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Introduction
A DANGEROUS PHENOMENON
The head of the biggest American tobacco company said to a journalist in 1998, “Do I feel badly about selling cigarettes? No I do not, and I don’t know why I should.” He explained, “Nobody knows what you’d turn to if you didn’t smoke. Maybe you’d beat your wife. Maybe you’d drive cars fast. Who knows what the hell you’d do?” Two years later, this CEO told a newspaper that he had quit smoking on the advice of his doctor. There was no mention in the article of whether he then turned to domestic abuse or reckless driving.
This book tells the stories of eight major campaigns of corporate denial—a term I use to broadly include the lies, delusions, and rationalizations that emerge when people working in competitive, profit-driven group enterprises are faced with powerful evidence that they are causing harm. Tobacco is the poster-child of this phenomenon, but we have seen it from people selling many other risky products, creating workplace hazards, or releasing dangerous pollutants. Previous generations even saw it from people in the business of selling and owning their fellow human beings.
In almost every case, the story begins with an exciting discovery—of, for example, a New World, a new element or chemical, a new means of mass production, or a new way of packaging financial risk. An industry races to exploit that discovery and succeeds, sometimes changing society along the way. And in each case this commercial activity causes a grave harm to other people or the planet. Those outside the industry find evidence of this harm, raise the alarm, and a public debate ensues. Corporate representatives offer a flurry of denials, perpetuating the harm by blocking policies that would reduce it. The specific denials—which are the focus of this book—vary, but the themes echo from campaign to campaign.
Each chapter also describes how other people challenge the industry’s denials and eventually reduce the harm, usually through a mix of evidence gathering, media attention, lawsuits, social activism, political movements, and new laws. While it was not my intent when I began, these chapters stand as a handy reminder of just why so many types of corporate activity need to be monitored, challenged, and regulated.
It is no surprise that those working for corporations accused of causing harm would deny it; many of us would be surprised by the lack of such denials. Some people just shrug, viewing the denials with a kind of boys-will-be-boys and corporations-will-be-corporations acceptance. Others shake their heads in condemnation, chalking the denials up to greed. What such resigned acceptance and blanket moral judgment have in common is a failure to take a closer look at this dangerous phenomenon. But corporate denial is worth some serious attention.
For one thing, this rich realm of reality distortion offers a revealing window into the human mind. The struggle to understand reality may be interesting, but the struggle to avoid unwelcome realities is fascinating, demanding far more mental acrobatics. When this struggle plays out within a group dynamic—with inventive and motivated groups urging others to accept a skewed view of the facts, sometimes with life and death consequences—you have an epic human drama. The body of denials proffered by industry after industry can be seen as both its own genre of fiction and its own subfield of psychology.
Moreover, we should study corporate denial because corporations dominate our economy and shape our democracy, and for a huge proportion of Americans, corporate incentives, pressures, norms, and culture govern our work lives. In America, about seven of every ten members of the labor force work in for-profit corporations (and about half of these in businesses of over five hundred employees). Picture the output of the nation’s workforce as great river of human effort, skill, and creativity and then realize that most of this river flows through a corporate setting. Surely, we need to better understand how this dominant but artificial form of human organization affects our mental processes and moral behavior, including the extremes of denial it can foster.
It is also worth looking at corporate denial for the light it sheds on two defining controversies of our own moment in history. The first is the growing dispute over what is actually, factually true, and how society should determine that—a sort of metadispute that includes everything from the reality of climate change to the size of inauguration crowds. We live in a highly polarized political era many call “post-truth,” where the perception of objective reality that was once widely shared across society has been fractured. This is usually seen as a result of social media and cable news, which let people live in partisan information bubbles that confirm what they believe, dismissing unwelcome information as “fake news” or hopelessly biased. Certainly the new information landscape has fueled this trend, but corporate denial helped usher in the current era with decades of skewing facts, eroding social trust, and inviting people to embrace the reality they prefer rather than the one the evidence supports.
The second controversy is over corporate power and social responsibility. Every few decades this issue rises from the background hum of social controversies to command broader attention, and this is one of those times. In the United States, the libertarian right—promoting a faith in unregulated capitalism that was till recently considered extreme—largely dominates the Republican Party. While the Trump administration deviates from this market fundamentalism in some ways (like its taste for tariffs), it is indeed unraveling many environmental, financial, and other limits on corporate behavior, while stocking the federal judiciary with judges who appear inclined to continue the unraveling for years to come.
Meanwhile, a growing segment of society, on the political left and in the middle, is calling for a far more activist government to rein in corporate power and address grave social problems linked to unregulated capitalism, including income inequality and climate change. This push for a more muscular government response could reshape the Democratic Party just as the libertarian right has reshaped the Republican Party, and could usher in major policy shifts in the years ahead. As we consider how to handle the social harms caused by corporate activity, it helps to remember how some of yesterday’s harms—and the denials associated with them—were handled.
PUTTING AN ONGOING DANGER INTO HISTORICAL CONTEXT
While corporate denial is nothing new, our era may be looked back upon as a golden age of it, thanks to the world-threatening example of climate denial. A strong scientific consensus about the threat of climate change began emerging decades ago. By 1992 it was compelling enough to spur adoption of a global treaty aimed at preventing dangerous warming—a treaty the US Senate ratified and a Republican president signed. Since then thousands of scientists have been gathering and assessing the data, tracking the melting ice sheets and growing storms, and projecting severe and irreversible changes ahead. A rare joint statement by the national scientific academies of the United States and twelve other major nations bluntly warned in 2009 that “the need for urgent action to address climate change is now indisputable.” Since then, the need for action, including dramatically cutting our heat-trapping emissions, has only grown more urgent. We now face the daunting challenge of replacing much of today’s global fossil fuel infrastructure with a new energy infrastructure by 2030 and replacing most of the rest of it by roughly mid-century.
For a time, addressing climate change was a relatively bipartisan issue in the United States, but then denial of the climate threat captured the Republican Party and then the federal government. Today, climate denial is deeply entangled with the nation’s larger political polarization, but it did not start there. Climate denial had been cultivated for years by the industries most heavily invested in selling and burning fossil fuels (merging later with other interests ideologically opposed to government regulation in general). Those industries worked hard to raise as much doubt as possible about the climate threat, even while the world’s scientists grew more and more certain of it.
One such industry effort over two decades ago spurred my own interest in corporate denial. I was an assistant attorney general in Minnesota, helping implement air quality laws, when members of the coal industry intervened in an energy planning proceeding before our state utility regulators. I found myself cross-examining a handful of scientists brought to Minnesota to assure us we could safely ignore the climate warnings of the world’s mainstream scientific authorities. That experience led me to write the 2003 book Coal: A Human History, and as I dug into coal’s long history, I found similar examples of denial (like the nineteenth-century coal dealer who claimed that having coal particles lodged in your lungs was good for you because the carbon filtered the air as you breathed it in).
Later, as an advocate for nonprofit groups pushing for climate protection policies, I witnessed politicians and industry representatives engaged in what I can only describe as a jaw-dropping level of denial. Their claims became so divorced from scientific reality that I kept asking myself the (admittedly uncharitable) question, What is wrong with these people? How could they be so impervious to the mountains of evidence and so willing to expose the world to truly catastrophic risk? I could not simply write them off as evil or even as obviously less caring than the norm when it came to their other behavior—or at least not all of them. Nor could I write them off as unusually irrational; outside this one issue, their reasoning powers and risk perceptions seemed pretty normal.
Clearly, there was something else going on here. I started seeing this kind of denial as a powerful, dangerous, and surprisingly unexplored social phenomenon that could put both moral and cognitive blinders on basically rational, honest, ordinary people and that would surely make already irrational, dishonest, and uncaring people even worse. I wondered how far from reality this phenomenon had led people in the past. How much harm had it caused? How had it affected our laws and culture? How did society eventually overcome those denials—if it did? And is it possible to reduce the risk of such denial in the future?
To learn more, I started exploring and found a bounty of examples in the historical record, including many denials that were more outrageous than today’s. Beyond that, I found a series of social dramas that were both disturbing and inspiring. They were disturbing in how they illustrated the human ability to deny evidence and cause harm under the right circumstances. They were inspiring in how, in most cases, society eventually overcame those denials. In some cases, corporations that once denied the harms in question eventually admitted them, though usually not until the benefits of continued denial had passed.
To collect these denials and put them in context I began with the existing literature around each profiled controversy, which is in some cases enormous. While these books and articles usually do not focus on corporate denials, they still include many denials, and they pointed me toward others. In most cases I then followed the paper trail of denials appearing in newspapers and other publications of the day, trade journals, hearing transcripts, court filings, and the broadcast media.
Although my focus was mainly on each industry’s public denials and how they influenced social norms, in many cases these public denials are supplemented by private ones, expressed in interviews conducted by historians and other researchers or in internal corporate documents later exposed by litigators, whistle-blowers, or journalists. I owe a debt of gratitude to the many people who have collected these denials and preserved them for posterity; the sources I rely on most are identified in each chapter and all are identified in the endnotes and the Major Works Cited in the Notes.
The first of the eight campaigns of denial I chose to focus on—denials made by British slave traders and plantation owners in response to an abolition movement—may seem surprising to find in a book like this. I start there, though, because no exploration of industrial denial would be complete without this most extreme example of what an organized and lucrative industry is capable of rationalizing. The other seven campaigns deny the harms, or responsibility for the harms, associated with radium, automobile accidents, leaded gasoline, chlorofluorocarbons, tobacco, the financial crisis, and—returning to where I began—climate change.
I chose these eight campaigns partly because there was such a wealth of documented public denials around each harm, sustained over decades. As with climate change, each campaign rejected evidence so powerful that it pointed to something at work other than reasonable minds differing over uncertain evidence. To be clear, most disputes over evidence of harm do not amount to what I am calling denial. Debate over how to interpret data is critical to the scientific and policy process, especially when that data is new and most uncertain, and such debate must be respected. This book focuses on the mental and linguistic maneuvers that occur when people have left the realm of reasonable doubt and debate and find themselves trying to explain, say, how having a flesh-destroying element fused into your bones is good for you, how nicotine is not addictive, or how climate disruption is not caused by humans.
As with climate change, each of the denial campaigns played out in public. That means that in addition to the corporate harms they directly perpetuated, these campaigns had an insidiously corrosive impact on the culture. They distorted the public’s sense of reality, diminished overall levels of social trust, and reduced how much social responsibility people expect from corporations. In short, these denial campaigns were shaping much broader social norms than just those around the disputed corporate product or activity.
And finally, as with climate change, almost all these denial campaigns involved harms utterly vast in scale, threatening severe global environmental destruction or contributing to the death, suffering, illness, brain damage, or financial ruin of millions of people (radium, which threatened merely thousands, is the one exception). These examples illustrate how profoundly corporate-caused harm and the denial of that harm affect humanity’s well-being and hint at the future threats we may face as we deploy new technologies posing unimagined dangers.
LOOKING PAST THE BAD APPLES
There is a broad and valuable literature about corporate malfeasance, and various authors have written about one form of corporate denial: science denial. Within that, some focused on climate science denial, like journalist Ross Gelbspan in his groundbreaking 1997 book, The Heat Is On: The High Stakes Battle over Earth’s Threatened Climate (as it happens, among the climate denial efforts Gelbspan wrote about was the Minnesota hearing I mention above, which he observed). Some focused on the particularly cynical role of the public relations industry in spinning science, like Sheldon Rampton and John Stauber in their 2002 exposé Trust Us, We’re Experts! How Industry Manipulates Science and Gambles with Your Future.
Scientists and science historians have written about the role of scientists who, on behalf of various industries, promoted unfounded doubts about the strength of the data underlying a health or environmental threat. Epidemiologist David Michaels has described many such examples in his 2008 book, Doubt Is Their Product: How Industry’s Assault on Science Threatens Your Health.
A prominent and particularly revealing treatment of the manipulation of science is the 2010 book Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming, by science historians Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway. They describe the careers of particular scientists who disputed scientific evidence of harm on behalf of more than one industry, either directly or through a growing crop of industry-funded think tanks. While Oreskes and Conway did not mainly focus on the social factors promoting denial, they did explain that the careers of some of the key scientists profiled (including one that I cross-examined in our Minnesota climate hearing) were launched by Cold War weapons programs. In the authors’ words, “Somehow, somewhere, defending America against the Soviet threat had transmogrified into defending the tobacco industry against the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.”
While I follow in the footsteps of such books, I look at the issues from a different perspective. I look beyond scientists to include industry representatives generally and the range of moral rationalizations offered to justify corporate actions, like the tobacco CEO who sees smoking as an alternative to wife-beating and reckless driving.
I also look at corporate harms whose proof lies outside the realm of science, like the slave trade and the precrisis practices of the financial industry, hoping to provide a more complete depiction of this phenomenon. And while I do not allege that all claims of corporate harm are true or all corporate defenses invalid, it helps to have this historic backdrop in mind when we look at how corporations handle new charges against them, whether a pharmaceutical company charged with fueling the opioid crisis, the NFL responding to findings of brain damage to its players, or technology companies facing charges of violating user privacy or enabling online fraud.
I also focus more on the social context within which these denials take place. Many people, especially corporations themselves, attribute corporate harm-causing and deception to “bad apples.” Given how often corporate denial happens, though, and how many people indulge in it, we need to ask what it is about the “barrels”—corporations operating in competitive markets—that might encourage individual apples to go bad.
Of course others have considered how the corporate form affects moral behavior, though not necessarily focusing on denial. In his powerful 2004 book, The Corporation: The Pathological Pursuit of Profit and Power, law professor Joel Bakan compares corporate behavior to that of a psychopath. He makes the comparison not because the people who work for corporations are psychopaths, he is careful to explain, but because the corporation is “a legally designated ‘person’ designed to valorize self-interest and invalidate moral concern. Most people would find its ‘personality’ abhorrent, even psychopathic, in a human being, yet curiously we accept it in society’s most powerful institution.”
Some of the most fascinating work on moral choices faced by individuals working within corporations was done by sociologist Robert Jackall in the 1980s. A number of corporations gave Jackall access to interview their managers about their moral choices; he granted the managers anonymity, and they spoke with remarkable candor. His 1988 book Moral Mazes: The World of Corporate Managers, concludes that some corporate managers fighting outside critics actually “half-believe realities they know to be fictive.” Other managers frankly admit to deception but rationalize it as something they have no power or responsibility to resist. One public relations executive said, “Our society is the way it is. It’s run on money and power, it’s that simple. Truth has nothing to do with it. So we just accept the world as it is and live with it.” (Chilling quotes like this may be why corporations have granted so few researchers similar access to study their employees’ moral choices in recent decades.)
Jackall’s findings do not mean such cynicism is universal in the business world. While writing this book, I happened to attend a business school graduation ceremony. I heard a series of speakers inspire the newly minted MBAs with assurances that they would go forward and make the world a better place. I saw hat-and-gowned graduates pose with big smiles, surrounded by proud parents and spouses. I believe that for virtually all of them the desire to personally prosper went hand in hand with a desire to improve the world or, at the very least, a disinclination to hurt and deceive it. And I know many in the business world are motivated to make their institutions more socially responsible, and not just for the public relations value.
I have little doubt that most humans start with an innate concern for others. Babies get distressed when other babies cry, and from a young age they may try to offer comfort. Toddlers typically want to help other people. If a researcher drops something and pretends to be unable to reach it, the toddler will usually pick it up and hand it to the researcher, with no request and with no reward. The existence of some basic prosocial instincts makes evolutionary sense. They would surely have enhanced our ancestors’ survival by enabling them to bond with others in their small tribes to collectively gather food, kill prey, protect children, fight enemies, and share knowledge. And we are by no means the only species to show concern for others. Researchers like primatologist Frans De Waal have documented displays of empathy in many other social species, suggesting how deeply and biologically rooted our own empathy likely is.
Caring about others or the social group as a whole will often conflict, of course, with our innate concern for ourselves. Which of these coexisting and competing instincts gets expressed in our behavior—the self-interested or the prosocial—depends in significant part on the culture, circumstances, and incentives of the world we have built. And that world, or at least the part of it we identify with most, plays a huge role in determining what we believe is factually true and morally right—or in other words, what evidence and responsibilities we are capable of denying.
To better understand the influence of social context on corporate denial, I dipped into the psychological research, following a larger trend that has revolutionized economics. Economics was long built on the assumption that people are rational, entirely self-interested, and firm in their self-control. The study of actual human behavior has (not too surprisingly) shown how wrong these assumptions are. Richard Thaler, a Nobel Prize–winning pioneer in this new field of behavioral economics, has explained that humans are “dumber, nicer, and weaker” than economics has assumed—less rational, less selfish, and having less will power.Other researchers are revealing what profoundly social creatures we are, with views shaped by the groups we identify with, especially in times of conflict. Moreover, our attitudes can be subconsciously influenced by situational factors. You could say we are not only dumber, nicer, and weaker, but more tribal, less aware, and more malleable than we like to think.
Social psychology’s findings often have strong media appeal and get particular attention in the business world; in fact, a great deal of the published research comes from psychologists employed by business schools. Some psychologists, business school professors, and business writers have begun trying to apply emerging psychological findings to create more ethical businesses (discussed more in the conclusion), though most of the business world’s interest in social psychology seems to stem more from a desire to improve profits.
I tread carefully when wandering into the psychological research, because experimental psychology and especially social psychology are facing something of a crisis. Critics have pointed out that many studies use small sample sizes and show small effects that other researchers have been unable to replicate, perhaps reflecting a “publication bias,” where studies with positive findings get published while studies with negative findings never get submitted.
Some of the psychological findings that have received widespread attention from the popular media and the business world do appear to rest on very thin evidence, especially when compared to the evidence of health and environmental impacts discussed in this book, which is typically based on vast bodies of research collected over decades by many different researchers, repeatedly scrutinized by independent review panels, and tested in litigation. So we should view some of the psychological findings with extra skepticism and patience, waiting to see if they are replicated and recognizing that we Homo sapiens are still in the early stages of using our rational skills to understand our many irrational tendencies. But we should still keep an eye on the emerging psychological research because of the profound importance of understanding whether and how our cognition and morality can be skewed by external factors.
Among the factors that bear scrutiny are those that appear to undermine objectivity and honesty, amplify self-serving biases, reduce empathy, diminish perceived risk, or weaken a sense of responsibility. Financial self-interest is obviously one bias-creating and denial-promoting factor, but it is by no means the only one. In addition to being tightly focused on profit, corporations are by their nature competitive, hierarchical, and often powerful. They let individuals act with relative anonymity and limited liability. By operating through global markets and often at the cutting edge of new technology, corporations can cause inadvertent, distant, and widely dispersed harms to unknown parties and do so through highly divided labor, management, and ownership. And corporations are steeped in a justifying market ideology that limits responsibility for social impacts.
Other forms of human organization—like political groups and movements, militaries, bureaucracies, and religions—share some of these features. Corporations are unique in having them all.
WHAT IS TRUE: DENYING EVIDENCE OF CAUSALITY
The corporate denials ahead can be put into two broad categories: causality and responsibility. Causality denials relate to whether the corporation actually causes a given harm. Responsibility denials relate to whether the corporation can or should do anything to reduce that harm, even if it causes it.
Causality denials may begin with denying that the problem even exists (like ozone depletion and climate change, two problems not yet detected when scientists first predicted them). Where the harm is acknowledged, corporations may try to minimize it, comparing it to risks society willingly accepts (unsafe cars compared to hardwood floors, smoking compared to the bacterial content of a kiss). And they will often point to alternative causes (the dissolving bones of radium workers caused by their predisposition to poor health, lung cancer in smokers caused by genetics, and climate change caused by the sun).
