover. What we describe in these pages amounts to a progressive war on science and reason.


WE RECOGNIZE that even using the term “progressive” is going to alienate some of the public. Politics is divisive. Any book that deals with politics has an instant credibility problem: before anyone even opens it, they have a predetermined opinion about how they’re going to react. To that end, we’re going to lay our cards on the table so that you know exactly what you are getting and why this book needed to be written.


We love conservatives, we love liberals, and we love libertarians. Those groups are everywhere in American culture, and their diversity of thought is what fosters a healthy atmosphere that makes cutting-edge research possible.


We love conservatives because of their adherence to tradition and to the principles that have made the United States the most successful country on earth. We love liberals and libertarians because of their insistence on freedom. In particular, we favor liberalism in the classical sense, as philosopher-physician John Locke defined it—the pursuit of “liberty.” We are radically liberal about scientific thought. Science should be far beyond the reach of agenda-driven politicians and activists. Science should be free to speak for itself, not be held hostage by partisan politics. And most importantly, science policy should be driven by data, not ideology. Therefore, in the classical sense, we are staunch science liberals.


Science rigorously tests hypotheses and theories using well-controlled experiments as a way to understand reality. Politics is often more about photographing your rival in a compromising situation and e-mailing it to CNN. (That’s a lesson Representative Anthony Weiner learned the hard way.) Science lets the data speak for itself; politics is about spinning the data to score points against the other team. One pursues objective truth; the other, subjective truth. You can especially see this latter point in today’s polarized political dialogue.


Yet in the midst of this subjective, polarized environment, science and politics have become increasingly intertwined. Today, the majority of basic research is through government grants.7 Moreover, America leads the world in science. No one else comes close. Only the dangerous trend of politics infiltrating basic science puts this country’s leadership in question. And of all of today’s political philosophies, progressivism stands as the most pressing problem for science in our country.


Progressives, not liberals, are the ones you see in the headlines trying to replace scientific research with unscientific ideology. They are the ones banning sales of goldfish and creating no-win “games” like Gender Bias Bingo. A progressive atmosphere is simply incompatible with producing high-quality science. Though progressives try to claim common cause with liberals, today’s progressive movement is more an umbrella of clustered, socially authoritarian interests. But science has little to do with progressives’ pet beliefs and fad initiatives.


The purpose of this book is not to vindicate Republicans or Democrats or any political ideology. Okay, so we might poke fun at some people along the way. Mostly, they will be Democrats because very few progressives are Republican. (Honestly, how can you not make fun of a progressive professor who finds a way to justify having sex with animals? If you find that titillating, you’ll be thrilled to read Chapter 8.) However, despite what some progressives will contend, the purpose of this book is not to demonize all progressives. We just want to demonize the loony ones. We recognize the tremendous value some progressive ideas have had in shaping American culture over the past century, and vilifying an entire philosophy based on the actions of radical ideologues would obviously be unfair, just as it is unfair when progressives do it to conservatives.


So we won’t do that. The purpose of this book is instead to inform you about a disturbing trend among highly influential progressive activists who misinterpret, misrepresent, and abuse science to advance their ideological and political agendas. Though some progressives are pro-science, many within their ranks are not. They bogusly wave the banner of science while peddling pure mythology, and they are deaf and blind to all evidence to the contrary. It is our intention to call them out.


The conservative “sins” against science (e.g., ethical concerns about human embryonic stem cell research, skepticism about climate science, and fringe religious opposition to evolution) are widely reported and well known. Other books have already rehashed these themes, and during every election cycle the media aren’t shy about reporting how scientifically ignorant some progressives in science claim conservatives are. We have nothing constructive to add to that part of the dialogue—except that the reverse phenomenon of progressive hostility toward science remains strangely underreported. And, in our opinion, this trend is just as, if not more, insidious and as relevant to the average person as the supposed Republican war on science.


Among many other examples, progressive activists such as Robert F. Kennedy Jr. have championed the unscientific anti-vaccine movement, confusing parents and causing a public health disaster. Meanwhile, even as animal research remains scientifically necessary, progressive groups advocate against it and, in some cases, have committed acts of violence against medical scientists. Instead of embracing technological progress, such as genetically modified crops, progressives have spread misinformation while peddling organic foods that are nothing more than unscientific scams. Progressives have waged war against academics who question their ideology, and they are opposed to sensible reforms in science education.


As we will show throughout the chapters that follow, technophobic tendencies, anti-corporate bias, and an obsession with relativism at the expense of empirical proof—all of which partially form the basis of the modern-day progressive movement—have produced a generation of progressives who reject scientific and technological advancement. Unreported by the media, these beliefs and their ramifications have remained largely unknown to the public. Until now.


Normally, conservatives who endorse policies that are scientifically unpopular are blasted by the media and scientific community. Yet progressives who do the same generally get a free pass. It is the responsibility of the community of scientists, science journalists, and the American public to ensure that this free pass be revoked.