Are those offering such denials simply lying, or do they actually believe what they say? I will seldom try to parse outright lies from self-deceptions in this book. We may feel less judgmental of those who are deceiving themselves as well as others, but denials rooted in self-deception are no less dangerous. Moreover, I believe the two phenomena are usually entwined. Even the most blatant lies are often candy-coated with self-deception, as the speaker rationalizes both causing the harm and lying about it. Meanwhile, many delusions are surely accompanied by some inkling of the truth. Robert Trivers, an influential evolutionary biologist, argues that “deceit and self-deception are two sides of the same coin.” He theorizes that self-deception evolved because it allows humans to more successfully deceive others by suppressing the signs of deceit that might otherwise give us away. Others argue that we evolved the ability to deny reality to help us cope with the consciousness of our own mortality, freeing us from dread and letting us more cheerfully carry on propagating the species; this more sympathetic explanation, however, would not stop us from also using our self-deception skills to better deceive others.
Causality denials inevitably shift from whether a product or practice actually causes harm to whether it has been proven to cause that harm. These denials assume that the burden rests with their accusers to prove harm, rather than with them to prove safety. Whether the burden of proof morally should or legally does fall on those alleging harm, as a practical matter it does indeed fall on them.
Many causality denials do not explicitly address issues of fact at all; they invoke personal character instead. In effect, the deniers argue that the allegation could not be true because they are good people who would never cause such a harm. These denials make sense on a psychological level if, as research suggests, people usually start with a moral feeling about a certain act and then rationalize their beliefs to support that feeling. Corporate executives might feel no guilt partly because most corporate harms are side effects of other actions, and side effects appear less likely to trigger our moral alarms. Or they might feel no guilt because the very power they hold could have narrowed their mental focus to their own goals, reducing their awareness of risk and social impact.
It would make sense, then, for corporate representatives accused of causing harm to check their gut, find a lack of guilt, and automatically seek reasons why the allegation must not be true. In their search to explain these false allegations, corporate defenders will naturally suspect their accusers’ motives. In each denial campaign described in this book, corporations impute ulterior motives to their critics, suggesting it is a reflex rarely resisted.
Again and again, what should be factual disputes about causality become tribal conflicts, which should hardly be surprising. Outside the corporate world, researchers have shown how cultural loyalties shape people’s views on socially disputed issues like climate change. Dan Kahan, a professor of law and psychology working with Yale’s interdisciplinary Cultural Cognition Project, argues that people’s views on such issues are motivated by their interest in conveying their loyalty to “affinity groups central to their personal well-being.” A corporation is obviously an affinity group central to the well-being of those who work there, and one that can reinforce tribal loyalties with a paycheck.
Corporations are, after all, a form of tribe in competition with other tribes, and their critics will quickly be seen as members of a hostile tribe. Neuroscientists and psychologists have confirmed that our brains are highly tribal, immediately and automatically dividing the world into us versus them at the slightest provocation and highly inclined to agree with “us.” Scientific claims are particularly vulnerable to tribal distortions, given the need for specialized training to judge their merits. Accepting scientific conclusions requires people to trust a foreign tribe of experts, and intertribal trust is an early casualty of conflict.
A corporate defender’s public attacks on the motives of the corporation’s critics may begin naturally enough. As the chapters ahead show, though, sowing a larger social distrust—of scientists, experts, media, and government—can evolve from an unconscious human reflex to a conscious corporate strategy. It can even spawn its own lucrative denial industry (encompassing public relations experts, industry lobbyists, and industry-funded think tanks) that sows distrust about the regulatory science behind issue after issue until such distrust becomes a core ideological belief of a significant segment of society.
This progression of distrust—from reflex to strategy to industry to ideology—fuels a larger corrosion of social trust that, as we see today, can paralyze a society’s ability to solve problems, including its ability to effectively respond to even the most dire of scientific warnings.
WHAT IS RIGHT: DENYING MORAL RESPONSIBILITY FOR A HARM
Corporate denials related to responsibility argue that even if the corporation does cause a harm, the corporation should not be blamed or stopped. Some argue that the harm is necessary to achieve a higher social goal (progress, national power, lifestyle, freedom). Some claim that the cure—stopping the harmful behavior—is worse than the disease and will lead to unintended consequences (seat belts will encourage people to drive carelessly; smoking will be replaced by drug addiction).
Some responsibility denials just try to redirect attention to other problems society should focus on (the plight of poor Britons rather than African slaves, air pollution rather than smoking). Some argue the futility of trying to stop the harm (because other nations will keep causing it, or because there is no affordable alternative). Some simply heap blame on the consumers of their products (smokers, drivers, subprime mortgage borrowers) or on society more generally (for not building safer roads). These denials may not address social responsibility explicitly, but they have the effect of shifting the uncomfortable spotlight of moral accountability away from the corporation.
The renowned psychologist Albert Bandura has identified various psychological maneuvers people use to turn off their moral self-sanctions, freeing them to hurt others, including through corporate actions. Among the maneuvers are the displacement and diffusion of responsibility. People feel less responsible for the consequences of their actions when they are just one part of a larger group effort and when they are following orders. Other researchers have found that people feel much less empathy for harms that fall on a distant and unidentified group of victims. Divided labor (and ownership divided from management) are key features of big corporations, and global markets facilitate distant harms to unknown victims.
Responsibility denials are also surely made easier by a certain masking effect inherent in incorporation. Indeed, anonymity is such a core feature of the corporate form that in much of the world it is built into the entity’s name. In parts of Europe and elsewhere, instead of appending “Inc.” or “Corp.” to their names, corporations attach the letters S.A., for a phrase that translates into English as “Anonymous Society” (for example, in French, Société anonyme).
The corporation by definition is legally recognized as an entity that exists separately from the warm-blooded beings who own or run it. The word corporation comes from the Latin word corpus, for “body” (as in corporeal or corpse). The corporation is in essence a pretend person with its own economic rights (and in the United States, with a growing list of constitutional rights previously thought to be possessed only by actual people). Its ability to operate in its own name—buying and selling, hiring and firing, suing and getting sued—surely makes it easier for those acting on the corporation’s behalf or profiting from its actions to avoid feeling responsible for any harm caused by those actions. And of course, these pretend people are aggressively branded, increasing the moral illusion that they exist separately from those who control them.
The ability to psychologically detach from corporate-caused harm is enhanced by another core feature of corporate law: limited liability. It allows corporations to attract capital from shareholders without putting those shareholders at risk of losing their other assets if things go badly and creditors cannot be paid. This is not unfair to creditors because they understand that when doing business with a corporation, its shareholders’ assets are off limits and provide no security. However, limited liability also protects shareholders if the corporation hurts someone—a customer, a neighbor, the environment—and is faced with having to pay for it. The “corporate veil,” as it is called, can be pierced in rare circumstances, but it provides shareholders with enormous legal protection.
The corporate form, with its independent legal existence, ownership separated from daily management, and limited liability, has proven spectacularly successful by many measures: attracting capital, driving economic growth, shrinking poverty, advancing technologies, and industrializing the world. To be clear, while the widespread social benefits delivered via corporations are not the focus of this book, they are undeniable and ongoing. Corporations at their best create jobs, support communities, drive innovation, achieve efficiencies, inspire hard work, channel human effort in productive ways, provide a vehicle for collective action outside government, and can help check the abuse of government power.
It is important, though, not to let these benefits blind us to the harms corporations can also inflict nor to accept the notion that such harms are unavoidable. Society can confront and reduce such harms and may be more likely to do so if it recognizes how many features inherent in the corporate setting erode people’s innate feelings of responsibility for damage done in the corporation’s name.
Cultural expectations can counter some of the responsibility-draining impact of the corporate form. The corporate social responsibility movement has long sought to do just that, as consumers, investors, and others press corporations to factor social consequences into their decision-making. However, that movement runs counter to another cultural force: a free-market ideology that assures corporations that their actions will, through the invisible hand of the marketplace, automatically yield social benefits. Not only does this ideology give corporations permission to ignore the social harms they might cause, but in its most extreme form it says they must.
In a highly influential 1970 article, free-market economist Milton Friedman argued that corporations exist solely to maximize shareholder profit and that executives claiming any broader social conscience are not only “preaching pure and unadulterated socialism” but are “puppets of the intellectual forces that have been undermining the basis of a free society these past decades.” In effect, this view insists that corporations must do whatever it takes to maximize shareholder profits, as long as it is legal. The chapters ahead show how dangerous it is to view corporate responsibility this way, at least while corporations have so much power to determine what remains legal. If corporations cannot voluntarily reduce their social harms, and if they can simultaneously block governments from mandating that they reduce those harms, then no social force can protect the common good against the dangers that commercial activity poses to our collective well-being, our planet, and our civilization.
Ideological and other denials related to a corporation’s responsibility to advance the common good, or at least not undermine it, play a major role in the annals of corporate denial. They also help illuminate current debates, especially in the United States, over corporate power, the legitimacy of government regulation, and the level of responsibility people owe to each other as they pursue their own self-interest.
• • • • •
Chapter 1 recounts what is probably history’s first and certainly its worst campaign of corporate denial—the orchestrated denials advanced by British slave traders and plantation owners when confronted in the late eighteenth century by an abolition movement. I do not mean to suggest, by including this chapter, a moral equivalency between selling and owning human beings and the other commercial enterprises profiled. However, this book is largely about how social norms and business contexts influence what people believe to be true and right, and nothing shows that more vividly than the astonishing defenses offered by an industry built upon enslavement.
The next seven chapters span the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. They describe the defenses raised by corporations faced with compelling evidence: that the fiercely radioactive element radium, used recklessly in the workplace and marketed casually for human consumption, was killing people, often by causing their facial bones to rot and crumble; that the rising carnage of auto accidents could be greatly reduced by changes in auto design; that leaded gasoline was causing measurable brain damage to generations of children; that chlorofluorocarbons were destroying a feature of the atmosphere vital to life on earth; that tobacco was both extremely addictive and killing millions; that subprime mortgages and the complex new investment products based on them would cause a global financial crisis; and that fossil fuels are driving the planet toward irreversible climate catastrophe.
I hope readers will ask themselves throughout this book what can be done to reduce the threat of corporate denial. The last chapter addresses this question, though only in part, given its vast scope. It touches on current efforts to promote social responsibility within the business and investment world and on efforts to create new corporate structures less single-mindedly devoted to profit. I applaud these efforts because I believe denial can be reduced by changes in culture, including a corporation’s internal culture. Such experimentation may even, in the long term, lead to the widespread replacement of today’s corporate structure with a different social construct—which we may or may not still call a corporation—less inherently prone to denial.
On the other hand, while some people will surely succeed in voluntary efforts to make their corporations more objective and responsible, others—and those most likely to indulge in denial in the first place—will fail or never try. They will create new societal dangers as they exploit new discoveries and perhaps inflict even greater harms than we have faced before as humanity’s ability to alter the world crosses new frontiers.
If we want to truly reduce the risks posed by corporate denial in the foreseeable future, I believe we need to do so through checks and balances on a society-wide scale, countering that denial as we have in the past with independent science, journalism, activism, litigation, elections, laws, and agencies to enforce those laws. Daunting as this seems, the balance of power between corporations and other social forces has dramatically shifted before at moments in our history when corporate activity became widely viewed as intolerably destructive. There are signs this may be about to happen again.
It will be tempting for those working to shift the balance of power to view their efforts as a moral crusade, and it may even be necessary. Major social reforms seldom happen without the group morale that comes from a moral passion. Such passion seems particularly necessary to fight climate change, where the dangers of continued denial are so enormous. But reforms to check corporate power are equally justified by a dispassionate recognition that the social constructs we have put at the heart of our global economy reliably corrode objectivity and responsibility, putting cognitive and moral blinders on the Homo sapiens that run and own them. Confronting this industrial-strength denial with our other social constructs is essential to reducing the power of corporations to blind the rest of us.
1
A “More Pleasing Representation”
THE ALTERNATE REALITY CRAFTED BY THE SLAVE LOBBY
“Nine out of Ten rejoice at falling into our Hands. They seem to be aware that they are bought for Labour, and by their Gestures wish to convince the Purchasers that they are fit for it.”
—Richard Miles, former official of the British Company of Merchants Trading to Africa, describing African slaves to parliamentary committee, 1789
In 1562, the English slave trade was launched with a voyage to Africa that had the financial backing of several prominent English officials. When Queen Elizabeth I later spoke with the leader of the expedition, she reportedly expressed her hope that no slaves had been carried off without their consent, because that “would be detestable and call down the vengeance of Heaven upon the undertakers.” She must have been satisfied with his answer, because she sent one of her own ships along on his next slaving expedition.
In time, Britain would outcompete its European rivals and dominate the Atlantic slave trade. In the late 1700s, though, an abolition movement arose, stressing the brutal suffering inflicted on the slaves. The slave lobby—both slave traders and slaveholders in the British West Indies—launched a sophisticated campaign arguing that slavery was entirely consistent with the nation’s self-image as humane and enlightened. In fact, they argued, they were helping the slaves, who enjoyed their captivity, who could not handle freedom anyway, and who were much better off than if they had been left in Africa.
Of course, an abolition debate would also rage in the United States, but there the rationalization of slavery would spread well beyond its commercial roots to become a deeply entrenched example of societal denial. Britain’s defense of slavery can more fairly be seen as an early though extreme case of corporate and industrial denial, as an established industry tried to portray its behavior to a British public too far away to observe it.
Britain’s slavery debate displayed tribalism in its most naked form, with people not merely drawing lines between their in-group and out-groups but literally debating who was human, who was not, and what being human meant. It also illustrates the overwhelming influence of the accepted behavior and attitudes within one’s own tribe—the social norm—in shaping how evidence is interpreted. And it shows an industry scrambling to stay within a shifting social norm, partly by creating an interlocking web of denials so complete as to amount to an alternate reality.
RISE OF A RESPECTED INDUSTRY: “DAZZLED” AND DEHUMANIZING
The Atlantic slave trade shared many features of modern commercial industries. It was carried out by competitive, profit-driven group enterprises, backed by complex capital arrangements, and integrated into vast global networks of commerce. The very earliest English slaving voyages, in the 1560s, were backed by an early form of corporations, with multiple stockholders who enjoyed limited liability. In the 1600s, when slave trading was dominated by national monopolies, England’s Royal African Company became one of the world’s largest corporations.
As a proslavery writer would note, slaving was not some “clandestine or piratical business, but . . . an open, public trade; encouraged and promoted by acts of parliament. For so, if being contrary to religion, it must be deemed a national sin.” According to British historian Hugh Thomas, among those who owned shares in slaving corporations were members of the royal family, noblemen, members of Parliament, and such leading lights as Jonathan Swift, Daniel Defoe, Sir Isaac Newton, and Alexander Pope. Even John Locke, whose writings on liberty would famously help inspire the American and French revolutions, was invested in the slave trade.
By the late 1700s, ten big firms and hundreds of small ones sponsored slave voyages just in the thriving slave port of Liverpool. A contemporary source claimed that the potential profits so “dazzled” the population that many of Liverpool’s slave ships were “fitted out by attornies, drapers, ropers, grocers, tallow chandlers, barbers, taylors, etc.,” each with a share in the enterprise. Profiting from slavery was considered respectable across Britain’s lower, middle, and upper classes.
Slavery was deemed critical to fully exploiting the vast resources of the New World. Fabulously valuable tropical crops like cotton, tobacco, and sugar demanded back-breaking work in the tropical heat. The slave lobby argued that African slaves were necessary because white people could not handle the fatigue caused by cultivation in a tropical climate.
One New World industry created more demand for slaves than all the others combined: sugar. Modern scholars estimate that of eleven million Africans who survived the trip across the Atlantic, six million were brought to sugar plantations, including plantations on the various islands in the West Indies that Britain claimed as colonies. The British were eagerly embracing this sweet and exotic commodity. While some medical experts raised concerns about the nation’s widespread sugar consumption, in 1715 one physician published a lengthy tract praising both the nutritional and medical benefits of sugar; in fact, he recommended not only freely consuming it and feeding it to babies but also cleaning your teeth with sugar, having it blown into your eyes to correct eye disease, and snorting it up your nose (as an alternative to using harmful tobacco snuff—another popular New World slave-grown product).
The work on sugar plantations was so harsh that roughly one-third of Africans died within three years of arriving in the West Indies. One plantation owner admitted that the planters on Antigua had carefully calculated the costs of giving slaves moderate work and ample food so they could live to old age versus the cost of effectively working them to death and then buying new slaves. They found the latter approach was cheaper, and that became their policy.
The slave lobby treated its human captives as just another commodity, or as livestock. One defender of the slave trade suggested not using the inflammatory word slavery at all and using the word property instead. Slave ships did not even record the Africans’ names in their logs, just their assigned numbers. If the captives died along the way, their burial-at-sea would be recorded in the captain’s log with entries like “buryed a girl slave (No. 172) of a flux.” In a brutally literal example of corporate “branding” (harkening back to the word’s original meaning), many of the Africans would have the initials RAC—for Royal African Company—seared onto their chests with branding irons.
Psychologists trying to understand such extremes of brutality have long pointed to the importance of both euphemism and dehumanization. The psychologist Albert Bandura has stressed that when people see others in terms of their common humanity, it is hard to brutalize them without feeling a distressing self-censure for violating their own moral standards. But people can reduce this distress and disengage from their moral standards by mentally stripping victims of their human qualities, including through language comparing their victims to animals. There is also experimental evidence suggesting that having power encourages the dehumanization of the powerless.
The slave traders and owners engaged in a sometimes literal form of dehumanization, focusing on race. One prominent slaveholder wrote that Africans were not actually human but a distinct species located between humans and apes. That view was extreme for the time, but it was not uncommon to compare Africans to animals. An anonymous writer defending the slave trade assured readers that Africa was populated by “unenlightened Hordes, immersed in the most gross and impenetrable glooms of barbarism, dark in mind as in complexion . . . ignorant, unteachable, lazy, [and] ferocious as their own . . . tigers.”
While occasional moral challenges were raised over the centuries of expanding slavery, they were ineffectual. They were ignored or met by pointing to Bible passages accepting slavery or claiming economic necessity. Britain’s right and need to make an economic success of its Caribbean sugar colonies was unquestioned. It would take tremendous courage to seriously challenge the slave industry’s legitimacy, and something more than courage to actually stop it.
REHUMANIZING THE SLAVES: “AM I NOT A MAN?” AND “A NARRATION OF MISERIES”
A movement that finally challenged British slave trading (and later, slaveholding within the empire) gained tremendous momentum in the 1780s. In the words of Adam Hochschild, who vividly describes it in his book Bury the Chains: Prophets and Rebels in the Fight to Free an Empire’s Slaves, this campaign “was something never seen before: it was the first time a large number of people became outraged, and stayed outraged for many years, over someone else’s rights.” And the campaign used many of the strategies that activists have used ever since: organizing a network of citizen committees; spreading information through books, flyers, posters, logos, newsletters, and speaking tours; strategic litigation; calls for investigative hearings; a petition drive; and even a consumer boycott.
The British abolitionists challenged head-on the dehumanization on which the industry depended. Josiah Wedgwood, the famous potter and industrialist, designed for the movement a widely reproduced image of a chained and kneeling African beneath the words “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?”
The abolitionists also focused on whether this industry was inhumanly cruel—something that could still be open to debate only because the slaving and slaveholding took place so far from public view. They knew that to change the social norm they needed to stir people’s compassion and moral outrage. To do that they needed, in the words of one abolitionist, a “narration of miseries . . . which extend to millions of our fellow creatures.” They needed to change slavery from a distant, hard-to-envision concept to a vivid physical reality, and so they collected specific stories and material evidence of the suffering the industry caused.
Some of the stories of inhumanity came directly from former African slaves, especially Olaudah Equiano, who wrote a widely read autobiography and toured the nation describing his own ordeal as a slave. Some came from Britons who had lived in the sugar islands and seen the inhumanity firsthand, like the minister James Ramsay, who wrote an important book describing life on the plantations. Some were collected by activists, like the minister Thomas Clarkson, who devoted years to the dangerous task of traveling around Britain interviewing slave-ship crew members and ship surgeons, reviewing ships’ logs, and collecting samples of the whips, manacles, thumbscrews, and other instruments of torture used to keep the Africans terrorized. And with the help of their parliamentary champion, William Wilberforce, the abolitionists arranged for government hearings to investigate the slave trade and found dozens of witnesses who could testify from firsthand experience about the conditions in Africa, on slave ships, and on plantations.