And with so much already reported about the alleged “conservative war on science,” it is time to present, as Paul Harvey famously said, the rest of the story.





Chapter One



WHAT’S A PROGRESSIVE?


They’re Not Liberals, but They Think They Are


FEEL-GOOD FALLACIES about spoons made from corn are great for outrage radio, but compared to some other progressive myths, they are not really harmful. If only all progressive policies were so benign. It’s when progressives venture into bizarre disinformation—just look at the parents who claim to care so much about their children they deny them vaccines for diseases that could cripple and kill them, or the food fanatics who think pasteurization is harmful but raw milk is safe because it is natural—that their kookiness becomes a lot less amusing.


So let’s begin with the most basic question of all: Who are the people we’re calling progressives? Generally, they’re the kind of people who think that overpriced granola from Whole Foods is healthier and tastier. They’re the people who buy “Terra Pass” bumper stickers to offset their cars’ carbon emissions. And they’re the sort of people whose beliefs allow them to feel morally superior to everybody else who disagrees—even if scientists are among those doing the disagreeing.


In general, progressives vote for Democrats, but not all Democrats are progressives, just as not all Republicans are conservatives. As you read this book, please keep in mind that a liberal New York City unionized police officer has very little in common with a progressive San Francisco hippie who smokes organic weed and lives in a tree. Though they both tend to vote Democratic, they are not actually culturally or ideologically aligned.


Additionally, progressives have waged a largely successful smear campaign against conservatives, even going so far as to accuse the entire Republican Party of being anti-science. They spend a good portion of their time justifying many of their half-baked, pseudoscientific beliefs while simultaneously claiming that the Democratic Party is the true champion of science. Honestly, if they didn’t do that, this book wouldn’t be necessary. We don’t have a dog in the never-ending political fight between Team Red and Team Blue. However, we are zealous foot soldiers for Team Science, and we will push back against unjustifiable attacks on other people, especially when those doing the attacking hold a plethora of anti-science beliefs themselves. We engage in this battle not on behalf of Republicans, but on behalf of good science.


We openly admit that some conservatives (and, by extension, some Republicans) have embraced anti-science positions, most famously on evolution and climate change. So have some progressives (and, by extension, some Democrats). This book isn’t about Republicans and Democrats; it is about progressives. And we intend to demonstrate that if it is true that conservatives have declared a war on science, then progressives have declared Armageddon.


(Progressives vs. Liberals) vs. (Conservatives vs. Libertarians)


But, first, let’s clear up some terminology. It would be too easy to say that the culprits are liberals. It would certainly sell more books. The word “liberal” has become a political buzzword, and it has been effectively used (usually by conservatives) to smear a lot of people on the other side. But that’s precisely the problem: without further clarification, the word doesn’t tell us much of anything these days. Instead, it means different things to different people, and some use that to their advantage. As a result, many people think that “progressive” and “liberal” are interchangeable labels, but they are not. Progressives like to think of themselves as liberals, but they really aren’t. They’re radically different.


A political party really is far less dictated by ideology than many voters like to think. Politics is messy and governed by expediency. Ideas and initiatives are just a means to a very simple end: getting elected. Though the matter rarely comes up except during election campaigns, Republicans often vote for Democratic initiatives and vice versa. Parties and their goals also change over time. Democrats weren’t always liberals or the party of “equality,” and Republicans weren’t always conservative or obsessed with interventionist foreign policy. The old Southern Democrats of the late 1800s would be almost unrecognizable to the Bill Clintons, Jimmy Carters, or Barack Obamas of today. And Republican Richard Nixon had far more in common ideologically with Democrat John F. Kennedy than he had with fellow Republican Ronald Reagan. So to find the real source of these anti-scientific ideas, we must look beyond buzzwords and party names to the concepts at the heart of politics.


Sorting people’s political ideas is a difficult task. But in 1971 American libertarian David Nolan attempted to redefine how we look at political identification by creating a quadrant approach—one that happens to be exceedingly helpful in finding the source of the ideas at the heart of today’s anti-science advocates. Nolan’s grid gets rid of the overly simplified left-right divide of Democrats versus Republicans by rating how economically and socially authoritarian each person is. His approach breaks people into four political camps: Libertarians, Liberals, Conservatives, and Progressives.
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In the quadrant system figured here, conservatives and libertarians together constitute the “right” end of the American political spectrum. True libertarians are the people who seek freedom both economically and socially. They want government to be as irrelevant and laissez-faire as possible. Though they have made some concessions in modern times, most libertarians believe that government should be small, its primary purpose limited to defending our national security and fixing potholes in roads. They strongly believe in free markets, personal liberty, and individual responsibility.


Conservatives are similar to libertarians as far as economics is concerned, but they differ in their authoritarian approach to social issues. They seek to impose, and even legislate, moral standards on issues such as sexual conduct, drug usage, and abortion. For example, conservatives generally believe a person should have the right to purchase and smoke cigarettes, but not marijuana. In a two-party system like America, libertarians and conservatives primarily vote Republican.


On the left side are liberals and progressives. Like libertarians, liberals value social liberty, but they tend to favor greater government control of and intervention in the economy. In the abstract, they tend to favor higher taxes on the wealthy, more regulations on the marketplace, and social programs that redirect money to target social inequality.


Progressives likewise favor economic control but—and here is the important part—they are social authoritarians, much like conservatives. However, unlike conservatives, they are not concerned with banning “immoral” things like sex, drugs, and rock and roll. They instead seek dominion over issues such as the environment, food production, and education. They endorse bans on plastic grocery bags, McDonald’s Happy Meal toys, and home schooling. They hold opinions that are not based on physical reality about how energy and development should work. And, most significantly, they claim that all of their beliefs are based on science—even when they aren’t.


Thus, one of the primary goals in this book is to address the anti-scientific bias inherent in progressivism today. As we’ve said, when you read the word “progressive” in this book, you shouldn’t substitute the word “liberal” or “Democrat”—they are not synonyms. Progressivism is a way of thinking that goes beyond party identification. Some Democrats are social conservatives. Some self-identified Republicans hold some progressive views. Progressivism as a political philosophy is more than a century old; in its earlier incarnation adherents of this philosophy included such figures as Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson. Though progressivism has transformed greatly over the years, its contemporary expression follows in the footsteps of a long and storied historical tradition.


The Roots of the Progressive Movement


Before the turn of the twentieth century, big business ruled the American economy. We can complain about modern recessions now, but they are nothing compared to those that occurred in the nineteenth century, when there were depressions in 1807 and 1870 and panics in 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873, and 1893. Booms and busts destroyed lives and fortunes.1 Wealth was consolidated in the hands of a few, but the concept of wealth had already begun to change with the spread of the Industrial Revolution. A nobility that had once valued clothing now saw a world where everyone could buy the same cotton only the wealthy once had. As wealth, and therefore education, increased, the rising middle class began to resent the power of the wealthy and the effects of a completely laissez-faire economy on poor people.


As a result, during the period between the beginning of the Gilded Age in 1877 and the 1920s, progressivism arose as a highly influential movement in American politics. Progressivism had two forces competing for dominance. One branch wanted responsible advancement into the future. Republicans like President Teddy Roosevelt and Representative John F. Lacey used government to create national parks and laid the foundation for modern conservation laws. The other branch served as a reaction to industry corruption and the perception of “impurity” in American society. That branch gave voice to the middle class’s feeling that society needed to be reformed and its institutions regulated by government fiat. With this second branch arrived social authoritarianism—both the “good” kind, interested in initiatives like regulating impure food and preventing phony medicine from poisoning unwitting patients, and the “bad” kind, which advocated less defensible ideas like social Darwinism, eugenics, and the banning of alcohol.


For a time, progressivism made for good politics. Roosevelt was joined under the banner of “progressives” by Democrats including Woodrow Wilson and William Jennings Bryant. All of these men aimed to mobilize rationalism and science to promote “progress,” just as their philosophy’s name suggested.


Yet, just at the pinnacle of progressivism’s rise, it became the victim of its own success. One of progressivism’s signal achievements, Prohibition, focused on regulating personal conduct, like progressives do today, but they also instituted economic restrictions like the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, which raised tariffs for imports to historically high levels and was designed to promote purchase of domestic products. In effect, it actually made the Great Depression even worse.2 Many progressives also believed in the promise of the racist pseudoscience called eugenics. The proponents of eugenics were a veritable Who’s Who of the progressive movement. Names like Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, economist John Maynard Keynes, and Carl Brigham, inventor of the SAT. In Mein Kampf, Hitler praised the eugenics-based Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 because it not only banned entire ethnic groups; it banned people with hereditary illnesses too.3 Many American progressives (but certainly not all) supported Hitler’s eugenics policies in return, though claimed it was because they appreciated his science, not his autocratic style.4 Regardless, the theoretical world gave way to the applied one, and Nazi Germany’s policies sent the reputations of eugenics proponents into a tailspin and progressivism along with it. Progressivism in its original form effectively died.


It was not until the 1960s that the movement was reborn into something we would recognize today. Critics of academia had long been concerned about a gradual shift leftward, but their concerns about an increasing lack of political diversity mainly revolved around the humanities (as enunciated by William F. Buckley in his 1951 book God and Man at Yale). The publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 was the real demarcation point when modern progressives left behind the scientific and über-rational legacy of the past. From that point on, they embraced radical environmentalism and other visions of a natural utopia.