The abolitionists’ evidence of the slave trade’s brutality shocked and mobilized the British public within just a few years. All around the nation, citizen committees in support of abolition were formed. Eventually, hundreds of petitions bearing nearly 400,000 names would be sent to Parliament, and more than 300,000 would join a boycott of slave-grown sugar.
This movement focused on the ongoing slave trade rather than slaveholding more generally. Still, the West Indian plantation owners also felt threatened, and they often acted in concert with the traders to oppose the abolitionists. In 1789, a committee of plantation owners even imposed a levy on its members’ imported products to fund the antiabolition campaign. As Hochschild points out, “Just as the abolitionists were the prototype of modern citizen activism, so the West India lobby was the prototype of an industry under attack.”
Unlike modern denial campaigns, though, this one took place largely through the publication of a flurry of books and pamphlets, and the industry’s defenders did not hide behind their corporate affiliations. While some of the books were published anonymously, most of the authors—including slave traders, merchants, and plantation owners—signed their names. These books, combined with the testimony that industry members gave to government inquiries, amount to a vast, detailed, and appalling trove of deception and rationalization, foreshadowing almost all the types of denials that would follow and showing just how deep the rabbit hole can go.
AN ALTERNATE REALITY: “DANCING” ACROSS THE ATLANTIC AND THE “PECULIARLY COMFORTABLE” LIFE OF A SLAVE
In government hearings, the abolitionists’ witnesses described with excruciating detail the horrors of the Atlantic slave trade. They testified to the anguish the Africans showed upon being brought onto the ships, the frequent rape of the women by crew members, the many captives who killed themselves by jumping overboard or refusing to eat, and the horrific conditions below deck. Historian Marcus Rediker, author of The Slave Ship: A Human History, reports that the abolitionists produced a widely seen diagram of a slave ship to show how its chained captives were wedged side by side into the tiny space allowed them. They described the many deaths from rampant disease and the vicious punishments, including routine whipping and torture, and showed the torture instruments used.
The industry could not fight such emotionally searing evidence merely by denying isolated facts. The slave lobby would need to oppose these gruesome reports with a vivid, detailed, and completely contrary narrative—a socially acceptable alternate reality. One plantation owner proclaimed, “As a contrast to the horrid and fictitious picture, which has been drawn of the state of the negroes in the West-Indies, I shall here exhibit a true and more pleasing representation, taken from the life.”
The slave lobby surely had the psychological advantage when it came to persuading the public. People generally want to believe they live in a just world, and the abolitionists were raising accusations of horrendous injustice. Social psychologist John T. Jost and others have formulated what they call the theory of system justification, which holds that people are unconsciously motivated to view the existing social and political system as fair and justifiable. This bias toward justifying the status quo is heightened by criticism of the system, and it appears not just among those benefiting from the existing system but among those who hold lower status within it.
The evidence presented by the abolitionists was obviously a potent threat to the self-image of those profiting from slavery, but it seems likely that many others in Britain wanted to disbelieve evidence that their society had condoned such brutality (or that the delicious sugar sweetening their tea and coffee was derived from it). The slave lobby made that disbelief easier by offering a much happier fictional portrayal of conditions, complete with festive slave ships and comfortable plantations.
The British were told that the Africans wanted to be enslaved and even engaged in self-marketing. The quote at the beginning of this chapter from a prominent industry witness who had governed company-owned slaving forts on the African coast is an example. Another slave trader similarly described the slaves’ general eagerness to be purchased. Some feared they would be eaten when first brought on board, he explained, “but, when from kind treatment and the attention paid to their health, and accommodation and comfortable living on board, such apprehensions are removed, they are quite at ease, and cheerful and happy.”
A third member of the slave lobby offered assurances that the slaves’ “lodging on board is made as comfortable for a long sea voyage, as it is possible for the ingenuity of man to effect . . . . Thus every possible care is taken to bring them in good health and spirits to the market.” Yet another reported that “a Slave on Board a [slave ship] in respect of Food and Attention, is as well, perhaps better situated, than many Kings and Princes in their own Country.”
A former slave ship captain told an official inquiry that that the slaves are comfortably lodged in rooms cleaned for them every day. He went on: “If the Weather is sultry, and there appears the least Perspiration upon their Skins, when they come upon Deck, there are Two Men attending with Cloths to rub them perfectly dry, and another to give them a little Cordial.” After they eat “they are then supplied with Pipes and Tobacco . . . they are amused with Instruments of Music peculiar to their own Country . . . and when tired of Music and Dancing, they then go to Games of Chance. The Women are supplied with Beads, which they make into Ornaments; and the utmost Attention is paid to the keeping up their Spirits, and to indulge them in all their little Humours.”
The repeated mention of slaves dancing on the ships was particularly perverse. The abolitionists’ witnesses explained that when weather allowed, the Africans were brought up on deck, the men still shackled in pairs. To exercise them, one crew member testified, the crew would use a whip to force them to move to the beat of a drum, though they could only jump and rattle their chains. In an extreme example of industrial euphemism, the crews actually did call this whip-driven movement “dancing.” One crew member’s job was to “dance the Women,” while another would “dance the Men.”
Meanwhile, sugar plantations were portrayed by the slave lobby as an indulgent, cradle-to-grave welfare state, designed at each turn to ensure the slaves are “comfortable”—a favorite word among the industry’s defenders. Pregnant women were “cherished,” were given ample time off before and after the birth, and were free to quit working to care for sick or teething infants, wrote the slave trader Gilbert Francklyn. Another slave trader, Robert Norris, explained that the slaves were provided with homes that are “comfortable and commodious, with a garden to each” where they can cultivate fruits and vegetables and raise a little flock of chickens, which they can consume for “their evening’s repast; this, with a comfortable night’s rest, enables them to return with vigor to the next morning’s work.”
Norris went on to stress the generous health care benefits the slaves receive, noting that as soon as one feels sick, “he is instantly exempted from all labor, and lodged in a house particularly constructed for the purpose, where he is visited daily by a practitioner of medicine; supplied with fresh viands, vegetables, and even wine.” He is attended constantly by a nurse and not allowed to work until fully recovered. Meanwhile, the masters make sure that his grounds are worked by others, so that “he comes out of his hospital a richer man than when he went in.” Francklyn similarly assured readers that the lucky hospitalized slave enjoyed wine, rice, and a variety of fruits that even wealthy Europeans could scarcely attain.
Elderly slaves were particularly well cared-for, wrote Norris, so that “old age, in this state, often wears away, and snaps its slender thread, as gently, and perhaps as imperceptibly, as in any country whatever.” As for the relationship between master and slave, Francklyn reported that the confidence and freedom with which slaves asked their masters for favors had “more the appearance of those of a relation, to his parent and protector, than of a slave prostrating himself before his tyrant.”
Witnesses less invested in the industry provided ample evidence that the planters’ portrayal of the comforts of plantation life was just as cruelly ludicrous as it sounds to the modern ear. While some slaves did get an allotment of land, many who did were denied food from the slaveholders and were expected to grow their own food when not working in the sugarcane fields. One witness appearing before a parliamentary committee described hunger so prevalent among the slaves that dead mules and other carcasses had to be burned for fear that if buried, the hungry slaves would dig them up and get sick from eating the rotting meat.
Work in the sugarcane fields was harsh and compelled by the constant presence of the whip-bearing overseer. Work in the boiling houses where the sugar was made was so dangerous many slaves lost arms or hands in the mills. Witnesses testified that slaves too sick to work were sometimes whipped for the offense, and they also recounted cases of pregnant women whipped till they miscarried. Some of the industry’s own defenses also undermined its rosy counternarrative: one plantation owner complained that the slaves “are so intolerably . . . inconsiderate, that they, at present, do no more work, in general, than they are compelled to do by the terrors of punishment.”
As for those slaves too old or infirm to work, they could hardly count on the gentle treatment the industry described. Witnesses for abolition testified that it was not uncommon for slaveholders to drive such slaves off the plantation, leaving them to wander, beg, steal, and starve. So many cast-out slaves were “daily infesting the public streets” of Barbados that the island had to pass a law criminalizing the practice of casting them out, though many such slave-welfare laws in the sugar islands went wholly unenforced. Showing once again their flair for euphemism, slaveholders called driving sick and elderly slaves away “giving them free.”
What are we to make of such a ridiculous counternarrative? Surely, no one with any direct knowledge of slave ships and sugar plantations could possibly have believed it; they were simply lying. But many back home in Britain—the public, members of Parliament, sugar consumers, and slave-enterprise shareholders—may well have let themselves accept this alternate reality, which was much more in keeping with the nation’s self-image as enlightened and humane. Even when outright lies are at the center of an industry’s narrative, there may still be a layer of motivated self-deception that surrounds and spreads those lies, provided by those who wish to believe them.
MEMBERSHIP AND GROUP CHARACTER: “ARE WE NOT YOUR BRETHREN?”
Much of the slavery debate had nothing to do with abstract notions of morality. Srividhya Swaminathan, a modern scholar of the era’s rhetoric, describes how the slave lobby often focused instead on asserting its own membership in British society and claiming its consistency with British character. The allegations of brutality could not be true, they essentially argued, because we are one of you, and our standards of behavior are no worse than yours. In short, they were trying to secure their position within the national in-group and within its prevailing social norms.
This line of arguments makes sense when we recognize that our moral instincts are deeply rooted in our evolution as social beings. In the words of Joshua Greene, a professor of psychology at Harvard and a researcher into moral cognition, “Morality is a set of psychological adaptations that allow otherwise selfish individuals to reap the benefits of cooperation.” But Greene stresses that these instincts evolved within a very tribal context, where groups of humans competed with other groups. Indeed, we are “wired for tribalism,” intuitively dividing the world into us and them, favoring us over them, and cooperating with us but not them.
However, the all-important line between us and them—with such important implications for our moral judgments—is fluid. People can expand, narrow, and shift their definition of the in-group and the out-group. And, of course, the moral standards of the in-group can change (indeed, in the modern era it feels like they are constantly changing, causing clear discomfort among those most attached to the prior standards and fueling today’s polarization). The slave lobby was threatened with losing its status as part of the in-group and of losing its moral legitimacy by having its behavior redefined as outside the social norm, and it responded accordingly.
The slave traders and owners repeatedly stressed that they, not the slaves, had the higher claim on the nation’s sympathies. Slave trader Robert Norris wrote that “though the Liberty of Negroes seems now to be the favourite idea, the Liberty of Britons to pursue their lawful Occupations should not be forgotten.” Trader Gilbert Francklyn, turning the abolitionist motto on its head, argued that the slandered plantation owners can say to their critical countrymen, “Are we not men? Are we not your brethren?” Almost all the criticized industries I have studied portray themselves as victims of unfair attack; the near universality of this portrayal, as well as its limited strategic value, suggests that it is a reflection of genuine group self-pity.
The West Indies slaveholders felt particularly at risk of being seen as outsiders because their world was far from Britain. They rushed to assure their compatriots that, despite their accusers’ false accusations, the plantation owners “are not tyrants; . . . on the contrary, they are remarkable for urbanity of manners, liberality of sentiment, and generosity of disposition.” Gilbert Francklyn assured that one could not even in England find a higher proportion of “men of better education, of more enlarged ideas, of more charitable, humane, dispositions” than the plantation owners of the West Indies.
However, one of the enlarged ideas that the British considered a defining feature of their identity was freedom. Historian Christopher Brown, in his book Moral Capital: Foundations of British Abolitionism, observes that during the last quarter of the eighteenth century “Britons’ abiding need to think of themselves as a people uniquely dedicated to liberty would make it difficult for them to regard overseas slavery with complacency.”
There was a striking conflict, then, between two aspects of the social norm: the dedication to liberty versus the support of the slave trade. The abolitionists tried to exploit that conflict, appealing to the principle of liberty (as well as basic human empathy and general principles of humane behavior) to redefine the slave trade as socially unacceptable. They drew a bright moral line around slavery, which they considered “one of the greatest evils at this day existing upon the earth.”
The slave lobby tried the opposite: to reconcile the conflict by showing that in actual practice the nation’s dedication to liberty and humane treatment of others was overstated, thereby erasing the bright moral line abolitionists were drawing. They did this by comparing slavery to the many socially accepted injustices suffered daily by the British poor. Where the abolitionists were saying with respect to slavery, “We Britons are better than this,” the slave lobby was in effect saying, “Actually, no we’re not.”
One plantation owner claimed the slaves were far happier than “the poor peasant, or the indigent mechanic! who, bending beneath the weight of years, or of infirmities, is yet forced to toil for a small pittance,” and who, along with his faithful wife and helpless children, is “sinking at once under the heaped up misery, the accumulated wretchedness, of sickness, hunger, and cold!” Gilbert Francklyn likewise claimed the slaves’ lot was “to be envied, by the generality of the peasants in every part of Europe.”
Moreover, West India’s slaves enjoyed “infinitely better” working conditions than British coal and lead miners, argued one plantation owner. And Francklyn argued that slaves were treated less cruelly than English factory workers exposed to lead, mercury, or other workplace hazards that in a few months or years “renders the life of the poor victim an unremitting scene of torture and misery, which death alone can relieve him from.”
This line of comparison would be brought to bizarre heights decades later by one of the most prominent U.S. defenders of slavery, George Fitzhugh. He wrote rants worthy of a passionate Marxist over the way “the vulgar landlords, capitalists and employers” of the Northern states exploited the poor. But instead of the solutions offered by Communists (or less radical reforms, like better pay), he offered the model of Southern slavery, the “beau ideal of Communism,” where the slave gets all he wants from a benevolent master, making the slave “as happy as a human being can be.”
When Britain’s proabolition witnesses testified that whippings, mutilations, and other punishments more gruesome than I can bring myself to describe were common on the plantations and sometimes fatal, defenders of slavery responded by claiming that the slaves faced punishments less harsh than those faced by the poor in Britain. One argued that “such thefts as would bring criminals to the gallows here, are frequently punished there with only a few stripes.” Lest people think these slave whippings were done in a cruel or careless manner, one slave trader assured readers that “all these flagellations are inflicted with so much care, as rarely to disable the offender from work.” Another defender of slavery reportedly dismissed the horror over slaves being burned alive by stating that those so condemned “are previously strangled.”
Comparisons of this sort—where an industry favorably compares the harms it causes to greater harms that are accepted in a society—are a staple of corporate denial. (Advantageous comparison is also another psychological factor Albert Bandura identifies as enabling the moral disengagement that makes violent atrocities possible.) People judge their own morality and behavior largely in comparison to that of others, which is why social norms are so powerful in the first place.
For example, psychologist Dan Ariely and his colleagues have shown that people are much more likely to cheat on a test when they see somebody else doing so—a tendency he calls catching the “dishonesty germ.” History strongly suggests we could apply the contagion metaphor to other kinds of beliefs and behavior, and that we can catch and spread an oppression germ, a cruelty germ, or a complacency germ. Fortunately, history suggests that freedom, empathy, and honesty germs can be contagious too.
In addition to helping the slave lobby position itself within the social norm, these advantageous comparisons could redirect sympathy away from the slaves to others. One pamphlet, attributed to “A Plain Man,” was printed by the slave lobby and likely written by it too (apparently an early example of an industry making its case through messengers that the public deemed more credible). The author claimed to have signed a petition to abolish slavery but later changed his mind when he learned about the slaves’ “little snug houses” and lives so much easier than those of English workers. One plantation owner urged those passionate about spreading the blessings of liberty to “begin at home—set open the prison doors to the poor debtor, who hath committed no crime, if misfortune be not a crime!”
THE NOBLE MISSION OF SLAVERS: “THE HOUSE OF BONDAGE MAY BE CALLED THE LAND OF FREEDOM”
In addition to favorably comparing slavery to poverty in Britain, the industry favorably compared slavery to conditions in Africa. By reframing the debate in this way, the slavers took their alternate reality to the next level, using language that reached truly Orwellian heights to exalt themselves as humanitarians.
The slave lobby argued that life in Africa was so horrendous that slavers were rescuing their captives from a worse fate. What exactly they were rescuing them from varied, though almost all claimed that the enslaved would have been killed as prisoners of war if they had not been sold to Europeans. Some also claimed that they were saving them from a harsher form of slavery in Africa, from death by human sacrifice or cannibalism, from idolatry (typically involving snakes), or simply from the arbitrary power of a tyrannical leader, which was conveniently characterized as worse than plantation slavery. Sometimes they argued that by removing from Africa “the refuse of her population,” the captives were “snatched from the horrours of famine.” All agreed that whatever the slaves’ fate would have been in their home countries, life on the sugar plantations was a big step up.
One plantation owner explained that making Africans slaves in British colonies “is really a redemption of them from the most cruel slavery to a milder and more comfortable state of life;” it also lets them “live under just and wholesome laws, by which their lives and properties are secured from murder, rapine, or theft.” The slave trader Robert Norris argued that “the house of bondage, strictly speaking, may be called a land of freedom to them: . . . where, although prevented from exercising cruelty on others, they are always protected themselves.” Slave traders and owners thus portrayed themselves not as the agents of brutality and barbarism, but as agents of humanity and civilization.
And if slavery saves Africans, then of course abolition would doom them. Abolitionists, the industry argued, would “be the immediate instruments of the massacres, murders, and sacrifices” that would follow if Europeans did not transport these Africans to plantations. More specifically, “many thousands of people would be sacrificed or put to death, who are now saved and placed in very comfortable situations, and they and their offspring are made happy.” The Duke of Clarence—who was a close friend of the West India lobby and would later become King William IV—insisted with a (presumably) straight face before the House of Lords in 1799 that the slave trade must be continued “for the sake of humanity” and that the West Indian slaveholders treated their slaves with the “milk of human kindness.” (Ironically, it would be under his reign in 1833 that Parliament would finally abolish slavery in the British Empire, with the king’s assent.)
Those using the salvation argument never explained why this humanitarian act had to be accomplished with manacles, whips, and thumbscrews, or why, once rescued, the Africans and their descendants should be perpetually kept in bondage. Even so, the argument gained surprising traction, even among those initially skeptical. Upon hearing the argument of the plantation owners that the Africans were made happier by being carried away to the West Indies, the famous biographer James Boswell reportedly said, “Be it so. But we have no right to make people happy against their will.” Yet a few years later he parroted the industry’s arguments, concluding that abolition would “be extreme cruelty to the African savages, a portion of which it saves from massacre or intolerable bondage in their own country.” Abolishing the trade, he concluded, would be “to shut the gates of mercy on mankind.”
The industry argued that the road from serfdom to liberty in Western Europe had taken centuries, and African slaves would similarly need centuries before they could handle freedom. In the meantime, slavery “suits their characters” and should not be disturbed by “sudden and violent laws” of abolition. And the industry assured the British public and Parliament that the Africans did not miss freedom, because having never experienced it, they lacked the “love of rational freedom” that exists in civilized parts of the world “where liberty is prized above all other enjoyments.” Indeed, the push to abolish the trade amounted to an “attempt to cram liberty down the throats of people who are incapable of digesting it.”
The slave lobby’s defenders denied charges that its members sometimes kidnapped free people to transport into slavery. They stressed that usually the captives were brought to them already enslaved by their African trading partners. How and why did the slaves lose their freedom? In their daily practice, it is clear that the British traders did not know or ask. Whatever happened, it occurred upstream, on the other side of the market transaction, so that by the time they bought them, the slaves had already been transformed from people to property. The industry acted as if there was a veil over whatever took place before its purchases were made. This sort of “market veil” might be compared to the well-known metaphor of the corporate veil, but instead of making shareholders blameless for the actions of a corporation, this veil makes buyers blameless for the actions of the seller. The market veil is particularly effective when the buyers studiously avoid trying to see behind it.