Silent Spring used a lot of the same logic that anti-vaccine progressives use today: anecdotal evidence and dubious statistics coupled with generous doses of paranoia and very little science. Scientists such as Dr. Ira Baldwin, professor of agricultural bacteriology at the University of Wisconsin and later vice president emeritus and professor emeritus of the department, dismissed Carson’s book in Science as a “prosecuting attorney’s impassioned plea for action,” not a book based on scientific data.5


Throughout the 1960s, society was in turmoil and incipient progressives found a new slate of causes to support. Ralph Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed documented carmakers’ lack of interest in making their cars safe. The anti-nuclear movement also provided new targets for protest. “Population bomb” advocates like Paul Ehrlich lent a voice to progressive believers in neo-Malthusian ecology and drove a new interest in food and fertility. It’s no surprise, given the tortured science legacy of progressives, that Dr. John Holdren, who now holds the most important science position in America (senior adviser to President Obama on science and technology issues, or “Science Czar”), wrote a book with the discredited Ehrlich in 1977 that discussed forced sterilization and mandatory abortion as methods of population control.6


By the modern era, super-rationalist progressives who once had held an almost religious belief in the power of science to create a utopian future had now largely left science behind. Lacking an emphasis on objective fact, and focused primarily on legislating ideology and fighting anything that disagreed with cherished ideas, progressives became as we know them today: unscientific, while claiming the mantle of modernity, denizens of a world where science is replaced by feel-good fallacies.


Progressive Mythology


This brings us to the anti-scientific school of progressive thought and activism that holds society in its grip today. Most current wrongheaded progressive ideas can be traced back to these four mythologies:


1.Everything natural is good.


2.Everything unnatural is bad.


3.Unchecked science and progress will destroy us.


4.Science is only relative anyway.


Believers in the first progressive myth are everywhere. They shop at Whole Foods stores and believe that homeopathy and herbs are as good as actual medicine. Some even take jogs without shoes on because they think if ancient man did so, it must be correct—without recognizing that ancient man invented shoes for a reason.


If something comes from the earth, these people think, it must be healthy. Humans are products of nature, and therefore all we really need to be healthy can be found, unmodified, in nature. Of course, rattlesnakes come from nature, too, as does arsenic. And how about the entire process of agriculture? Plowing, sowing seeds, harvesting—none of that is, strictly speaking, natural. In order to cultivate food, farms destroy the existing environment. The truth is, the word “natural” has changed meanings—to progressives it now means anything that puts us in harmony with the earth. If you personally choose to believe in New Age philosophy and want to give holistic medicine a try, go ahead—but when the myth of the natural interferes with politics and science policy, we end up with dangerous outcomes.


The second myth follows easily from the first. If everything natural is good, then everything unnatural obviously must be bad. Believers of this myth contend that once humans interfere with something, it’s no longer natural. Notice how humans, accepted by the first myth as natural, have suddenly lost all naturalness. Human intelligence and skill have likewise lost their wholesomeness. To progressives, the very idea of an unnatural substance, like a vaccine against a debilitating disease, becomes loathsome despite saving millions of lives. Natural gas becomes unnatural because progressives believe “fracking” is prohibitively dangerous and might even cause headaches7 (though maybe acupuncture can cure those). Medicine, technology, and science itself increasingly become the enemy—a problematic opinion the consequences of which too many progressives take lightly.


The third myth is just the logical extension of the first two—science and technology are great, but only until they go too far. To a modern progressive, technology is inherently dangerous. That is why progressives oppose nuclear power and genetically modified food. Every other day, we hear how scary chemicals are causing cancer, even if little evidence exists to support the claim. Progressives demand that new technologies be proven safe—a scientifically impossible standard. Yet progressives consider themselves reasonable and educated people, part of a “reality-based community.” In their minds, they stand in stark contrast to conservatives, who disbelieve climate change and evolution. But in reality, the criticisms they direct at conservatives also apply to them. While claiming to wholeheartedly trust in science and scientists, progressives do so only until scientific findings fail to uphold their cherished progressive values.


When that occurs, progressives accuse the scientists of transforming into shills for big industry or evil geniuses experimenting with world destruction. As soon as a cost-benefit analysis leads a corporation to do something that isn’t green enough, businesses are accused of putting profits over people. As we explore in the book, this leads to policies like Europe’s precautionary principle, putting the burden on corporations to prove that a food or chemical is 100 percent safe, as opposed to the status quo in America, which is that the burden is on the opposition to prove something unsafe. It’s an innovation-killing policy. Additionally, the larger myth leads to important initiatives and worthy scientific endeavors being dogged by protests, often ending with them being shut down for reasons that violate true progress, economics, and even common sense.


What’s behind this myth? Well, progressives truly believe that utopia is possible. Of course, it’s their version of utopia, which stems from a sort of condescending, paternalistic conviction that they know what is good for the rest of us. Thus, any kind of rational cost-benefit analysis is anathema to them. Actual green energy is an unattainable goal for precisely this reason—as quickly as scientists come up with a new method for powering our society, progressives dismiss it as too unnatural and dangerous. Indeed, if progressives ran energy policy, most of us would sit in the dark—that is, unless we were filthy rich, like Al Gore, who can afford to plaster his house with inefficient solar panels.