Britain’s abolitionist movement might be viewed, then, as an early attempt to pull back that market veil and let the blame flow through, making the British slave buyers (and even British sugar consumers) share culpability with the African slave suppliers. The movement forced the slave traders to expand their narrative and describe what might have happened on the other side of the veil. They typically used one of three explanations for how the slaves lost their freedom: they were prisoners of war (waged by brutal tyrants); they were part of a domestic class of slaves (owned by brutal masters); or they were criminals (justly convicted under the wise laws of Africa). Some of the captives had indeed been convicted of “crimes” like witchcraft, causing their entire family to be enslaved, with the profits going to the judge who convicted them. The first two explanations helped set up the rescue narrative and the third added a touch of victim-blaming.
The industry repeatedly denied that its insatiable demand for slaves in any way encouraged the wars or other violence necessary to supply them, or that it had any sort of corrupting influence on Africa. The abolitionists, however, brought forth ample evidence to a government inquiry that the Africans went to war precisely to acquire prisoners to sell to the slave ships, though often the attacks on villages and collection of captives were done not on behalf of any African king but simply by private marauders. It was well known in Africa that captives could be sold on the coast with no questions asked regarding how they had been acquired.
Interestingly, the widespread characterization of African leaders as tyrants who would kill thousands of prisoners if they could not sell them to slave ships did not prevent the slave industry’s defenders from stressing the importance of respecting these tyrants’ laws and customs, which included the selling of people: “No foreign nation ought to deprive the Africans of their natural privileges without their consent . . . to dispose of their slaves, prisoners of war and felons according to their own established laws and customs.” In short, not only was bondage a form of freedom and kindness while abolition was a form of violence, but the enslavement of Africans showed respect for the rights of Africans.
IT’S NOT ABOUT US: ABOLITION WILL “RUIN THE KINGDOM,” LEAVE FAMILIES “NAKED AND HUNGRY”
The slave traders and plantation owners strongly objected to the harm that the abolition movement was doing to their reputations as gentlemen, but when it came to making economic arguments, they clearly understood they would not get far arguing solely on behalf of protecting their profits, which in many cases had turned into conspicuous fortunes. They would be better off stressing the economic harm to others—either to the nation as a whole or to a more sympathetic class of victims.
There is no doubt that the slave trade and the plantations it supported were economically important to Britain. Abolishing the trade and eventually slaveholding within the British Empire is estimated to have ultimately cost the nation 1.8 percent of its annual income over more than fifty years. So unlike most of the denials listed above, industry claims about economic damage from abolition of the slave trade were not obviously untrue. Still, the predictions of sweeping national catastrophe—including economic, geopolitical and military catastrophes—due to abolition of the slave trade are early examples of an industry exaggerating the social costs of regulation and conflating its own fortunes with that of the nation.
One plantation owner argued that abolition of the slave trade would mean seeing “Britain itself become a poor, wretched, defenceless country, and very soon a province to France; and thus by setting free Africans, Britons become the more wretched slaves to arbitrary power.” Another proslavery pamphleteer argued that ending the slave trade “would overturn our resources as a trading nation, and entirely ruin our naval powers” and ultimately “ruin the kingdom by a universal Bankruptcy.” A Liverpool slave trader predicted that without his trade, Britain’s “national importance would quickly decline, and be known to the next generation, only by the page of history.”
Some defenders of the industry, referring to the violent slave insurrections that sometimes occurred and were understandably feared on the sugar islands, even suggested that abolition could leave the whites enslaved. “What calamities then must follow,” wrote one, “should we admit these creatures at present on a footing with their Masters. Anarchy, Conflagration, Homicide, must be the hideous catastrophe, with the total extermination, or perhaps, (such are the strange vicissitudes of humanity) the subjugation and slavery of their white masters, and the revival of old African inhumanities.”
There was also a not-so-subtle threat that if Parliament insisted on upending the power structure on the slave plantations, the nation might find its own class structure upended as well. “What would the people of England think of men, who, under a similar pretext of zeal for the rights of humanity, should erect themselves into a society, and endeavor, by preaching, writing, and publishing, to stir up the soldier, the sailor, the artisan, and the peasant, to assert their rights, to an equal portion of liberty with those who now lord it over them?” With the American and then the French Revolutions as backdrops to the abolition debate, the threat of a broader insurrection in the name of liberty was one that the powerful in Britain took seriously. We could call this the “help us or you’re next” defense, a variant of the slippery-slope argument often used to claim that every action will invariably be carried to extremes.
And just like modern industries facing regulation, the slave lobby stressed the impact of abolition on the poor. One member pointed to the pensioners, widows, children, and other creditors of the plantation owners, who, along with those who manufactured the goods that were traded for the slaves, would be “left to starve,” along with the shipbuilders and their wives and infants, who would be left “naked and hungry.” And he pointed to the sailors, who, if the trade were abolished, would lose work that kept them from idleness and evil and therefore saved many from being hanged.
Meanwhile, opponents of the abolitionist-organized sugar boycott warned that eating less sugar would damage the nation’s health. A defender of the sugar trade (who claimed not to be in the sugar business but remained anonymous) explained that sugar is “a mild, nutritious, vegetable substance; possessing a power of correcting the ill effects arising from a too free use of animal food.”
IT TAKES A MOVEMENT: “I NEVER HAD A SCRUPLE UPON THIS HEAD”
The slave industry’s denials and defenses surely played a role in stalling abolition. British abolitionists launched their public campaign in earnest in 1787 or so, and within a few short years the tide of public sentiment turned their way. But they still faced a fierce industrial denial campaign, and parliamentary opponents blocked bills for abolition year after year. Then, the French Revolution and the subsequent war between Britain and France diverted the nation’s attention. Britain’s slave ships would not be officially put out of business until 1807. Parliament would not vote to free the slaves in the British colonies until 1833, following a revived abolition campaign, another round of industry denials, and a major slave revolt in Jamaica that made widespread war seem the only alternative to emancipation.
The human cost of the delay was staggering. Between just 1800 and 1807, ships from Liverpool delivered more than a quarter million Africans into slavery. It is hard to say how much of the delay in abolition can be attributed to the industry’s campaign to deny the realities of slaving, as opposed to its sheer economic and political power, but clearly the slave lobby felt its denials were important enough to invest heavily in propagating them.
The abolitionists understood that getting people to see the reality of slaving was key to their success and that the industry was interfering with that effort. In a famous speech to the House of Commons, William Wilberforce, the parliamentary champion of abolition, cited the industry delegates’ description of singing and dancing on the slave ships as proof of “how interest can draw a film over the eyes, so thick, that total blindness could do no more, and how it is our duty therefore to trust not to the reasonings of interested men, or to their way of colouring a transaction.”
In attributing the industry’s testimony to blindness instead of conscious lying, Wilberforce was advancing a remarkably generous (and politically expedient) interpretation. Yet Wilberforce may have believed that those involved in the slave industry were indeed at least partially blind to its brutality, given his friendship with one man who seemed to personify that moral blindness more than any other: John Newton.
In his youth, John Newton was a slave ship captain, of average brutality and above-average religiosity. He spent an hour or two praying each day, felt that seafaring gave him a particularly “awakened mind,” and appreciated how being a slave ship captain provided him so many hours of “divine communion.” He credited a particular spiritual awakening to long theological discussions he had with another slave ship captain, from whom he learned about the concept of divine grace. Newton wrote about deeply regretting his own sins, but he was usually referring to his habit of swearing rather than to any pain inflicted on the people shackled below deck. After he fell ill and had to leave the trade, he became a minister, though he kept his savings invested in slave ships.
Newton would later rise to become a nationally renowned evangelical cleric. In the thousands of sermons and half dozen books he wrote in the next thirty years of his ministry, he failed to condemn slavery, even when cataloging the many sins of the nation (a list that ranged from blasphemy to the size of the national debt).
Finally, in 1788, after many of his friends and acquaintances (including William Wilberforce, who considered Newton a religious advisor) came out publicly against slavery, Newton added his highly influential voice to the cause. While condemning the trade in the strongest moral terms, he admitted that he had quit only because of his health. He wrote that it had simply not occurred to him at the time that slavery was morally wrong: “I never had a scruple upon this head at the time; nor was such a thought once suggested to me by any friend.” He went on to suggest that the nation as a whole might have likewise been kept from seeing the evil of slavery by “inattention and interest.”
After he had left the slave trade but many years before he spoke against it, John Newton wrote the lyrics to what is still one of the most beloved hymns in the English language and one particularly embraced by slaves and the civil rights movement: “Amazing Grace.” The hymn must be the most famous song ever to touch on overcoming metaphoric blindness. Its lyrics celebrate how the singer “was blind, but now I see,” thanks to divine grace. While these words are sometimes interpreted as describing how Newton’s religious awakening turned him against his trade, in fact he continued trading in slaves for years after his awakening and did not preach against slavery for many years after writing the hymn.
Slavery had been part of his tribe’s social norm, and Newton had blindly accepted it. His blindness persisted until that social norm was directly challenged on moral grounds by a movement dedicated to opening eyes—a movement that included people he respected. And if the beliefs and practices of those around us can cause a socially induced and socially endorsed moral blindness complete enough to make human bondage seem morally acceptable, imagine what other forms of motivated blindness it can foster.
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“A Wonderful Stimulant”
RADIUM, RISK, AND RESPONSIBILITY
“Radium for several years has been given internally and by injection in large doses with absolutely no disturbing symptoms. It is accepted as harmoniously by the blood stream as is sunlight by plant life.”
—C. Everett Field, MD, Standard Chemical Company, 1915
In 1898, Marie and Pierre Curie were working in a Parisian laboratory so dilapidated that another scientist would compare it to “a cross between a stable and a potato shed.” Marie, still a doctoral student, had recently found traces of an intensely radioactive new substance, but the Curies would have to process tons of ore to isolate it. It was hard physical labor—Marie sometimes spent entire days stirring a boiling cauldron with a heavy iron rod. That December they announced the discovery of a new element they called radium.
It was a fascinating, history-making discovery. Radium was a million times more radioactive than uranium. It actually glowed in the dark, and Marie described her joy at going into the shed at night and seeing “from all sides the feebly luminous silhouettes.” And radium killed living cells; close contact with it left burns that appeared days later. Scientists immediately looked for cells that needed killing, like cancerous tumors, and developed an early version of the radiation therapy that continues today.
Soon, though, a new industry sprang up that promoted radium as a cure-all capable of doing everything from reversing insanity to restoring manhood to growing new teeth. The industry convinced desperate people to drink radium or have it injected into their veins, and it eventually sold products to squirt, splash, or poke into every human orifice. Meanwhile, factories arose in which workers applied radium-bearing, glow-in-the-dark paint to clock and watch dials. Those workers, mostly young women, were trained to sharpen the tips of their paint brushes with their lips and tongue. They were assured that the radium they inevitably consumed was good for them.
This chapter is about how that new industry raced to create a market for this glowing, flesh-burning element, heedless of the risks to consumers and workers. It is also about how, after those risks became gruesomely obvious, industry members found many ways to deny all responsibility for creating them.
FOOLS RUSH IN: FROM A MYSTERY TO AN INDUSTRY
In the first decade of the 1900s, radium was the world’s rarest, most expensive, and most scientifically mysterious substance. Its phenomenal release of energy seemed to defy the laws of physics, and its decay challenged the long-held belief that elements were immutable. Thomas Edison, whose assistant had been mortally injured experimenting with x-rays, urged extreme caution and patience when it came to radium. He stressed that scientists needed to learn much more about the powerful element before trying to use it for the good of humanity. But he would not be experimenting with radium himself: he told a newspaper in 1903, “I am afraid of radium and polonium too, and I don’t want to monkey with them.”
In 1911, a former mortician in Pittsburgh named Joseph Flannery decided he did want to monkey with radium. That year, with the help of his brother James, he launched the Standard Chemical Company, the first corporation in the nation to commercially refine the element. Flannery was nothing if not ambitious. Between his years as an undertaker and those as a radium magnate, he made a fortune building a company that sold vanadium, a rare metal that fortifies steel. Flannery also sold vanadium-containing patent medicines to treat tuberculosis and for “general stimulation of cell activity.” The American Medical Association (AMA) found that Flannery had no evidence for these health claims and that he employed a man who falsely claimed to be a medical doctor. Flannery nonetheless later told a Congressional committee that his vanadium remedy was considered “the greatest tonic in the world that is known to-day.”
Flannery also told the committee that his interest in radium was a humanitarian one: “I was actuated by a motive to find out a cure for cancer.” His sister had cancer, and around 1911 he learned that radium was being used in Europe as an experimental treatment. Radium was still refined only in Europe, though often using ores from Colorado and Utah, and Flannery was familiar with these ores because they were also a source of vanadium. So he set up the industrial facilities needed to mine and extract radium, and by 1913 Standard Chemical was selling it.
Radium is so radioactive that even infinitesimal amounts had market value, and for years a single gram of it was priced at $120,000. (Flannery once told a newspaper a tale about an employee who sneezed onto a receptacle containing radium, blowing away $25,000 worth of product.) It took a significant industrial enterprise, hundreds of tons of ore, and hundreds of workers to squeeze out just a pinch of radium. Between 1913 and 1921, Standard Chemical extracted less than three ounces of the element, yet that was enough to make it the largest radium producer in the world.
In Europe, a mix of governmental, academic, philanthropic, and commercial entities were involved in developing radium, though World War I would cripple European production. The Curies did not even patent their radium extraction methods, believing that profiting from their discovery was not in the scientific spirit. While there were commercial radium companies involved, European governments controlled the limited radium ores, academic scientists oversaw the industrial radium production, and philanthropic groups formed institutes to ensure radium supplies for scientific and medical uses.
The US government was initially involved in radium production as well. Experiments by the Bureau of Mines in 1913 developed a breakthrough in how to refine U.S. ores. There was a short-lived public-private partnership that for a few years successfully extracted radium at a third of the price Standard Chemical was charging. A bill introduced in 1914 would have put certain US radium ores under federal control, with the aim of ensuring affordable radium for US medical uses, preventing a radium monopoly, and stopping radium from falling “into the hands of quacks” selling “toenail cures” and other remedies.
Flannery opposed the legislation with a classic slippery-slope argument, claiming that since practically every mineral in the ground is somewhat radioactive, “if the Government wants to get all the radium in the country, where will it stop?” Ultimately, Congress yielded to the demands of the industry and left radium production to Standard Chemical and a few other private competitors.
Thus, this uniquely rare and confounding element would become just another commercial product—indeed, a consumer product—to be promoted like other products. Where the government worried about too little radium to meet medical needs, Standard Chemical worried about too little medical demand to meet its corporate needs. The medical market for radium would never take off if it was limited to tissue-destroying uses like cancer treatment, especially when such treatments used the same radium over and over. (Treatment typically involved positioning a vial or needle containing radium near a patient’s tumor for a few hours.)
So Standard Chemical put its marketing skills to work. Flannery’s earlier effort to sell vanadium-based remedies had failed for lack of any supporting medical evidence, but he was determined that would not happen with radium. Standard Chemical would make sure by collecting its own evidence of radium’s health benefits.
INDUSTRIAL-STRENGTH QUACKERY: “AN INTENSELY STIMULATING EFFECT”
Flannery would later claim before a congressional committee that his company was doing more clinical work than anyone in the world to expand radium use beyond cancer. Standard Chemical pioneered “internal” therapy—one-time consumption of radium through drinking, injection, or other means—at the nation’s “first free radium clinic,” opened in Pittsburgh in 1913. There, patients suffering from a wide range of common chronic ailments drank radioactive water, spent hours inhaling the radioactive gas that emanates from radium (what we today call radon), and were apparently the first to experience radium injected directly into their veins, in increasingly larger amounts (for free!). Just one of the clinic’s doctors estimated that over four years he had injected radium into 1,500 to 2,000 patients.
Standard Chemical’s doctors would promote the use of internal radium and radon to treat arthritis, gout, diabetes, high blood pressure, low-grade joint and muscle pain, and all forms of anemia and to improve general metabolism, correct “faulty elimination,” and stimulate the “body ferments.” The company published its findings in its own scientific/medical journal, called Radium, which it sent to thousands of American doctors each month. Those doctors would not have necessarily known this journal was published by the makers of radium, and Flannery denied that the journal represented advertising. He said it was sent to doctors only to “enlighten” them to the fact that radium “will cure 25 times more people of different diseases more important than cancer.” He told a Senate committee that radium injections cured epilepsy, and that radium would probably be very important in treating insanity and tuberculosis.
The company’s physicians also treated cancer patients, though not necessarily in compliance with the Hippocratic oath. The clinic selected only the most gravely ill patients, and a critic suggested that it did so more for purposes of experimenting on them than extending their lives. In 1914, clinic chief William Cameron admitted to a Congressional committee that around two-fifths of his patients died as a result of his care. When pressed on these deaths, Cameron explained that cancer patients who might have lived for three or four more months would, thanks to his radium treatments, die just two or three weeks after he treated them. Cameron justified these deaths with astonishing candor: “I feel this way, that I have just shoved those patients over a little more quickly.”
Cameron later claimed the private sector could produce radium ten times faster than the government could, to which one Congressman replied, “If it is going to kill the people, I think I should be opposed to putting it out as quickly as you want it.”
Standard Chemical also hired Dr. C. Everett Field to reach out more directly to physicians. Field worried that the eight weeks of training the company gave him did not qualify him to teach radium therapy: “To Joe Flannery I said, ‘My Gosh, if any of those professors ask me some questions, I’m sunk!” Flannery responded, “Dr., you have been trained more than anyone in America. . . . Answer them anyway you choose—nobody knows enough to refute you.” Field would go on to have a lucrative private medical practice in New York City, where he later claimed to have administered radium intravenously some six thousand times. Field is also the source of the quote that begins this chapter, comparing injected radium to sunlight.
Field’s sunlight metaphor was in line with the semimystical aura that had built around radium and radioactivity since early in the century. Much of that aura came from the resorts at natural hot springs in Europe and the United States. It had been discovered in 1903 that some of these waters were radioactive, and the resorts claimed that was the cause of their healing properties. The waters contacted radium deep underground, which infused them not with radium but with radon, the radioactive gas radium emits. Guests could drink or soak in the radon-infused water and inhale the gas in an “emanatorium,” a special room that the spas built to concentrate radon. The radon reportedly had an “intensely stimulating effect.”
One scientist reported that research had “succeeded in enhancing the secondary symptoms of sexual passion in water-newts by radium emanation,” though without explaining what the secondary, or even primary, symptoms of newt passion are. The association of radioactivity with energy and stimulation would make radium a natural choice for quacks to market as an aphrodisiac in the years ahead.
Radon has a half-life of only a few days, so although the spas were exposing their customers to radioactivity, at least they were not making their customers permanently radioactive. By contrast, Standard Chemical was injecting people with an isotope of radium with a half-life of over 1,600 years, and although some of that radium left the body, some did not. By 1913, French and British research showed that some of the radium that entered the body became fixed in the skeleton.
Many doctors would have been alarmed at the news that this mysterious element accumulated in the bones, continuing indefinitely to expose patients to its powerful particles and rays with unknown long-term effects. Radium rays were known to be similar to x-rays, and x-rays had already been blamed for over fifty cancers among people working with them. However, Frederick Proescher—a Standard Chemical doctor who pioneered intravenous injection of radium—put an entirely different spin on the discovery in a January 1914 article in the company’s journal, Radium. As noted by Claudia Clark, a historian who wrote an important history of radium use in this era, Proescher managed to portray having radioactive bones as a good thing. He wrote that the radium deposited there would “render the organism not only passively but actively radioactive for a considerable period. . . . In other words, the body becomes a vital emanatorium due to the deposit of radium salts.”
Also in 1914, the AMA began including radium solutions for drinking and injection in its annual list of new and nonofficial remedies. Flannery had succeeded in gaining for his radium potions a credibility that had been denied his vanadium potions. The stage was set for a new era of radium quackery.
Standard Chemical also encouraged the application of its radioactive waste to food crops. The company had lots of radioactive material left over from radium production, and it brought in a botanist to test it on plants. The results were published in 1914 in a full-page feature story in the New York Times (headlined “Radium a Wonderful Stimulant of Farmers’ Crops”).