The final myth is a crucial piece of the puzzle. Along with their faith in the natural, their horror at the unnatural, and their suspicion of science and industry, today’s progressives have one last core idea: everything is relative.


Postmodern relativism lingers in the background and binds together all of these myths. Progressives don’t entirely buy that science has a unique claim on secular truth, like understanding the world according to natural laws, or that there are even any natural laws. For them, science is “just another opinion,” an alternative worldview. A medical doctor’s advice to “get a vaccine” holds no more weight than a local guru’s instruction to meditate and drink herbal tea. In a different way, this same relativistic bent permits progressives to refuse to admit research that shows differences, for instance, between genders. Postmodern relativism puts the softer, social sciences on the same footing as hard science and thereby erodes the value of objective research.


We maintain that without believing in the objective validity of scientific reason, our society loses its way. The feel-good fallacies of the anti-scientific left have led a substantial portion of American society astray. They’ve brought on wrongheaded policies and positions on such crucial subjects as the food we eat; the environment we occupy; our policies with respect to energy, medicine, and business; and even the way our scientists operate. This must change. That is the argument of this book—and such a book must begin with the very president progressives elected to execute their preferred policies: Barack Obama.





Chapter Two



THE STATE OF THE “PRO-SCIENCE” UNION


How Does the Obama Administration Measure Up?


IN HIS 2009 INAUGURAL ADDRESS, President Barack Obama promised to “restore science to its rightful place.” Millions rallied to his cause, frustrated by what they perceived as the George W. Bush administration’s outright hostility toward science, particularly his policies on human embryonic stem cells, public health, environmental issues, and climate change.1 We’re not in the business of defending Republicans or conservatives—and so we leave those claims to stand on their own. But let’s take a closer look at Obama’s vow. The new president made a very serious promise about upholding science—going so far as to appoint a Nobel Prize–winning scientist to his cabinet. Four years later, how did he do?


Unfortunately, not well. Many of President Obama’s major policy decisions have flown right in the face of responsible science. Being a political progressive does not necessarily make someone pro-science, any more than being a conservative automatically makes someone anti-government. After nearly a full term of a supposedly “pro-science” presidency, Barack Obama simply replaced George W. Bush’s set of conservative anti-science policies with progressive ones.


Barack Obama vs. Embryonic Stem Cells


At the very top of President Obama’s to-do list was to open the floodgates of human embryonic stem cell (hESC) research. During the Bush years, the funding of hESC research was often cited as one of the primary examples of how Republicans were pursuing anti-science policies.


How did this controversy begin? What even is hESC research, and why does it matter? To answer that question, we must look back to the contentious early days of President Bill Clinton’s administration.


In 1995, Republicans were riding high. They not only controlled the Senate, but they also had just the year before taken a majority in the House of Representatives for the first time since the 1950s. Newt Gingrich was Speaker of the House, and under his leadership Republicans were attempting to steer policy in a new ideological direction. They tackled stem cell research with the tricky-sounding Dickey-Wicker Amendment. This unassuming rider, added to a separate appropriations bill by pro-life Representative Jay Dickey (R-AR), forbade the federal government from funding any research that involved the creation or destruction of embryos. The culture war over abortion may have been raging at full tilt, but the Dickey-Wicker Amendment had little effect, and science marched onward without problems.


Everything changed in November 1998. Researchers led by Dr. James Thomson of the University of Wisconsin reported that they had isolated human embryonic stem cells for the first time.2 These hESCs were derived from several-day-old embryos. Because these cells retained the ability to differentiate into any cell type in the body, their enormous therapeutic potential was immediately recognized. Perhaps, someday, hESCs could be used to treat everything from paralysis to Parkinson’s disease. However, because the hESCs were derived from human embryos, they were anathema to pro-life activists, as well as legally forbidden under the Dickey-Wicker amendment. But the Geron Corporation and the Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation had funded Dr. Thomson’s initial work privately, leaving the government’s hands clean.


The controversy began in earnest when government-financed researchers expressed interest in examining the potential of hESCs. In 1999, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) sought a legal opinion on the matter. The NIH was told by the Department of Health and Human Services that public funds could be used to study hESCs under the Dickey-Wicker Amendment as long as the derivation of the cells, which required destruction of embryos, was carried out by the private sector. In August 2000, just before a new president was to be elected, the NIH released its final guidelines for derivation of the cells and solicited hESC research grants—complete with the clever workaround to dodge Dickey-Wicker.


Republicans were generally in favor of hESC research,3 because they had always been in favor of stem cell research, and that attitude largely continues to this day, with 58 percent in support of it.4 They had consistently supported stem cell research for the previous thirty years. George W. Bush, then a candidate for the presidency, disagreed about federally funding hESC research. He was opposed to this new technology on moral grounds. After winning the presidency, Bush acted like the “compassionate conservative” that he had campaigned as and tried to resolve the issue cautiously and deliberatively. Through much of 2001, he solicited ideas on how to compromise between the scientific and ethical issues. By then, the NIH guidelines had received more than 50,000 comments. Though some Republicans and religious groups were against it, staunch conservatives such as Senator Strom Thurmond (R-SC), Senator Connie Mack (R-FL), and Senator Orrin Hatch (R-UT) all favored hESC funding. In August 2001, the president followed the advice of Senator Bill Frist (R-TN), a surgeon, and split the difference.5 Via executive order, Bush compromised with both camps and allowed federal funding for hESC research but only for pre-existing cell lines.6 In other words, federal funds were available to conduct research but not to create new hESC lines. The acting director of the NIH, Ruth Kirschstein, MD, applauded his decision, writing, “We are pleased with the President’s decision to allow the use of Federal funds for important basic research on human embryonic stem cells.”7


Progressives did not like it. Activists and pundits have since often denounced the decision as a “ban” on hESC research, despite its not having been federally funded previously at all. Yet the claim of a ban isn’t true: Bush’s decision placed limits on hESC lines that were eligible for federal funding, but it did not ban anything. States and private industry were completely free to pursue hESC research and did, just as they had done originally in isolating hESCs.


Bush’s solution was simple enough—but as with any issue where abortion is even tangentially involved, the controversy raged on. Personally opposed to revising his position, Bush twice vetoed the bipartisan Stem Cell Research Enhancement Act, which would have allowed the use of federal funds to create new hESC lines.8 Meanwhile, states took matters into their own hands. California, for one, proceeded to allocate $3 billion for hESC research, including creation of new lines.


And then came the dawning of the Obama era. As 2008 ended, charged-up progressives were ecstatic. They finally had a president willing to stand up for stem cell research, and less than a month after his inauguration, President Obama gave them what they were asking for. On March 9, 2009, he signed an executive order that allowed federal funds to be used for the creation of new stem cell lines. But three years after Obama issued his order, hESC research was not much further along than it had been during the Bush administration. What went wrong?


Obama’s 2009 executive order allowed federal funding for newly created stem cell lines. It instructed the NIH to create guidelines on the funding of hESC research just as it had done in 2000. Because of this decision, as of January 2012 there were 142 hESC lines in the NIH registry available for federal funding,9 an increase over the 21 hESC lines eligible in 2001. However, continued NIH restrictions (e.g., requiring donor consent) made the number of hESC lines available for federal funds far less than the approximately 760 lines existing globally.10 Obama’s executive order was no different from any other political action—it looked good and it pleased the base, but it didn’t do much of anything to advance the needs of the scientists involved.


That’s not all: hESCs are just the best known of the research techniques that have become politicized. Cutting-edge biological science has created brand new ethical dilemmas. A process known as somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT)—used in what is called “therapeutic cloning”—is still not eligible for federal funding.11 This process was famously used to clone Dolly the sheep. The scientific community supports this technique as an important new tool for studying genetic disease or even, someday, developing the ability to regenerate entire organs. To perform SCNT, a nucleus is extracted from a body cell and transplanted into an egg cell whose nucleus has been removed. The purpose of the procedure is to create hESCs that are then used to generate tissue for scientific analysis or regenerative medicine. But this isn’t quite the dystopian science fiction scenario it may seem: the hESCs are not used to clone new human beings.


The scientific community would love for federal funding to be available for this particular research technique. But in spite of Obama’s symbolic move to decrease restrictions on high-profile human embryonic stem cell research, the NIH under the Obama administration still does not fund actual cutting-edge biological research. And there is little reason to believe that any moves are being made to accept the scientific consensus.


Advocates of Obama’s policies love to portray them as a revolutionary departure from those of the ideological Bush administration, but in reality the new policy is barely an incremental improvement. Bush was harshly criticized by the left for being “anti-science” because his policies were not in line with those favored by the scientific community—the same as Obama’s unwillingness to fund SCNT. It’s strange that progressives refuse to consider Obama just as anti-science.


Barack Obama vs. Vaccines


In 2008, Obama ventured into the realm of vaccines and autism. While on the campaign trail, he said,




We’ve seen just a skyrocketing autism rate. Some people are suspicious that it’s connected to the vaccines. This person included. The science right now is inconclusive, but we have to research it.12





Wrong. The science was decidedly not inconclusive as of 2008. Discredited researcher Andrew Wakefield’s original twelve-person “study” linking vaccines to autism was published in 1998, but by 2002 the medical community had thoroughly debunked Wakefield’s claim. That year, the New England Journal of Medicine published an enormous epidemiological study, including more than 537,000 people, that demonstrated no link between vaccines and autism.13 In reality, the notion of there ever having been a “controversy” in regard to vaccination is fallacious; the medical and scientific communities have always endorsed vaccines as one of the basic foundations of public health.