The study, partly conducted in Joe Flannery’s own garden, described how adding radioactive waste to the soil dramatically improved the yields of squash, carrots, radishes, turnips, beets, and many other vegetables. Moreover, “nearly all vegetables [were] wonderfully improved in their table qualities.” The study’s author, a renowned botanist named Henry Rusby, confidently concluded that most crops would benefit from radioactive fertilizer and that the beneficial effects would probably last for many years. A few weeks later, scientists at the University of Illinois Agricultural Experiment Station strongly disputed Rusby’s optimistic findings; they had concluded from their own research that there was no foundation for expecting radioactive waste to increase crop yield. Fortunately, scattering radioactive waste across the nation’s croplands never gained much traction.
OPPORTUNITY-SPOTTING, RISK-BLIND: WHEN A VISIONARY SEES ONLY THE “PROMISES OF HIS OWN VISION”
Joseph Flannery died in 1920 at the age of fifty-two, just nine years after launching the U.S. radium industry. (His body was brought to Flannery Brothers undertakers, the very business he had left years earlier.) While some sources report the cause of his death as the Spanish flu, his death certificate does not bear that out. Rather, it blames a heart problem and lists anemia—a common consequence of radiation exposure—as a contributing cause of death. It is fair to wonder if Flannery’s hands-on approach to radium refining, or merely eating the vegetables from his own radioactive garden, contributed to his early demise. Of course, his company promoted radium as a treatment for, rather than a cause of, anemia; I have seen no evidence that Flannery consumed his own radium potions, but if he believed his own marketing, he might well have.
Multiple editorials written upon Flannery’s death praised his boldness, determination, and most of all, his remarkable ability to spot opportunities. One said that Flannery “saw what was denied others. He saw success and progress for himself and his native city where others saw nothing. He strode boldly into a new field until then unexplored and holding nothing except the promises of his own vision.” His life proved, in the words of another newspaper, that “the gates of opportunity are ever open to the man with eyes to see and the courage to enter.”
This was not just hyperbole: Flannery’s life did indeed demonstrate unusual vision and drive. According to an obituary in Radium, upon leaving the family’s undertaking business, Flannery bought a bolt company and then traveled to the world’s leading steel centers to learn how to improve the bolts using stronger steel. He learned that the metal vanadium could help, so he tracked down and bought a small vanadium mine in Peru. He later sold the idea of using a vanadium-steel alloy in the Model T to Henry Ford (achieved, according to legend, by throwing a specially built car made with vanadium steel over a cliff to demonstrate its strength). As for radium, the US ore he used required a new method to refine it, and Flannery withdrew from the vanadium business to devote himself fully to developing it.
In short, Flannery had the qualities commonly celebrated in an industrial pioneer—he was innovative, bold, focused on pursuing rewards that others could not see, and uninhibited by risk. Most people have an optimism bias, seeing our goals as more achievable than they are and discounting the associated risks, and in entrepreneurs this bias is particularly prominent. It leads to overconfidence, but the markets tend to reward overconfidence, even when it causes bad decisions. As Daniel Kahneman, a psychologist and Nobel Prize–winning behavioral economist, explains in Thinking, Fast and Slow, “optimism is highly valued, socially and in the market; people and firms reward the providers of dangerously misleading information more than they reward truth tellers.” In short, in our economic system, underestimating risk leads to power, as least for a while.
And more power may lead to further underestimating risk, according to a psychological model that governs much of the field’s research into power’s impact on the mind. It is built around two brain systems governing behavior: the Behavioral Approach System and the Behavioral Inhibition System. The approach and inhibition systems have been compared to the mind’s “going” and “stopping” systems, and neuroscientists have tracked distinct brain processes and regions involved in each system.
The approach/inhibition theory of power, set forth by psychologists Dacher Keltner, Cameron Anderson, and Deborah Gruenfeld, proposes that power activates the approach system, which is focused on rewards and is associated with action, confidence, low levels of deliberation, and lack of inhibition. By contrast, powerlessness activates the inhibition system, which is focused on threats and linked to uncertainty, deliberation, vigilance, concern over consequences, and awareness of others’ interests.
Under this theory, since powerful people are focused on reward and not threat, they would be less aware of risk. One study suggests this diminished risk perception applies not just to the risks faced by the power holders but to societal risk generally. Researchers primed subjects to feel powerful by having them recall an incident where they had power over others; the power-primed subjects then made much lower estimates of annual deaths from several causes, including lung cancer, tornadoes, and airplane accidents, compared to estimates by subjects not primed to feel powerful (and much lower than actual fatality statistics). This was a small study, and the use of priming is now controversial because many other studies using priming have made findings that other researchers failed to replicate. But if findings like those from this study do hold up, they have troubling implications: power, which enables people to impose new risks on society, also makes them less likely to see those risks.
Flannery clearly fits the archetype of a high-power, reward-driven, action-oriented figure high on the approach scale, not inhibited by a careful consideration of the risks he was imposing on others. We can imagine his inner voice saying, “Let’s create a lucrative and glorious new industry selling health-giving radium to as many people as possible,” drowning out any internal (or external) voice saying, “Wait, let’s first find out if it’s actually good for people to have this mysterious, flesh-destroying element lodged in their bones.” A particularly strong approach motivation surely characterizes most founders of new industries, and it may well come with an impaired perception of risk that promotes denial.
THE RADIUM GIRLS: FROM GLOWING CHEEKS TO ROTTING JAWS
In 1906, an Austrian physician and physicist named Sabin von Sochocky immigrated to the United States. He was fascinated by radium; before he left Europe, he had met the Curies, and he may have also learned that Swiss clockmakers were applying a glow-in-the-dark paint containing radium to the dials. (Many substances glow for a limited time after exposure to light; what made radium special was that it kept glowing due to its radioactive energy.) In 1913, von Sochocky formulated his own radioluminescent radium paint, and it was so popular with U.S. clockmakers that in 1914 he launched a company called the Radium Luminous Materials Corporation (later, renamed U.S. Radium).
Demand for his paint skyrocketed when the United States entered World War I, and by 1918 nearly every American soldier wore a radium wristwatch. After the war millions of civilians bought them too. Soon, radium paint—which glowed green1 and which von Sochocky’s company called Undark—was used on a long list of products from doorbells and the buttons on bedroom slippers to fishing lures and crucifixes. It was even painted onto the eyeballs of toy animals and dolls, a particularly nightmarish idea seemingly guaranteed to terrify children who woke up in the dark.
Von Sochocky’s company eventually did everything from mining and refining radium to making the paint and hiring hundreds of workers to carefully apply it to watch dials and other products in its Orange, New Jersey, facility. A subsidiary of Flannery’s Standard Chemical soon opened its own dial-painting center in Illinois, and a third major center of dial painting was set up in Waterbury, Connecticut. The dial painters were almost all women and girls, many hired when only fifteen years old or even younger. The unluckiest of them would become known in the headlines as the “Radium Girls,” the “Doomed Women,” and the “Living Dead,” as they became victims of one of the nation’s most sensational workers’ health disasters.
The dial painters mixed powdered paint with water or adhesive and then painted it onto watch faces with camel-hair brushes. They used their lips and tongue to keep a nice, sharp point on the brush, as taught. They inevitably swallowed some of the paint, and they came home with the powdered paint dusting their hair, skin, and clothes. That dust contained just a few parts per million of radium, but that was enough to make them glow in the dark, even after trying to scrub it off. One former dial painter, referring to a friend she worked with who got particularly dusty, recalled asking “the neighborhood kids in to watch Alice glow in a dark closet. They’d get a good laugh out of that.” And some dial painters played with the paint; one “lively” girl reportedly painted her teeth with it whenever she had a date “so that they’d shine in the dark,” though presumably the green tint of the paint limited the cosmetic appeal of this practice.
The dial painters had been told that the paint was not just harmless but good for them. And a government investigator was assured by a company supervisor that instead of being harmed by the paint, many dial painters were physically helped by it. A supervisor in the Illinois studio reportedly ate a bit of the paint off a spatula to demonstrate its harmlessness to the workers. Dial painters would later testify that they were told the paint would make them “good looking” and put a “glow in our cheeks.”
The hype around the health benefits of internal radium therapy, largely fueled by Standard Chemical, supported the notion that consuming radium paint was beneficial. Von Sochocky—whose original interest in radium was a medical one—even sold the radioactive waste from his plant to parents to put in their children’s sandboxes. He assured parents that it was “most hygienic” and “more beneficial than the mud of the world-renowned curative baths.”
The dial painters might indeed have exhibited a certain healthy glow when first exposed to radium. The body’s initial response to radiation is to defend itself by producing a large number of red blood cells, giving the victim a fleeting feeling of health. This transient stimulation of the blood has been credited with giving rise to the legend of the healing powers of radium, though the stimulation of the profit motive among radium companies, spas, and certain doctors surely helped too.
Before long, radiation exhausts the blood-forming processes, causing red blood cell production to drop, potentially leading to severe anemia. Like calcium, radium is taken up by the bones; once there, radium continually blasts the surrounding tissues with radiation. Despite the positive spin that Standard Chemical had tried to put on it in 1914, having radioactive bones is not good for you. In addition to damaging the blood-forming processes in the bone marrow, the relentless radiation kills bone tissue (“necrosis”), which then becomes infected, decays, and crumbles.
In many cases the dial painters’ first symptoms began in their mouths. Instead of a healthy glow in their cheeks, they faced the disfigurement of lost teeth and rotting jawbones (sometimes presenting with a “gelatinous liquefaction” and opening holes into the sinuses or through the cheek). Many suffered crippling bone problems in their knees, hips, and spines as well.
The first death that would eventually be linked to radium dial painting was that of Mollie Maggia, who painted dials in von Sochocky’s facility. She had an aching tooth pulled in 1921, but it never healed. More teeth became loose and were extracted from her badly infected and ulcerous mouth, and then even more teeth fell out on their own. She became anemic, suffered severe joint pains, and was too sick to work by early 1922. Later that year her lower jawbone was so disintegrated that her dentist lifted out the entire thing with his fingers. She died that fall. She had been misdiagnosed with syphilis, but later her bones would be exhumed and found to be highly radioactive, and the autopsy found no syphilis.
As more dial painters developed mysterious jaw problems, attention was drawn to the New Jersey plant. Local dentists suspected “phossy jaw”—a well-known occupational disease that plagued workers who handled phosphorus and that similarly caused horrible infections of the jawbone and anemia—but they learned there was no phosphorus in the paint. State and local officials got involved when the list of sick or dead dial painters grew to five; they found no legal violations and took little action, though one expert was immediately convinced the culprit was radium.
The dial painters’ case is a story not just of women as victims but of women as activists, as historian Claudia Clark detailed in her 1997 book Radium Girls: Women and Industrial Health Reform, 1910–1935. The dial painters were helped by a growing industrial health movement largely propelled by women. In early 1924, a female local health official alerted the state branch of the Consumers’ League—a women’s reform organization concerned with industrial health—and it began a campaign to help the dial painters. (U.S. Radium would later blame the mental strain and worry suffered by one of its ailing workers not on radium poisoning but on “agitation” by the Consumers’ League.) The Consumers’ League worked behind the scenes with Alice Hamilton, an MD and Progressive-era social reformer often considered the founder of industrial toxicology in the United States. At the time, Hamilton was already a national expert on workplace poisoning and Harvard’s first female faculty member. Hamilton had begun researching workers’ health earlier in the 1900s, when, she later observed, it was considered a “subject tainted with Socialism or with feminine sentimentality for the poor.”
There would be, in the years ahead, investigations, lawsuits, hearings, reports, and a great deal of press covering the suffering of the doomed young women. A few dial painters or the families they left behind got some slight financial compensation for their agonizing deaths after years of delay, though most did not. Throughout it all, the industry denied responsibility.
BLAMING THE VICTIMS: THEY WERE “ALREADY IN COMPARATIVELY POOR HEALTH”
By the time the dial painters’ symptoms emerged, von Sochocky had been forced out of his company. The new president, Arthur Roeder, responded in 1924 to the claims of workplace poisoning by inviting Cecil Drinker, founder of Harvard’s industrial health program, to visit the plant. The Drinker team was appalled to discover glowing dust covering workers’ hair, skin, and clothes, and it found abnormalities in all the blood samples it took. The Drinker team reported to Roeder that it believed radium was the cause of the trouble and strongly urged additional precautions.
Roeder rejected these alarming findings, calling the evidence circumstantial and citing the lack of illnesses at other radium plants. The company concluded that “there is nothing harmful anywhere in the works” and even told state regulators that the report had cleared the plant of blame. When the Drinker team learned their work had been misrepresented, they published their report, even though the company threatened to sue.
Meanwhile, Roeder shopped for an expert to refute the Drinker report. Ross Mullner, author of Deadly Glow: The Radium Dial Worker Tragedy, reports that Roeder found Frederick Flinn, a former director of several mining companies who had recently obtained a PhD in physiology and was teaching at Columbia. Flinn sought out the sick dial painters and examined them, promising an unbiased opinion. He assured them they were not really sick (just suffering from nerves, he explained to the Consumers’ League) or that their troubles were not caused by radium. Some were stunned to later learn that Dr. Flinn—who examined them, took blood, and opined on their health—was not in fact an MD. Flinn published an article concluding that “an industrial hazard does not exist” at the plant, disputing the Drinker study without disclosing that he was working for U.S. Radium.
By the summer of 1925, seven U.S. Radium employees had died. The first lawsuit was filed, multiple inquiries were launched, and the newspapers were paying attention. The company denied blame, citing the lack of problems in the past or at other radium plants. It argued that radium is harmful only in far higher exposures; at the diluted levels at the plant, if radium had any effect at all it “should have a beneficial and not baneful effect.” However, slow poisoning causing symptoms only after years of exposure was common, as scientists knew already from experience with lead, mercury, and phosphorus, and it had been known for years that radium built up in the bones. Moreover, severe illnesses had in fact appeared in other plants; they had just been kept quiet.
If the company’s arguments were shaky, at least they were not as absurd as what came next. The company went on to explain that since the work was such light labor, they had hired “a number who were unfit for more strenuous labor. Consequently when some of those already in comparatively poor health declined normally it was said that their handling of the paint was responsible.”
Declined normally? The dial painters almost all shared the unique and horrific experience of having their bones, especially jawbones, rot and crumble in place. Moreover, that year it would be discovered and reported that the women themselves were radioactive, even if they had left the plant years earlier. They were exhaling radon and their bones emitted radiation. In 1927, even Flinn, the company’s consultant, publicly admitted that radium was partly or wholly responsible for the workers’ conditions.
Nonetheless, U.S. Radium still claimed it was being unfairly penalized for the generosity it showed in hiring illness-prone workers (with, apparently, a preexisting tendency toward radioactive breath and dissolving facial bones). In a blend of victim blaming, in-group aggrandizement and siege mentality that was especially jaw-dropping, Roeder’s successor wrote in 1928 that “cripples and persons similarly incapacitated were engaged. What was then considered an act of kindness on our part has since been turned against us, as . . . regardless of what [previous employees] may have been suffering from or are suffering from at the present time, in the minds of the general public [it] can be attributed to ‘Radium Poisoning.’ ”
By 1929, twenty-three dial workers (not all of them dial painters) were already known to have died from bone necrosis and anemia; more deaths would occur in the years ahead, including among the Illinois dial painters, who sued in the 1930s, though total deaths were not carefully tracked. Other dial workers were disabled by bone lesions, but we do not know how many. Around 1930, the rare cancers started emerging: eighty-six dial painters would be diagnosed with bone cancer or cancers of the nasal sinuses or mastoid cavities, which were clearly attributable to radium. Ironically, given the era, it is entirely possible that external radium application may have been used to fight the tumors.
It is worth noting that most of the dial painters did not die of radium poisoning or develop cancer of the bone, sinus, or mastoid. Even among the 1,600 or so workers hired before 1927 and who practiced lip-pointing, only a little over 5 percent developed these cancers, and even fewer died of necrosis or anemia. The fact that only a fraction of workers became so dramatically ill is not well explained, but may be due to different levels of susceptibility to radiation among the population. Whatever the reason, this fact probably made it psychologically harder for the companies to accept responsibility and easier to blame the victims for getting sick.
BLAME SHELTERS: AUTHORITY, DIVIDED LABOR, IGNORANCE, SIDE EFFECTS, AND LIMITED LIABILITY
The denials discussed above go to the heart of causation, disputing that the illnesses were caused by radium paint at all. Other denials accepted that radium made the workers sick but found other ways to evade moral responsibility and legal liability. We’ve all seen people trying to avoid the hot spotlight of blame when things go wrong, seeking shelter in the shadow of a good excuse. There are a number of what we could call “blame shelters”—common psychological rationales that effectively limit one’s sense of responsibility (and liability) for causing harm the way a tax shelter lowers one’s tax bill.
Perhaps the most well-known is the “just following orders” blame shelter, employed by war-crime defendants at Nuremberg. Famous and controversial psychological experiments conducted by Stanley Milgram in the early 1960s explored the scope of this blame shelter when he put study subjects into the role of “teachers,” and asked them to administer a series of increasingly painful electric shocks to “learners.” Subjects were told this was part of an experiment about teaching methods. In fact, the “learners” were in on the experiment, and they were not really being shocked, though they screamed convincingly. Over 60 percent of subjects were willing to inflict the maximum and apparently life-threatening shock on the screaming learners, illustrating the dark side of obedience to authority and a moral hazard inherent in any hierarchical group, whether it is an army, a corporation, or something else.
A second blame shelter is built around the “not my job” rationale, and Milgram explored this one too. He found that if he divided the labor—so that the subject did not directly inflict the simulated shock but merely enabled another to do so by administering the tests that the learner would get shocked for failing—more than 90 percent of subjects were willing to facilitate infliction of the maximum level of pain. Their reluctance to hurt another was diminished, apparently by not having to push the button themselves and by being a more distant part of a team of two involved in delivering the shock. One can imagine that the sense of responsibility would be diminished even more if there were more people among whom the labor was divided. (These first two blame shelters may also be seen as illustrations of the displacement and diffusion of responsibility that Albert Bandura links to the ability to morally disengage.)
Von Sochocky may have been employing one or both of these blame shelters when he failed to warn the dial painters of the danger they faced from his radioactive paint. At one of the trials, two dial painters testified that when they asked von Sochocky why he hadn’t warned them, he’d said it was not his responsibility but that of the plant manager and later company president, Arthur Roeder (though von Sochocky denied saying this). If he did say it, it would suggest that this shelter is attractive not just to low-level employees but even to the man who invented the product and founded the company causing the harm.
Ignorance is a third commonly used blame shelter. Von Sochocky employed it when he testified that the danger of radium paint “was unknown to us.” U.S. Radium president Roeder would even testify that he did not remember ever seeing the dial painters put the brushes to their lips, even though that was the standard practice. Years later, this ignorance shelter would prevent recovery by another dial painter’s family when a federal court concluded that, while there were reasons to suspect the danger, the company did not know dial painting was dangerous until 1924. The value of ignorance as a blame shelter depends in part on keeping the burden of proof on the workers to show the company had knowledge of danger rather than on the company to show it had evidence of safety. As long as the burden stays with the workers, continued ignorance is encouraged and rewarded.
Did von Sochocky really believe radium exposure was safe? In years past he had been reckless in handling radium and cavalier about the consequences. He once had had part of a finger cut off due to radium necrosis, but he insisted that such dangers were hardly worth mentioning. In 1925, after the company chemist died of aplastic anemia, von Sochocky admitted that he felt sick but emphatically denied he had been poisoned by radium (though around that time he learned he too was exhaling radon). A few months after testifying in 1928, he died of aplastic anemia, at age forty-five. (Time magazine later reported that at the time of his death, von Sochocky’s teeth and fingers were all gone, though other news accounts did not note this gruesome detail.) So it seems von Sochocky’s ignorance, or his psychological denial, of radium’s danger was at least deep enough to put him as well as his workers in mortal peril.
A fourth blame shelter relates to the “side effect” nature of corporate harm. A U.S. Radium official stressed that “no industry is in existence for the purpose of endangering human life and certainly not the radium industry, the main objective of which is to relieve human suffering.” Indeed, in virtually any industry the harm to others is an unintended side effect of the pursuit of profit and other goals.