By the time Barack Obama was running for president, the vaccine-autism link had been comprehensively dismissed (and its underlying research was eventually found to be fraudulent as well). So why did Obama claim the science was unclear? Perhaps he wasn’t up-to-date on the latest findings on the subject.* For someone with such enormous influence over public health policy to be ignorant of basic medical facts is frightening indeed.


Even if we give Obama the benefit of the doubt on his autism gaffe, he had a troubling relationship with vaccines even after assuming the presidency. In 2009, when the world was bracing for the H1N1 swine flu pandemic, the United States experienced a vaccine shortage. Former deputy commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Dr. Scott Gottlieb pinned the blame on a sluggish and overly cautious FDA for holding up production, but the Obama administration ultimately bears responsibility because the FDA is under the purview of the Department of Health and Human Services.14


In the midst of the swine flu panic, two decisions in particular flew in the face of immunology and medical science. The first was the refusal to allow adjuvants—which boost a person’s immune response—to be mixed with the vaccine. Using adjuvants decreases the amount of raw material required per shot, and that may have quadrupled the U.S. vaccine supply.15 Additionally, adjuvants are used in Canada and some European nations and are endorsed by the World Health Organization as an effective method to extend the vaccine supply.16 The second bad decision was the insistence on producing single-dose, as opposed to multi-dose, vials. The reason given for this decision was that single-dose vials would contain less thimerosal—the preservative that opponents of vaccines believed causes autism. It does not. On the campaign trail, candidate Obama had ignored basic medical facts and pandered to the anti-vaccine crowd. In office, his administration had failed to be either sensible or scientific when it came to vaccinations. As a result, production chains backed up and many Americans couldn’t get flu shots.17


By April 2010, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimated that 61 million Americans had been infected with H1N1 swine flu, 274,000 had been hospitalized, and 12,470 had died.18 It’s not possible to calculate how many of those illnesses and deaths could have been prevented if the Obama administration’s pandering to the irrational concerns of progressives hadn’t contributed to the vaccine shortage. However, what is certain is that the administration has been far more anti-science than pundits and progressive activists would like to believe.


Obama and the BP Oil Spill


In April 2010, the Deepwater Horizon oil-drilling platform in the Gulf of Mexico operated by BP exploded, causing one of the worst oil spills in world history. For presidential leadership to be effective during such a disaster, relevant information must be accurately and transparently produced—and it must be delivered to scientists as quickly and reliably as possible. How did the Obama administration do?


Before we answer that, let’s remember that President George W. Bush was constantly criticized for manipulating scientific data for political and ideological purposes.19 This was such a big issue for President Obama that he even addressed it during the signing ceremony for his executive order regarding stem cells:




[Promoting science] is about letting scientists like those here today do their jobs, free from manipulation or coercion, and listening to what they tell us, even when it’s inconvenient—especially when it’s inconvenient. It is about ensuring that scientific data is never distorted or concealed to serve a political agenda—and that we make scientific decisions based on facts, not ideology.20





We agree with these standards. Did Obama live up to them during one of the biggest crises of his administration, the BP oil spill?


No. In fact, the Obama administration did exactly what they accused the Bush administration of doing: they manipulated data and withheld information from scientists. A devastating article published in the Los Angeles Times described independent government reports that were issued following the spill: taken together, two of the reports painted a picture of a U.S. government that was unprepared to deal with a catastrophic spill like BP. And the portrait of an administration that withheld information from the public and, more specifically, scientists, about how much oil was getting into the water, how much remained, and how such estimates were calculated appeared to contradict Obama’s pledge to make government more transparent and trustworthy.21


It gets worse. A panel of outside experts reviewed drilling safety recommendations put together by the Department of the Interior. After the scientists approved the draft, the White House altered the contents of the document to include a moratorium on offshore oil drilling—thereby giving the false impression that the panel also approved of the moratorium.22


Essentially, when things got tough, the Obama administration did what many other politicians and bureaucrats do: withhold and manipulate information. Obama did everything except “restore science to its rightful place.”



Obama’s FDA vs. Science


Stem cells, cloning, vaccines, and the BP oil spill are just the beginning of the Obama administration’s inconsistent record on scientific issues. Another puzzling public health decision under the administration is the FDA’s stubborn opposition to electronic cigarettes. “E-cigarettes,” as they are known, first entered circulation in the past decade. They work by heating and vaporizing a liquid solution containing nicotine. The “smoke” that emerges contains only nicotine—the same addictive chemical in smoking cessation gums and patches—and none of the carcinogens found in tobacco smoke. E-cigarettes could be a valuable tool in helping hard-core smokers reduce or eliminate their consumption of regular cigarettes.23 The result would be a shrinking of the number of smokers and, consequently, of the incidence of lung cancer. A win-win situation.