Whether or not an effect is intended may play a role in one’s ability to emotionally recognize that effect. Joshua Greene at Harvard has for years studied moral sentiments by asking people what they would do if faced with certain unlikely moral dilemmas, often involving runaway trolleys. In his book Moral Tribes: Emotion, Reason, and the Gap between Us and Them, Greene suggests that our brains have a cognitive subsystem that monitors our plans and sounds an alarm when we contemplate harming others. Greene theorizes, though, that our innate alarm system “is blind to harmful side effects” of our plans. If our moral resistance to harming others does not get triggered when that harm is only a side effect of our main plan, it explains a great deal. All the harms discussed in this book could qualify as unintended side effects, even the anguish of slavery if we assume most of the slave traders and owners were not sadists and would have preferred it if the enslaved Africans were in fact contented.
I don’t mean to suggest by listing these excuses that they are never valid. Organizations could not function if their members could not usually limit their focus and feelings of responsibility to their own job. And ignorance is a good excuse if the consequences of an act could not reasonably have been predicted even after an appropriate level of inquiry (and what level is appropriate can be fiendishly hard to define). As for the side-effect nature of most corporate harms, intent really is a morally and legally crucial question, even defining the border between an accident and a crime. And yet the psychological attractiveness of these excuses means they are applied in much less valid situations as well.
The availability of these blame shelters creates a moral hazard in any group that involves hierarchy and division of labor and that operates in the realm of unknown and unintended impacts, including corporations pushing the boundaries of existing practice and technology. Yet there is another blame shelter specifically designed for corporations and key to their ability to attract capital: limited liability. The protection it gives shareholders from being held personally responsible for harms the corporation causes makes the corporate form itself a legally established blame shelter. (The noted cynic Ambrose Bierce in the early twentieth century defined the corporation as “an ingenious device for obtaining individual profit without individual responsibility.”)
U.S. Radium settled with five of the dying dial painters in 1928, still denying blame for their impending deaths but giving them a modest settlement “solely because of the humanitarian considerations.” After that, the action largely shifted to Ottawa, Illinois, where since 1923 hundreds of dial painters had been employed by Radium Dial Company—a subsidiary of Joseph Flannery’s Standard Chemical.
The Illinois cases hit the headlines in 1937, more than a decade after the New Jersey cases, but the parade of dying young women was no less tragic. There were years of legal machinations and delays, during which time the people running Radium Dial, facing a growing number of claims, shifted its assets elsewhere. The corporation was left a close-to-empty shell, limiting what poisoned workers could recover. What followed is complex and disputed, but a member of the family of Standard Chemical’s founder Joseph Flannery ended up running a new dial-painting studio a few blocks away under a different corporate entity called Luminous Processes, which seemed to have preserved some of the original company’s assets and had some of the same corporate officers but carried none of the previous company’s liabilities toward its workers.
This is not how limited liability is supposed to work. It illustrates, though, how responsibility can be manipulated and evaded when it is deemed to attach only to an artificial entity rather than to the people who own and run it.
FUELING A HEALTH FAD: FLOODS OF SUNSHINE TO REVIVIFY EVERY CELL
Despite the lurid coverage of the dial painters’ radium poisoning, many people still linked this exotic element to health, and radium quackery flourished well into the 1930s. Internal use of radium (or of the radon gas it produced) was sold to treat conditions from the minor to the deadly, the common to the rare, including colds, headache, sunburn, nervousness, poison ivy, hay fever, asthma, insomnia, obesity, constipation, hemorrhoids, impotence, syphilis, schizophrenia, diabetes, malnutrition, tuberculosis, pneumonia, and both high and low blood pressure. Radium was even marketed to treat diseases it actually causes, like bone cancer, leukemia, and anemia.
No body part was considered too tender for exposure to radium. Radium products were sold as eyewash, toothpaste, earplugs, and something called “nose cups.” One could smear radium on the skin using ointments and creams or just soak in radium bath salts, and a French company sold an elegant line of radium-bearing face creams, powders, and lipstick. Ads promised “weak discouraged men” that they could “bubble over with joyous vitality” and “perform the duties of a REAL MAN” by using Vita Radium rectal suppositories; not only would these cocoa-butter-based radium delivery devices restore sexual powers, but the package assured they were also “splendid for piles and rectal sores.” Radium suppositories were also sold for vaginal insertion and even urethral insertion. If you simply wanted to swallow your radium, there were pills; the makers of Radio-X Tablets compared swallowing radioactive tablets to introducing “light, the enemy of all disease,” into the human body. German companies also sold radium-fortified chocolate and bread.
There were two options for those who wanted to drink their radiation. One was to make radioactive water at home in a special crock made with radium, which infused the water with radon. Hundreds of thousands of just one brand of such crocks, the Revigator, were sold in the 1920s. Water without radioactivity, it was explained, was “devoid of its life element.” One ad, unafraid of overstatement, simply called the water it produced “the greatest remedy and cure ever discovered for each and every disease.”
The other way was to buy small bottles of water that contained actual, bone-seeking radium, not just the more fleeting radon gas. Flannery’s Standard Chemical had a subsidiary that sold such water for drinking, along with a radium solution for intravenous use. It advertised its solutions for arthritis, high blood pressure, and, incredibly, simple and pernicious anemias.
Standard Chemical’s claims for its radium water were positively modest compared to those made by William J. A. Bailey, a true virtuoso of radium quackery. At the time, science was just starting to understand the role of the endocrine glands, and some claimed that restoring glands could reverse aging. The 1920s even saw a “monkey gland” fad, where some doctors grafted bits of monkey testicles onto the testes of men seeking to restore their youth and potency. Bailey merged the gland fad with the radium fad, arguing that radium could stimulate all the glands, not just the sexual ones, and could not only reverse aging but restore all aspects of health, including mental health.
In 1924, the New York Times quoted at length from a speech by Dr. William J. A. Bailey to the American Chemical Society, in which Bailey explained that curing the violently insane was just a matter of “a few minutes ionization a day” of the thyroid gland. Bailey took out ads featuring his own picture with a headline that screamed, “Science to Cure All the Living Dead: What a Famous Savant Has to Say about the New Plan to Close Up the Insane Asylums, Wipe Out Illiteracy and Make Over the Morons by His Method of Gland Control.” In 1925 Bailey was believed enough of an expert on radium that the Times quoted him several times, including his denials that radium was killing the dial painters.
In fact, Bailey’s scientific credentials were entirely faked. He had dropped out of college, been jailed for selling nonexistent mail-order cars, and was once fined for selling a male impotence medicine containing strychnine. When he became enthusiastic about radium, he granted himself the title of Doctor and eventually opened the Bailey Radium Laboratory in East Orange, New Jersey, near where U.S. Radium was operating. Some sources state he had worked at U.S Radium, but more detailed accounts of his life do not mention that, and he may have just set up operations in East Orange because U.S. Radium was a convenient radium source.
One of Bailey’s early products was the Radiendocrinator, a gold-plated, credit-card-sized device containing radium and aimed at the high-end consumer; it originally cost $1,000 though the price later fell to $150. A woman could wear it on a belt around her hips to invigorate her ovaries, but it was mainly marketed to men, who were instructed to strap it beneath their scrotum at night where it could radiate their testicles as they slept. In addition to restoring sexual function, consumers were told it could help with flatulence and pimples and improve character and memory. (Radiendocrinators and other radioactive quack cures are displayed online in a fascinating collection maintained by the Oak Ridge Associated Universities.) It seems likely that Bailey and others selling quack cures targeted people who had sexual or other medical problems that embarrassed them, who might have preferred a remedy discreetly obtained by mail to a conversation with their doctor, and who would be less likely to publicly complain when the cure failed.
Bailey’s most successful product was Radithor, radium-containing water sold in tiny bottles. It was like Standard Chemical’s radium water, but Bailey marketed it with far more gusto. He claimed it treated over 150 ailments and was a powerful aphrodisiac, and he managed to sell over 400,000 bottles at a hefty markup between 1925 and 1930. A book Bailey ghost-wrote and sent to doctors explained that Radithor released billions of alpha rays that “liberate their energy throughout the entire system like floods of sunshine, reaching every cell, every gland, and every nook and corner of the body to revivify and quicken to action every fibre of the organism.”
Bailey’s most famous customer was Eben Byers, a prominent millionaire, athlete, socialite, and president of a Pittsburgh iron foundry built by his father. Byers hurt his arm when he fell out of a train berth in 1927, and when it continued to bother him, his doctor recommended Radithor. Byers drank several bottles of Radithor a day, his wealth allowing him to poison himself much more thoroughly than most could afford to do. He was so happy with the results that he sent cases of it to his friends and even gave some to his racehorses. According to Roger Macklis, a radiation oncologist who has studied the history of Radithor, the product seemed to have been “more a recreational drug than a medicine, a tangible symbol of the surging enthusiasms of the 1920s.” Looking at it through the neurobiological model of approach and inhibition systems discussed above, we might say that Bailey, Byers, and the era itself were all especially reward-focused and threat-blind.
Not long after the Roaring Twenties came crashing to a halt, Byers started having headaches and jaw pain and began losing teeth. By 1931, he could barely speak. A government investigator would report that after two jaw operations, Byers’s “whole upper jaw, excepting two front teeth, and most of his lower jaw had been removed. All the remaining bone tissue of his body was slowly disintegrating, and holes were actually forming in his skull.” (Ironically, Bailey’s ghostwritten book quoted the claim that radium would help the toothless, as “mouths will be equipped with their third set of teeth.”)
Byers’s death in 1932 was front-page news, and it was attributed to radium poisoning. Bailey disputed the diagnosis, arguing that he had drunk more radium water “than any man alive and I never have suffered ill effects.” Besides, he noted, his product had been prescribed by a physician, so he could not be held responsible—a version of the “not my job” blame shelter. In fact, Bailey had done all he could to construct that blame shelter himself: he had marketed heavily to doctors, mailing pamphlets describing his theories to every physician in the country, much like Standard Chemical had been sending its journal Radium to every physician. Bailey also gave doctors a $5 kickback for every $30 case of Radithor they ordered, a practice condemned by the AMA as “fee-splitting quackery.”
At the time, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) did not have the authority to stop the sale of radium nostrums. They did test various consumer radium products in 1926 and found that 95 percent of them contained either no radium at all or what the FDA considered too little radium to have a “therapeutic” effect. Radithor was among the 5 percent that did contain significant radium, making Bailey both more honest and more likely to kill people than many competitors. The FDA warned that radioactivity could be dangerous, but ultimately, it was the Federal Trade Commission, spurred by Byers’s illness, that went after Bailey for false advertising and ended his Radithor sales by 1930.
The people at Standard Chemical or U.S. Radium would probably have viewed Bailey as a con man and a quack, and indeed he and many other marketers of radium products went much farther than these corporations in their unhinged health claims. And yet Standard Chemical, a self-declared pioneer in promoting the internal radium “therapy,” sold equally dangerous radium drinks, along with radium solution for injection, and U.S. Radium promoted radium as an internal medicine as well. These larger corporate enterprises helped establish the social norm of radium consumption, providing a legitimacy—not to mention the actual radium—that the even more blatantly divorced-from-reality quacks of the world would fully exploit.
SUNSET OF AN INDUSTRY: DEATH, CLEANUP, AND BURIAL
The market for radioactive remedies and consumer products largely dried up in the 1930s. This was probably due to the combined effect of the Depression, national coverage of the Byers case, and more attention paid by the medical profession and regulatory agencies. State and local health departments cracked down on radioactive products, while the FDA issued new warnings and sought more regulatory powers. The market did not entirely die, though: as late as the 1950s a contraceptive jelly at least claimed to contain radium.
We don’t know how many people were sickened or killed by radium drinks, injections, and other products. Researchers found it harder to trace the fate of these consumers and patients than to trace the dial painters, though it was learned that one doctor who commonly treated patients with radium had among his patients six people who developed bone or mastoid cancer. We also know that one of Byers’s friends drank Radithor and died from radium necrosis a few months before Byers, though her death gained less media attention. And the doctor who prescribed Radithor for Byers—and who denied it caused Byers’s death, blaming it instead on gout—drank Radithor as well, and according to one source he later died from a radium-induced sarcoma. (Madame Curie herself would die of radiation-induced anemia in 1934.)
After the Radithor scandal, William J. A. Bailey went on to sell other radioactive products and then on to a variety of other careers. He died in 1949 at age sixty-four of bladder cancer, which is not generally linked to radiation exposure. His bones, studied two decades later, were highly radioactive. Apparently, he did indeed drink his own product and maybe even swallowed his own bogus claims; he just proved more physically resistant to the dangers of radiation than many of his customers.
As for the dial workers, the deaths and cancers that could be clearly attributed to radium—including at least twenty-three from bone necrosis and anemia and eighty-six cancers of the bone, sinus and mastoid—no longer appeared in workers hired after lip-pointing was stopped around 1926 or 1927. (The first generation of dial painters are sometimes hailed as martyrs whose ordeal helped scientists set safety standards for the future nuclear weapon and power industries, protecting thousands of future workers.) Radium paint was still applied to dials using other methods in the decades that followed, especially during World War II. Workers, assured that the workplace was safe now that lip-pointing had stopped, still accumulated radium in their bodies through dust and other routes of exposure, often exceeding the newly set radium body-burden limits.
Dial painting with radium continued in Illinois until the mid-1970s, where the last generation of workers reportedly experienced an overall cancer rate double the expected rate. When some of the workers sued their employer, Luminous Materials, it closed the plant. (It actually donated radioactive dial painting desks to a local school, though the company was forced to take them back.) Corporate assets were shuffled about—as they had been in the 1930s—and there was not enough left to pay worker claims or clean up the contamination.
More lawsuits were brought in the 1970s and 1980s—by homeowners in New Jersey, where nearly 750 homes were built on radioactive fill from U.S. Radium; by landowners who bought former radium facilities; and by governments left to deal with contaminated sites around the country. Ultimately, though, hundreds of millions of dollars in cleanup costs would be borne by taxpayers, the federal Superfund, or private landowners rather than by the radium industry.
Radium is now barely used and no longer mined. Safer radioactive materials made in particle accelerators and nuclear reactors made radium almost entirely obsolete for both cancer treatment and paint. Radium is still sometimes used to treat certain tumors—tissue destruction being radium’s first and last medical use—but our long-lived stocks are more than ample to meet that limited demand, making it unlikely radium will ever be mined again. In fact, by the 1980s, radium—once the costliest substance in the world—was considered merely a waste product of uranium mining, to be fixed in a form suitable for reburial. Radium researcher and geologist Edward Landa noted that in less than a century this element went from buried treasure to buried waste.
The story of radium might be seen as a cautionary tale of what happens when the brain’s reward-focused “going” system (the Behavioral Approach System) is not kept in check by its threat-aware “stopping” system (the Behavioral Inhibition System). The potential rewards of exploiting radium drove entrepreneurs and the corporations they built to race ahead to create new markets for it, ignoring the predictable risks that would harm so many and finding many ways to deny responsibility for those harms.
An industry that would symbolize such a forward-drive mindset for much longer was the auto industry. Unlike with radium, the risks that came with driving automobiles were immediately obvious in the climbing highway death toll. But as the next chapter shows, just like the radium industry, the auto industry would long deny that it could be blamed for those deaths or expected to do much about them.
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“The Nut behind the Wheel”
CARMAKERS AVOIDING BLAME FOR HIGHWAY DEATHS
“Until we have substantially more information I find it difficult to believe that the seat belt can afford the driver any great amount of protection over and above that which is available to him . . . if he has his hands on the wheel and grips the rim sufficiently tight . . . and also takes advantage of the shock absorbing action which can be achieved by correct positioning of the feet and legs.”
—Howard K. Gandelot, GM chief auto safety engineer, 1954
In the mid-1950s, when General Motors’ chief auto safety engineer, Howard Gandelot, expressed the above opinion—doubting the value of seat belts over just bracing oneself in a crash—he was working for the richest and most powerful industrial corporation on the planet. The US auto industry was booming in the postwar era, and GM dominated it, making more than half the cars sold. GM’s president, Harlow Curtice, would be named Time magazine’s 1956 Man of the Year as he and his company were hailed for helping bring America to “an all-time crest of prosperity, heralded around the world.”
Meanwhile, in 1955 alone, traffic accidents killed 38,000 Americans and injured perhaps 2 million more, including an estimated 100,000 who were totally disabled, and the toll was rising. Since 1900, far more Americans had died in car accidents than in all the wars in the nation’s history. Congress was just starting to pay attention to what one member called the “wholesale slaughter on our highways,” a tragic loss that “staggers the imagination.”
GM was uniquely equipped to find out if seat belts or other design changes could in fact help reduce these staggering losses. It had the biggest nonmilitary research and development staff in the nation, surely capable of finding out how its customers were harmed when they crashed in its products and of inventing ways to reduce that harm. Moreover, one of the core founding principles of GM was to collect facts and objectively analyze them. GM was the first in the industry to build proving grounds—mammoth facilities to scientifically test its cars—because “it is always sound philosophy to recognize that the most effective attack is the determination of facts without prejudice and using an open mind,” according to the legendary Alfred P. Sloan Jr., whose decades of leadership shaped GM and strongly influenced the nation’s philosophy of business management. Gandelot espoused the same personal philosophy, once reportedly telling an inquirer, “I delight in living my life each day, realizing that the information I give out is extremely factual.”
And yet—despite public assurances that cars were as safe as it could make them—for decades the auto industry failed to find and make simple design changes that could have saved the lives of thousands and greatly reduced human suffering. Why didn’t the industry devote more of its ample resources, sophisticated fact-gathering practices, and celebrated engineering prowess to making car accidents less lethal?
This chapter discusses how the industry avoided feeling (and being held) responsible to make cars more crashworthy, while simultaneously dismissing or minimizing the findings of others who identified safer auto designs. Key to the industry’s approach was keeping the public’s focus on the cause of the accident, not the cause of the injury, and stressing that the cause of the accident was usually bad drivers. This episode of denial also shows an industry reacting and contributing to a landmark shift in the historic debate over the role of government in holding private corporations responsible for acting in the public interest.
BLAMING DRIVERS: “ACCIDENTS ARE PRIMARILY CAUSED BY ATTITUDE”
Roadway deaths and injuries had been seen mainly as driver failures from the very beginning, and not just by carmakers. In 1902, when cars were a novelty but already subject to lavish media attention, one journalist wrote, “The accident which happens to the automobile is seldom due to the machine itself, but almost wholly to the loss of control or presence of mind of the operator.”
In 1935, when the death toll was already in the tens of thousands yearly, Reader’s Digest published a gruesome piece about the risks of motoring called “—And Sudden Death.” It would become one of the most widely reprinted articles in the magazine’s history. Its stated goal was to help readers understand the “pain and horror of savage mutilation” from car crashes, and it lingered on descriptions of decapitation, broken bones, flayed skin, and searing pain. It described dangerous aspects of car design, like driver-impaling steering columns and the “lethal array of gleaming metal knobs and edges” inside the car, and the article sparked what the auto industry later called an explosion of public concern. But it did not spark a sustained movement for safer cars, nor was that its intent. It was commissioned by the magazine’s editor, who had recently witnessed the aftermath of an accident, to “bring some of the reckless drivers and speed maniacs to their senses.”
Blaming drivers for highway carnage was easy, because some accidents were obviously caused by reckless drivers. Then, as now, such drivers made a memorable impression, speeding, weaving, cutting other cars off, and leaving a trail of angry people behind them. When the issue of traffic safety came up, those conspicuously dangerous drivers would naturally leap to mind.
The readiness of society to attribute car accidents to bad drivers might have been partly propelled by the same psychological forces behind other types of victim blaming. Basically, if we can attribute terrible events to the foolish behavior of the people who suffer them, we feel less worried that such events will happen to us and we can better maintain the belief that the world is just. The auto industry would have had the extra incentive to blame drivers in order to keep the blame off its products and itself, just as the radium industry wanted to blame its workers for having a preexisting sickliness that caused their symptoms.
Excessive driver-blaming may also reflect another much-studied cognitive bias. Psychologists have for decades examined attribution—how people think about what causes certain behavior and outcomes—and found that people are inclined to overestimate the importance of another person’s disposition or choices and to underestimate the causal role of external situational factors. This tendency—dubbed the “fundamental attribution error” by psychologist Lee Ross—has appeared in scores of studies over the decades. (There is even neuroscientific evidence suggesting that it is easier for the brain to attribute events to persons than to situations, because that requires less elaborate information processing.) While much of the research deals with social behavior, the tendency also applies to accident attribution: if a person slips on a wet floor, observers are inclined to blame clumsiness or carelessness rather than the condition of the floor. In the field of safety management, the tendency to blame individuals for accidents rather than seeking systemic or engineering solutions was more prominent in decades past, but psychologist and engineer Richard Holden argues that it persists and continues to inhibit safety advances.
Conceivably, society and industry could have attributed accident causation to drivers without blaming them—that is, without adding any gloss of moral judgment by assuming the accident-causing behavior was somehow willful or inappropriate. After all, never before had humans been in the position of hurtling through space at such speed, propelled by such force at such proximity to each other, in devices requiring unnatural physical motions and unfailingly sharp reflexes, in an environment designed for much slower transportation. (A 1956 report found that “more continuous attention from moment to moment is required of the motor vehicle driver than of the operator of any other type of transportation, including the airplane.”) Accidents could be seen as the inevitable result of this dangerous new interaction of human, machine and environment, particularly when virtually the entire adult population is driving, not just those with the most training and skill.
And yet accidents were more typically attributed to something willful: the driver’s failure of attitude. In 1939, the head of the industry’s safety advocacy foundation wrote that “a safe driver is one who is expert and wants to avoid accidents. It is that desire, a feeling concerning the urgency, smartness and sporting character of safety, that education must inculcate.”
In 1956, Ford issued a statement explaining that “accidents are primarily caused by attitude. One cure for accidents is to make them social errors.” Ford’s statement explained that the car had created a new social order on the streets and that new social customs would evolve in response: “The time is coming when traffic accidents will be looked upon much as lying, rudeness, or dishonesty is now and people will refrain because of social pressure.”1 GM’s chief engineer urged that same year that high school driver education programs were needed to teach drivers a sense of responsibility for their fellow man. In short, the US auto industry—perhaps the nation’s largest collection of engineers—responded to the rising highway death toll not with mechanical engineering solutions but with suggestions for something closer to social engineering.
And something like social engineering had been taking place. Thousands of new driver training classes appeared in high schools. States required driving tests and licenses, imposed speed limits, and invested in traffic enforcement. A massive private, nonprofit safety movement led by the National Safety Council (NSC) launched major safety campaigns largely devoted to continually reminding people of the risk of accidents and urging them to drive safely. The auto industry supported all these efforts and helped fund the NSC, which often echoed the industry’s philosophy on auto safety. The NSC’s president said in 1956 that the key to stopping the rising death toll was for the public “to stop doing the things that are causing these accidents. Courtesy, commonsense, and care will do the trick.”
Apart from making a huge investment in new highways, the federal government’s role in traffic safety was mainly to support traffic laws and driver education at the state and local levels, through the President’s Highway Safety Committee. This committee, formed by President Eisenhower, was never likely to confront the automobile industry over auto design. Its first chair was Harlow Curtice, president of GM. Thanks to his work on this committee, Curtice said, he had “reached the firm conclusion that driver education offers the most fertile field by far” for improving auto safety. The president’s committee freely used the presidential seal, even though its executive director and two assistants were chosen and paid by the auto industry, something that was not made clear even to the committee’s other members.
Of course, social norms do have tremendous power, and trying to create safer norms around driving through education, laws, and public relations campaigns was entirely reasonable. What was unreasonable was the failure to simultaneously look for and deploy engineering solutions to make cars less lethal during the millions of crashes that continued to happen every year, despite all these other efforts.
By continually shifting the focus back to accident causation and driver culpability, the industry could draw a sort of veil over the violent unpleasantness of the accident itself. This would let them enjoy the psychological benefits of not thinking about—or taking responsibility for—what actually happens to the humans inside their products once the driver loses control and physics takes over.
THE FAILURE OF ENGINEERING GENIUS: TRAINING KIDS TO JUST BRACE THEMSELVES
In 1936 an auto industry representative assured the public that “our cars are the safest we know how to build. We will continue to build into them every sound safety factor developed by engineering genius.” And, in fairness, cars were getting safer in many ways. The kind of dramatic mechanical defects that obviously caused accidents (and lawsuits)—like wheels that snapped off or steering that suddenly failed—became much less common as automotive engineering advanced. But when it came to engineering for crash protection, there was a decided lack of engineering genius at work.
Howard Gandelot, the chief GM auto safety engineer quoted at the beginning of this chapter, was not unique within the company or the industry when it came to a dismissive attitude toward proposed safety designs. Still, a lack of faith in safety engineering is particularly troubling in a safety engineer, and perhaps the world’s most powerful one. In other auto companies, safety engineers advocated for safer designs, pushing against other divisions more interested in styling, sales, and costs, but there is little evidence that Gandelot championed safety within GM during this era.
Gandelot was described in a 1955 magazine article as “at once charming, brusque, adept with words, and generally self-assured.” He was a former test driver, and according to others in the auto safety field interviewed by historian Joel Eastman, Gandelot’s experiences convinced him that accidents were acts of God and it was little use to design with crashes in mind. He urged people to recognize that when it came to safety, “there’s a ceiling on what the automotive engineer is going to be able to do.”
Gandelot’s lack of confidence in crash design may have had something to do with some primitive crash-testing that GM did at its proving grounds shortly after World War II. Remotely controlled cars were rolled down a steep hill and smashed into a concrete barrier. They hit at only about 30 miles per hour (mph), but apparently suffered great damage, according to what was written many years later by another GM safety engineer, Kenneth Stonex. Stonex wrote that the “catastrophic nature of these tests resulted in the belief that the threshold of serious and probably fatal injury is far below normal highway speeds. These tests led to the conclusion that it is impossible to provide secure protection during impacts of this nature by any amount of design modification, or by any restraining devices that the average driver would be willing to use.”
This passive acceptance of technological limits was way out of step with the can-do technological spirit of the postwar years. Global fascism had just been defeated thanks in no small part to US technology, from its atomic bombs to the vast output of its auto industry, which had stopped making civilian cars during the war in order to churn out a tremendous flow of tanks, trucks, jeeps, and plane engines. The postwar age brought new technological anxieties but also a sense of empowerment through technology.
Unlike its self-serving fatalism about safer car design, GM was extremely ambitious when it came to the nation building safer highways. In 1956 the United States launched its greatest public works project to date, the interstate highway system, and GM contributed useful ideas for safe highway standards. But GM engineer Stonex wanted even more; he proposed that the government also rebuild almost all the rest of its millions of miles of public roads, and his vision of a society redesigned around the automobile went beyond just safety. Given all the unused roof space in cities, Stonex saw no practical reason why planners could not build new roads “over the buildings in commercial districts and heavily congested residential districts so that the road pavement serves as the roof deck. In central business districts, we might even have to think of horizontal tunnels through the buildings to carry automotive traffic, just as we have vertical tunnels to carry elevator traffic.”
Yet GM found plenty of practical reasons why it could not design simple safety features into its cars, though this is not to suggest its engineers had no ideas about crash safety. Howard Gandelot had many; he just seemed to favor self-help suggestions over engineering solutions. As the quote at the beginning of the chapter says, he suspected that drivers who held the wheel tightly and correctly positioned their legs were as safe as those with seat belts, and he applied this same just-brace-yourself advice to children. A 1955 article described a customer’s letter to GM about how he had suddenly stopped his car to avoid a kitten, and his young son flew into the dashboard and broke a tooth. The customer suggested that if the company would just pad the dashboard—something doctors had been urging for years—it would help “save faces and maybe lives.”
Gandelot wrote back with an alternative suggestion for keeping the little ones safe. He noted that as soon as they get large enough to see out when standing up, that is what they want to do, and he did not blame them. With his own youngsters, he said, “I made it a practice to train them so that at the command ‘Hands!’ they would immediately place their hands on the instrument panel if standing in the front compartment, or on the back of the front seat if in the rear, to protect themselves against sudden stops.” He explained that he frequently gave these commands even when there was no occasion to do so “just so we all keep in practice.” (Gandelot also wrote later that padded dashboards would “make it impossible for front-seat passengers to cross their legs.”)
Gandelot did not overtly claim that seat belts were useless or dangerous. He told journalist Harold Mehling in a 1955 interview that “General Motors hasn’t said they’re no good. We’re just waiting to find out if they are any good. Nobody knows.” Gandelot had his suspicions, though; asked about Ford’s and Chrysler’s experiment of offering seat belts as an optional feature, he said, “We don’t think they’re going to work out,” and dismissed people in favor of them as “seat-belt evangelists.” There was, in fact, compelling evidence by this time that seat belts saved lives. Research at Cornell University and elsewhere had shown, among other things, that when occupants were ejected from a crashing car, they were much more likely to be injured or killed, that seat belts prevented ejection, and that injury by a seat belt was so rare as to be nonexistent.
The need to keep people from being flung from crashing cars was also why auto companies had been urged to make latches that would keep doors from flying open during an accident, as Cornell’s research showed they often did. However, Gandelot doubted that Cornell was correctly interpreting its accident data. Failing once again to appreciate the sudden violent forces that hurl people around during a crash, he said, “You take all this talk about door openings. No one knows exactly what happens in an accident. A lot of people probably figure that the best thing is to get out of the car as fast as they can. They reach over and open the door and fall out. Then the Cornell people tell us it’s a door opening and they were thrown out.” He added, “A lot of people fall on hardwood floors and hurt themselves, don’t they? Should we take the hardwood floors out of houses?”
GM often fueled doubts about the safety of seat belts. In 1955, GM’s vice president of engineering, Charles A. Chayne, said that safety belts “just define where you will fold under pressure, and the sudden pressure of the belt in many types of accidents can cause serious damage,” and he told another audience he thought seat belts “offered little promise.” That same year, Gandelot had written a draft report for the safety committee of the Automobile Manufacturers Association concluding that “until it is factually known whether seat belts, during major collisions, provide increased protection for the wearer or cause increased bodily injury, it would be unethical for the engineers on the vehicle safety committee to recommend their use; further, it would not be legally justifiable for auto manufacturers to equip their cars with seat belts or offer them as optional equipment.” This draft report was never released, though, due to a brief but dramatic split among major carmakers on the safety issue, which is discussed later in this chapter.
LEAVING IT TO OTHERS: STUDYING THE “SECOND COLLISION”
Gandelot’s claim that “no one knows exactly what happens in an accident” was unwittingly an indictment of his own company and industry for averting its gaze from this critical question for so long. It was also only partly true. Not only were some things entirely predictable given basic physics, but people outside the industry had by then learned much by actually studying how the human body responds to sudden impacts.
In a frontal collision, for example, the vehicle hits something and suddenly decelerates. After this first impact, the car’s occupants keep moving forward at the speed the car had been going until they hit something that stops them; this would become known as the “second collision.” The steering column posed an obvious threat; critics described it as a spear pointed at the driver’s chest. The poorly attached steering wheel could snap off in the crashing driver’s hands or when hit by the driver’s body and leave the chest exposed to puncture by the hub. (Some auto stylists actually designed the hub to rise a few inches above the wheel, or even topped it with a pointed end.) If the crash crumpled the front of the car, the forward end of the steering column could be hit, thrusting the column back toward the driver just as he or she was flung forward, increasing the likelihood of impalement.
All occupants of the car were at risk of being catapulted onto hard, often sharp-edged instrument panels, which would come to be called “meat cleavers” by some within the industry for their effect on crashing passengers. Occupants could crack their skulls or puncture their facial bones on protruding metal knobs or other design elements. Back-seat passengers would collide with the back of the front seat, which might also be hard and sharp. Sometimes the seats ripped free of the floor, or simply folded forward if the car was a two-door. Then the weight of both the seat and the back-seat passenger would add to the force smashing the front-seat occupants into the unyielding steering column or sharp-edged dashboard.
If the car was rolling over, all occupants were at risk of being crushed by a collapsing roof. It was common in many types of accidents for doors to pop open, flinging passengers out of the car. And of course sometimes people exited the car through the windshield. In the years before safety glass, this was a particularly grisly outcome, as slivers of broken glass could pierce through eye sockets, and sharp edges could slice across necks or limbs.
While some dangers were obvious, there was still much to be learned about the exact forces and designs that injured people and about how designs could be changed to reduce injury. For the most part, though, the industry had little interest in learning about them. Fortunately, a few people outside the industry stepped into that knowledge vacuum, willing to take a close and sustained look at what happens to the human body in those few brutal seconds.
One such person was Dr. Claire Straith, a Detroit plastic surgeon who treated accident victims. In the 1930s, he started campaigning for collapsible steering columns and smooth, padded dashboards. He met with auto company executives and designers and showed pictures of crash victims whose facial gashes mirrored dashboard features. In 1937, Chrysler actually responded with a car with a safer dashboard. In the highly competitive postwar atmosphere, safer designs were largely forgotten, though Straith and other doctors, the American Medical Association, and various medical committees would keep pressing the industry for decades to make the interiors of cars less lethal.
In the 1940s, Colonel John Stapp of the Air Force started researching how people could better survive plane crashes, and then he expanded his team’s focus to auto crashes. The research included extensive crash testing using dummies, human volunteers, and anesthetized animals. (The animals of choice were hogs and chimpanzees, because as Stapp explained to a congressional committee in 1957, “Some people are more like hogs; others more like chimpanzees.”) Stapp himself volunteered for some of the crash tests, which used a specially designed rocket sled. He also made the important finding that lap belts could put thousands of pounds of pressure on the pelvis without causing injury; he installed them in his own car and said he “could not afford to be caught dead without one.” His crash tests found that people could walk away from a 60-mph crash into a solid object if they were adequately restrained and if the vehicle would absorb enough of the energy to crumple two or three feet. This was just the opposite of what GM had found in its apparently abbreviated postwar crash testing.
Some of the most revealing research in the field of crash injury was launched by an inventor and researcher named Hugh DeHaven, who got into the field, well, by accident. He had been the sole survivor of a plane crash during World War I and then briefly studied how and why some people survive crashes. A couple decades later, after a career doing other things, DeHaven happened to witness a car skid off a road and land on its side. The driver had been thrown into a sharp steel knob that pierced his right frontal sinus and tore across his face, leaving him with a disfiguring and disabling injury. DeHaven would later call it a “frightening demonstration that engineers in 1936 had no more contact with causes of injuries than they had in 1917. I again realized that engineers didn’t know—and that nobody knew—how many times people were hurt or killed by things that could be easily changed.”
In 1938, DeHaven began to devote himself to studying what impacts the human body could survive, including why some people survive falls from great heights. Like Stapp, he found that people could withstand tremendous impacts if the forces were distributed and if what they hit would bend or deform. With federal funding, he set up a small aeronautic-crash-injury research project at Cornell Medical College. He and his staff of three gathered data from hundreds of small plane crashes; by 1944 he published a paper concluding that seat belts caused no injury, and he argued that many of the lessons from plane crashes applied to cars too.
In 1951, Corporal Elmer Paul, an Indiana state police official who had investigated many auto accidents, oversaw a large study of the state’s fatal car crashes. Indiana police and doctors gathered data on over six hundred fatalities that year, and the study found that people were often killed by “the placement and design of equipment and furnishings in vehicle interiors.” By 1952 Cornell expanded on this extremely useful number-crunching, gathering detailed car accident data from other states. Cornell’s database of thousands of car accidents enabled it to publish important reports with the weight of data drawn from actual experience.
The data from the Indiana survey and then the Cornell studies held some surprises, including the finding (mentioned above) that people are statistically much better off if they are not thrown from a crashing car. And by matching accidents where people had no seat belts to very similar accidents where people wore belts (there were a few because some people had installed them at their own initiative), the Cornell researchers could show how dramatically belts reduced injuries. They found, for example, that accident victims wearing seat belts were 87 percent less likely to experience dangerous or fatal injuries than were unrestrained people in similar accidents who were thrown from the car. They also found that cars were getting less crashworthy; accident victims were more likely to die in cars built in the 1950s than those who had a similar accident in cars built in the 1940s.
SPLIT IN THE INDUSTRY: “WE DON’T BELIEVE YOU SHOULD BE CONSCIOUS OF ACCIDENTS”
Data like this encouraged medical activism promoting auto safety. In 1955, a number of state and national medical groups formally urged the industry to design safer cars. Carmakers’ different responses to those recommendations illustrated a growing split within the industry. A representative of the American College of Surgeons told a congressional committee in 1956 that Ford and Chrysler responded well to its resolution calling for design changes. However, he added, “We had some resistance with the safety engineer of General Motors for some reason, and they took a curious reaction. He berated us for getting out of our field into the field of automobile design.”
Ford and Chrysler had also shown more genuine interest in Cornell’s findings than GM had. In 1951, Gandelot had been assigned to contact Cornell to see if “any degree of control could be exercised [on] behalf of General Motors to mitigate their statements.” By contrast, Ford’s head safety engineer, Alex Haynes, responded to Cornell’s and Indiana’s preliminary data by starting to research better steering columns and door latches. Ford also conducted or sponsored its own crash testing and lab studies, and the research wasn’t always pretty. To test new energy-absorbing materials to use in dashboards, for example, Ford partnered with Wayne State Medical School to drop human heads and then entire cadavers from six stories onto different materials.
Haynes—who had worked in the aviation industry, where seat belts had saved many lives—could see the value of seat belts in cars. In the spring of 1955, Ford, Chrysler, and AMC announced they would offer seat belts as an option in 1956 models, leaving GM isolated among the major carmakers on the issue. Then, despite having urged the industry a few months earlier to announce that seat belts were potentially dangerous and it would be unethical to offer them until more was known, GM began to offer seat belts as a dealer-installed option. However, even a few years later a safety engineer would comment that installing front seat belts in four-door GM cars was “exceedingly difficult.”
But Haynes and his boss, Ford vice president Robert S. McNamara, wanted to go further, adding a few more safety features to their cars and then actually marketing the concept of safety. Years later they told historian Joel Eastman, author of Styling vs. Safety, that by that time, they felt the industry had a responsibility to deal with the auto accident problem, and if they did not do so, the government might intervene (congressional hearings had already been proposed). And they thought their safety campaign would increase sales. While the auto industry was booming, Ford’s 1955 model-year sales were lagging in comparison to GM’s Chevrolet, and with only minor styling changes in 1956 models, Ford faced a potentially disastrous year of sales. McNamara felt that an aggressive safety push could prevent that, and he and Haynes overcame resistance from an older generation of executives.
So Ford made some changes to its 1956 model cars. Safer steering wheels and better door latches were standard. Customers could pay extra for an energy-absorbing dashboard, a safer rearview mirror, and seat belts, which could now be factory-installed. In an even greater break from industry practice, Ford launched a massive advertising campaign highlighting crash safety, earning an enthusiastic response from many in the media and from safety advocates like Claire Straith, Hugh DeHaven, and John Stapp. One Ford employee would say of Ford’s safety effort, “It isn’t often that you can be on the side of God and profits.”
It was understood within the industry that the greatest opposition to safety design came from GM. An executive identified only as a “vice president of one of the auto giants” (perhaps McNamara) told a journalist in 1955, “Whenever I’m asked why a certain company is being so stiff-necked about this safety business, I say: ‘Maybe they’ve gotten so big they’re smug and arrogant. On the other hand, maybe they’re up to something we don’t know about. I can’t be sure. The important thing is that we don’t care what they do. We’re going ahead with safety and we’re going to sell the pants off them.’ ”
Ford’s safety campaign left GM “dumbfounded—and then furious,” according to a Fortune magazine article written years later by journalist Dan Cordtz, “and many an outraged telephone call went out” from GM to Ford, trying to get them to stop it. Why would Ford listen to its competitors at GM? There was a saying at Ford at the time that Chevy could drop its price $25 to bankrupt Chrysler and $50 to bankrupt Ford, suggesting how threatened people at Ford felt about GM’s tremendous market power. Moreover, a number of top executives at Ford had formerly worked at GM and may have shared GM executives’ attitude or at least been more willing to take their outraged calls.