Yet that outcome is not to be had under the Obama administration. These days, the same progressives who correctly rail against the absurdity of abstinence-only sex education bizarrely endorse abstinence-only smoking education. Instead of embracing e-cigarettes, Obama’s FDA has put up roadblocks without providing scientific evidence in support of its opposition.24 Critics have bluntly suggested that the FDA’s policy is killing smokers who want to quit.25 Any way you look at it, real science has nothing to do with the policy the FDA has chosen. The policy is in defiance of science.


Nor is it the only one with troubling implications. The routine usage of antibiotics in animal feed has become an extremely important public health issue. Farmers regularly provide antibiotics to their animals in order to prevent infections and to fatten them up for slaughter. It’s a dangerous practice. These additives promote the growth of antibiotic-resistant bacteria. When these super-bacteria are passed on to humans, treatment may be difficult if not impossible. The largely human-made problem of antibiotic-resistant “super-bugs” is one of the most active areas in modern microbiology research, as it has enormous implications for public safety. Yet the problem could be reduced with a simple, straightforward policy move: ban antibiotics for animals unless they are being treated for an active infection.


It’s not as though the FDA doesn’t know that this is an option. Under the Bush administration, the FDA wanted to limit a particular class of antibiotics called cephalosporins, which are used in animals prophylactically. But Bush overruled the FDA after farmers and drug companies complained.26 The Obama administration reversed this action, and the FDA got its wish. But just as in the case of Obama’s stem cell executive order, this victory actually meant very little. Cephalosporins aren’t even in common use. They constitute less than 0.2 percent of all antibiotics used by farmers.27 When it came to the remaining 99.8 percent, Obama’s FDA had no appetite for striking any further blows for good science and policy. Representative Louise Slaughter (D-NY), the only microbiologist in Congress, remarked, “This is a modest first step by the FDA, but we’re really just looking at the tip of the iceberg. We don’t have time for the FDA to ploddingly take half-measures.”28


Yet a half measure is what we got. For all practical purposes, an anti-science decision by the Bush administration was largely kept in place by an anti-science Obama administration.


Barack Obama vs. Nuclear Waste


One of the most nakedly political decisions of the Obama administration was the closure of Yucca Mountain, a facility in Nevada designed to hold the nation’s nuclear waste. After great expense and extensive political wrangling, the facility had been built and was essentially ready to go. In a single, politically calculated move, Obama upended nearly twenty-five years of research and wasted $13.5 billion of taxpayer money.29 Why? Because his political ally, Senator Harry Reid of Nevada, didn’t want the nuclear waste in his state—and he was facing a tough reelection in 2010. So President Obama canceled the project and claimed science was on his side. Far from it. At work here was the evil twin of politicized science: the “scientization” of politics.


Yucca Mountain had been a political football since its inception in 1987. The need for a place to store dangerous nuclear waste was as clear then as it is now. The science on this issue is straightforward: placing all nuclear waste in a single location, deep underground, in the unpopulated middle of nowhere is far safer than keeping it on-site at nuclear power plants in spent fuel pools. This fact was brought to the forefront during the meltdown of the Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear power plant following the tsunami that hit Japan in March 2011. Scientists feared the worst: that the pools used to cool the fuel rods would stop working and there would be an even larger release of radioactive waste. Thankfully, the fuel pools survived the crisis more or less intact. Even so, consider that spent fuel pools in the United States have even more radioactive material than the ones at Fukushima30—a recipe for disaster if another natural catastrophe occurs.


In the late 1980s, three places were selected as candidates for a national disposal site. The Texas and Washington State sites were eliminated because powerful politicians from those states—House Speaker Jim Wright (D-TX) and House Majority Leader Tom Foley (D-WA)—imposed their political will. President Ronald Reagan also nixed a potential site to be located in the eastern United States, fearful of the pushback from voters.31 That’s how Nevada’s Yucca Mountain got stuck with the waste. During this two-decade-long debacle, science played only a minor role; politics mainly drove the process.


Even so, Yucca Mountain is probably the best option currently available. It is isolated, it is relatively impregnable thanks to its geography, and it has been extensively studied for years. Not only that, by the time Obama was elected, the facility was already built. For all practical purposes, it was and still is the country’s only viable option for long-term waste disposal. Yet from the moment he took office, Obama simply did not consider these facts. Instead, he fully intended to shut down the project from Day One.


Gregory Jaczko, originally appointed by George W. Bush to the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC)—which oversees the nuclear power industry—was elevated to chairman by President Obama in May 2009. The NRC supposedly regulates the nuclear industry without bias or partisanship, but Jaczko, a former aide to anti–Yucca Mountain Senator Harry Reid, did everything in his power to shut down the project.32 That even included withholding information from his colleagues on the commission.33
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