But why would GM bother to pressure Ford? If customers really did not care about safety, as GM had long argued and would claim for years, Ford’s gamble on safety would fail in the market, to GM’s advantage. Why not just let the experiment play out?
Apparently, GM officials opposed Ford’s campaign because they felt that talking about crashes would frighten buyers away from all cars. In 1955, at McNamara’s initiative, Ford and then Chrysler had agreed to contribute funding for expanded auto-safety research at Cornell, but GM refused to join them. The Cornell program’s director, John Moore, remembered it as “a harsh refusal” to recognize that outsiders had any legitimate interest in car design. A person involved in that dispute told Cordtz that GM had a strong feeling “that if you said or did anything that made it look like driving was anything but fun—the most fun of anything in the world—you were hurting the business.”
Surely GM was wrong about this. America was investing billions in interstates and suburbs, strip malls and drive-ins, reshaping its communities and its national identity around the automobile. It would take more than a few ads reminding people of the unfun possibility of crashing to quench the nation’s passion for cars. After all, that passion hadn’t been quenched by years of highway death toll predictions printed in the papers before each holiday weekend; those predictions were made by the National Safety Council, which was partially funded by the auto industry. And it hadn’t been quenched by the harsh reality of people crashing by the millions and dying by the thousands each year. How could drawing attention to such an obvious reality and adding a few features designed to reduce that death toll hurt sales more than the death toll itself?
Valid or not, the belief that reminding people of crash risks would hurt the industry kept emerging. The influential GM auto stylist Harley Earl said in 1958, “We are trying to make the slogan ‘Driving for Fun’ a reality. . . . We don’t believe you should be conscious of accidents. If you were on a boat, you would not want life preservers all over the table; it suggests too much.” An unnamed industry official told the New York Times in 1965 that “people don’t like to be reminded that you can have a wreck in an automobile. It is not in our interest—it is not logical—to say, ‘If you get in a wreck, you’re probably not going to be killed in this car.’ ”
After a few months of devoting about a third of its advertising budget to safety, Ford changed course, switching its ad focus back to performance, styling, and speed. There were rumors McNamara would be fired. He not only held on though, but he later became president of Ford, then John Kennedy’s secretary of defense, and then a prime architect of the Vietnam War.
Explanations for why Ford shelved its safety campaign varied. Industry outsiders, including Fortune magazine, pointed to the behind-the-scenes pressure from GM. Industry insiders pointed to sales: Ford’s 1956 model-year sales started strong but then began to lag behind Chevy’s, and for most in the industry, Ford’s experiment hardened their belief that “safety doesn’t sell.” However, the evidence that safety didn’t sell was ambiguous at best. Ford had been expecting a disastrous sales year, and the safety campaign’s supporters would later claim the campaign helped Ford hang onto its market share. The safety features themselves actually proved much more popular than Ford expected. The padded dash, which cost extra, was ordered by 43 percent of customers, catching on faster than any option in the company’s history, and one in seven buyers ordered the extra-cost seat belts. This demand for seat belts was so much higher than expected that the company at first could not keep up.
Whatever the reason, Ford’s shift away from marketing safety meant that an opportunity for the auto industry to make greater strides in this area and to increase customer demand for safety was lost. Future historians would see this reversal as delaying the advance of auto safety for years.
CONFLICT BLINDNESS: “WHAT’S GOOD FOR THE COUNTRY IS GOOD FOR GM, AND VICE VERSA”
GM’s greater resistance to safety design had deep roots, as illustrated by the story of safety glass—a partial exception to carmakers’ general disinterest in crashworthiness. In 1927, Henry Ford was about to release his new Model A, but he knew it posed new dangers because it went so fast—up to 60 mph, compared to the Model T’s top speed of only 45 mph. Then a Model A test car collided with another car at 50 mph; a prominent Ford designer smashed through the windshield and was badly cut. Afterward, Ford reportedly said, “We can’t put that car out on the public! We’ll kill them,” and decided to use more costly, shatter-resistant safety glass in the Model A’s windshields. Other carmakers, like the head of DeSoto, would soon credit such glass with preventing “thousands of accidents from causing grievous bodily injuries” every year.
The president of DuPont pressed GM in 1929 correspondence to add safety glass to Chevrolets, its lowest-priced cars; DuPont owned much of GM’s stock, and it would have made the glass. GM head Alfred P. Sloan Jr. refused. “Accidents or no accidents, my concern in this problem is a matter of profit and loss.” Safety glass, he feared, would threaten “the comparatively large return the industry enjoys and General Motors in particular.” Sloan apparently had some qualms about so clearly putting profits over safety, but he overcame them, noting, “I believe that when any of us are dealing with safety matters, we should perhaps not be commercial yet it is hard to avoid that phase of the question.” In 1932, when the two executives again debated safety glass, Sloan again refused, writing, “I am trying to protect the interest of the stockholders of General Motors and the Corporation’s operating position—it is not my responsibility to sell safety glass. . . . You can say, perhaps, that I am selfish, but business is selfish. We are not a charitable institution—we are trying to make a profit for our stockholders.”
If GM had openly acknowledged at the time that it had shrugged off responsibility for making cars (at least the cheaper cars) less lethal when they crash, then society might have understood sooner that others would have to fill that vacuum. In the case of safety glass, within a few more years many states did step in, requiring it by law in windshields, but this state action was made possible only by this unusual split within the industry.
Sloan would become perhaps the most influential corporate manager of the twentieth century, his management philosophy widely studied and copied, so it is worth delving a bit into his thinking. In 1941, he defended the need for big companies, refuting those concerned about concentrated economic power. He argued that such concentration simply means that “industrial management must expand its horizon of responsibility. . . . It must consider the impact of its operations on the economy as a whole in relation to the social and economic welfare of the entire community. For years I have preached this philosophy. Those charged with great industrial responsibility must become industrial statesmen.”
On the other hand, Sloan was a great believer in free market ideology, which assures market actors that they can concentrate on pursuing their own self-interest, secure in the knowledge that, thanks to the invisible hand of the marketplace, the public interest will automatically be advanced. No expanded horizons of responsibility are needed. Sloan’s free market beliefs appear to have predominated over any expanded-responsibility beliefs, not just when considering the fate of Chevy customers who might someday smash through their windshields but when deciding how helpful GM should be in militarizing Nazi Germany. GM had a highly profitable subsidiary in Germany. When a shareholder complained that the subsidiary was aiding Hitler’s militarization, Sloan responded in 1939 that Nazi Germany’s politics “should not be considered the business of the management of General Motors.” Of course, the phrase “minding one’s own business” suggests a kind of deliberate blindness to broader considerations or a conscious narrowing of one’s horizon of responsibility.
Given GM’s hundreds of thousands of stockholders and employees, Sloan may well have viewed anything that boosted GM’s profits as automatically helping society as a whole. A blindness to any conflict between the company’s interests and the public’s would be expressed most famously by GM president Charles E. Wilson, who was nominated to be secretary of defense in 1953 (while Sloan still chaired GM’s board). Wilson still held stock in GM, and when asked in congressional hearings whether he could make a decision that hurt GM if it was good for the country, he said, “I cannot conceive of one because for years I thought what was good for our country was good for General Motors, and vice versa. The difference did not exist. Our company is too big. It goes with the welfare of the country. Our contribution to the Nation is quite considerable.”
The power that Sloan and Wilson held as leaders of the world’s biggest industrial enterprise may have made it even less likely they would see how the interests of the nation might differ from GM’s. The research into power’s effect on cognition indicates that, rather than expanding power holders’ horizon of responsibility, power tends to narrow their focus to their individual goals. Psychologist Dacher Keltner, in his book The Power Paradox: How We Gain and Lose Influence, stresses that power tends to reduce our empathy and compassion and makes us more “self-focused rather than focused on the greater good”—at least when that power is unchecked.
Fortunately, there is also some evidence that these selfish tendencies might be checked and even reversed by our preexisting values. One study found that a heightened sense of power makes people who hold a communal orientation—with a strong sense of responsibility for the needs of others—more prosocial. By contrast, it found that more exchange-oriented individuals—who expect a return on their investment when they do things that benefit others—respond to power by acting in a more self-interested way. Like much of the psychological research into power, this study used the now-controversial method of priming, but even if it had not, this topic—how power interacts with social values to influence behavior—is so important that more research into it would be warranted.
Ironically, Alfred P. (“we are not a charitable institution”) Sloan Jr. is now perhaps best known by the public for the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation, the charitable institution he founded in 1934 to promote science and technology, among other things. Peter Drucker, the well-known management consultant and author, was given access to study GM’s management closely in the 1940s and knew Sloan well. He would write that Sloan had “tremendous personal warmth and was unbelievably generous.” Drucker also wrote, surprisingly, that Sloan devoted “long, loving hours” to the cause of auto safety. Yet despite his evident interest in social welfare and alleged interest in auto safety, with his corporate hat on, Sloan defined his responsibility so narrowly that it did not include trying to reduce thousands of deaths every year by making GM’s products less lethal when they crashed. These inconsistencies illustrate how a person’s values can change when that person is wearing the mantle of a corporate leader, with all the norms and incentives that come with it.
NEW WAYS TO BLAME DRIVERS: THE SEAT BELT “JUST ENCOURAGES THE NUTS”
Pressure on the industry kept building after 1956, but slowly. Doctors kept highlighting the lethality of car interiors, and lawyers began arguing that cars were defective since they failed to include reasonable safety designs (a standard that applied to other manufactured products). More data was collected on auto-crash injuries, including at Cornell, though the industry funding that it accepted after 1955 threatened its independence. (Within a few years, after a researcher there wrote an article discussing how to make cars safer, he got “very bitter calls from Detroit” and noted that the Cornell program got “very nervous, especially around grant-renewal time.”)
And Congress got involved. In 1956, Kenneth Roberts, a little-known representative from Alabama, began holding nearly annual hearings on auto safety. Roberts initially hoped Detroit would improve safety voluntarily, but he later told Jeffrey O’Connell and Arthur Myers, authors of Safety Last: An Indictment of the Auto Industry, that the industry was “never going to do anything unless you made them do it. They just didn’t want to be bothered. They would come around with the business of putting the blame on the driver.” By 1958, he told an audience, “I, frankly, am tired of hearing that our drivers are delinquents, alcoholics, and incompetents.” Industry resistance kept Roberts from passing safety standards for all cars, but in 1964 he managed to push through a law requiring cars bought by the federal government to meet certain safety standards.
Meanwhile, states became more active in considering and passing auto safety measures, especially New York. By 1963, twenty states had passed laws over industry opposition requiring standard front-seat lap belts. Faced with this wave of legislation, the industry announced it would make such belts standard nationwide, acknowledging that “it is good customer relations to heed the inevitable.” But few were satisfied, and the push for a federal safety law kept rising. In 1964, auto clubs in several states started campaigning for a law mandating minimum safety features.
By the summer of 1965, traffic safety polled as one of the six or seven problems Americans worried about most, possibly the all-time peak of concern. Congress took up auto safety again, this time in hearings spearheaded by Senator Abraham Ribicoff of Connecticut. Ribicoff said, “Detroit will holler blue murder” over the prospect of federal regulation but added that “whether safety sells cars isn’t the issue; we’re talking about life and death.”
Yet despite clear warnings that Congress was serious, industry executives at the hearings were unprepared to answer safety questions. The Wall Street Journal would report that “the hostile Congressional reaction evidently came as a shocking surprise to the auto magnates,” noting that “two auto titans [from GM and Chrysler] stubbornly refused to admit even the possibility that car design may play a significant role in the traffic toll.” One senator said of the industry leaders, “I really wouldn’t have believed they could be so bad.”
There was reason for the senators’ increased concern and anger. By 1965, highway deaths had risen to 48,000 per year, and for three years in a row the rate of deaths per miles travelled had risen as well. The death rate was always a somewhat unreliable value because it required estimating how many miles Americans drove each year. Still, success in bringing it down over the decades even as annual deaths kept rising was a sign that something was improving: cars, drivers, laws, roads, or even just the ability of modern medicine to keep crash victims alive. Now, though, even the rate of death was rising, so this was no time for the industry to appear cavalier about safety.
An advisor to the Ribicoff hearings that summer was Ralph Nader, a young lawyer who had devoted himself to the cause of auto safety. Nader would later explain that his interest in auto safety had begun in the mid-1950s when he saw a little girl who was decapitated by a glove compartment door that had opened in a 15-mph crash. (In the early 1980s, I spent a year working at one of the many groups Nader went on to found; I did not work directly with him, and I did not focus on auto safety issues.)
In late 1965, Nader’s book Unsafe at Any Speed was released. It was a blistering attack on the auto industry’s failure to employ safer designs, at the cost of thousands of lives. It got considerable attention upon publication, and the auto industry’s defensive reaction to it would ensure it got vastly more in the months that followed.
Frustrated lawmakers were ready to focus on the car, not just the driver or road, and on what caused injuries, not just accidents. Annoyed carmakers, by strategy or just reflex, kept changing the subject back to drivers, roads, and accident causation. In 1965, GM’s vice president for engineering, Harry F. Barr, said, “The driver is most important, we feel. If the drivers do everything they should, there wouldn’t be accidents, would there?” The next year, Henry Ford II, the founder’s grandson and chairman of Ford’s board, would make the same point: “The driver is the most important factor, because, if you drive safely, accidents won’t happen.” David R. Jones, a New York Times journalist who interviewed many in the auto industry in early 1965, reported that “the rising chorus of criticism infuriates auto men, who contend that poor highway design and bad driving are the main reasons for accidents.” One executive stressed that “the number of accidents caused by failure of the product are pretty damned small.”
None of the industry’s critics were suggesting that society should abandon training, licensing, and regulating drivers, but the industry, using a classic straw-man rhetorical technique, sometimes portrayed the debate that way. The president of General Motors, John. F. Gordon, once said, “The suggestion that we abandon hope of teaching drivers to avoid traffic accidents and concentrate on designing cars that will make collisions harmless is a perplexing combination of defeatism and wishful thinking.”
One troubling industry argument blamed drivers in a new way, suggesting that if drivers had a safer car, their resulting overconfidence would make them drive more recklessly. It was a neat reframing of safety advances as inherently dangerous (reminiscent of the way abolition was once reframed as cruel to the slaves). In 1963, for example, GM director of styling William Mitchell would argue that “the seat-belt craze isn’t doing anything for the brains of the guy driving the car. . . . This just encourages the nuts. Put belts and shoulder harnesses on them and they think they can do anything.” Of course, this argument ran counter to the industry’s other fear: that awareness of safety devices would take the fun out of driving.
Concern about inadvertently triggering dangerous driving did not inhibit carmakers when it came to building tremendously fast and powerful cars. In fact, the industry portrayed higher horsepower as a safety feature. GM’s head of engineering claimed in 1956 that the chief reason for putting a powerful engine in cars is that it “makes them safer to drive.” Of course, lacking the power to accelerate quickly when merging or passing is dangerous, especially in a world where other cars are moving fast, but cars that could often go well over 100 mph were hardly necessary for safety. And surely the temptation to unleash all that thrilling power and speed caused more reckless driving than did overconfidence caused by seat belts.
This temptation was especially likely given that the industry had for decades expertly appealed to our thrill-seeking instincts with ads that made cars symbols of freedom, excitement, empowerment, and even aggression. In 1957, facing criticism for pushing dangerous speeds, the major carmakers formally resolved among themselves to stop marketing cars based on speed and racing performance (and they had already informally agreed not to mark speedometers higher than 120 mph). In 1965, GM chair Frederic Donner assured senators his company was still complying with the spirit of that resolution. And yet, as Nader noted in Unsafe and Any Speed, this self-imposed restraint did not stop GM from running an ad for one of its cars asking: “Ever prodded a throttle with 445-pound-feet of torque coiled tightly at the end of it? Do that with one of these and you can start billing yourself as The Human Cannonball.”
Given the industry’s saturation advertising, with many ads fueling a sense of personal invulnerability, it is hardly surprising that many people truly were uninterested in safety design (though as Ford showed in 1956, many other people were interested). The industry also exaggerated the demands of safety advocates and then portrayed the vehicles that would result as slow, ugly, and unsellable. “Look, we could build the safest car in the world. We could build a tank that would creep over the highways and you could bang ’em into each other and nobody would ever get a scratch. But nobody would buy it either. We’d last about two months putting out stuff like that,” said Henry Ford II.
After largely ignoring safety in its ads for decades, the industry then blamed customer disinterest for its lack of standard safety features. A GM executive said one of the “startling problems so far as crash injury is concerned is the utter refusal on the part of the American motorists to be strapped into a seat,” pointing to “a real disinterest on the part of the public in their own safety.” GM’s Donner assured Ribicoff’s committee in 1965 that “in the engineering, development, and testing of our automobiles no consideration is more important to us than safety.” But he also explained that until they deem a safety feature essential, it remains an extra-cost option to protect the “basic freedom of the customer to pay the cost of tailoring a car to his own specifications.” Otherwise, GM “would face a customer revolt, and we want to stay in business.” Nader would point out that, by contrast, many costly styling features were standard, whether customers wanted them or not.
Of course, federal standards that applied to all carmakers would protect each company from a customer revolt over safety features, but opposition to such standards was virtually universal within the industry. GM’s president James Roche warned in 1966 that “anything that might be done to hamper the industry in carrying out its tasks—any form of regulation, controls or imposition of unrealistic conditions—would have a serious impact on the industry. That impact would be speedily felt throughout the economy.” He added, “We can’t afford to indulge in what might seem like lofty ideals at the cost of immobility, a lower standard of living and the risk of falling behind in the world-wide competition.” Several of the industries profiled in this book, from the eighteenth-century slave traders to the twenty-first-century fossil fuel industry, have similarly tried to tap into larger tribal and nationalist sentiments by arguing that changing their behavior would advantage other countries.
The auto industry also warned that federal standards could actually impede safety advances by restricting the research and experimentation that leads to safer cars. This would have been more persuasive if the industry had a history of actually leading on safety rather than resisting advances identified by others.
TRIBAL RESPONSE TO NADER AND OTHER CRITICS: “SOME PIPSQUEAK COMES ALONG”
Tribalism would, unsurprisingly, shape the auto safety dispute. The auto industry was known for its clubbiness. GM, in particular, famously promoted from within and even educated many of its employees and executives at its own school, General Motors Institute (GMI). Critics in this era charged that this system helped create “an extreme form of corporate inbreeding.” Moreover, there is evidence that power itself makes people less open to persuasion, so GM’s status as what Fortune magazine called “the mightiest industrial enterprise in man’s history” may also have blunted the ability of its leaders to understand the criticism. Even Henry Ford II, chair of a considerably smaller automaker, viewed his high profits as evidence he must be right. In his book Car Safety Wars: One Hundred Years of Technology, Politics, and Death, Michael Lemov reports that Ford said to a Senate counsel at a 1968 meeting about the company’s lack of safety innovation, “I am making 18 percent in profit a year. I can’t be making any mistakes.” Ford might have considered it a joke, but it was a revealing one.
The carmakers felt themselves unfairly attacked, especially in 1965 and 1966. GM’s Roche said in a speech that the industry was being irresponsibly singled out as the “scapegoat.” Henry Ford II complained that the industry was “being attacked on all sides,” and that the “harassment” was unfair. An unnamed industry executive told the New York Times that “we in the industry are disturbed at being the goat. . . . We’re the goats because we’re the easiest to get at.”
Some in the tire business, which was also feeling the heat of legislative attention at this time, came to the carmakers’ defense. One article in a trade journal with the bouncy name Rubber World, argued that politicians had given the existing safety groups a “facile and potentially popular rationale for their failure to reduce accidents: the vehicle is at fault. At a period when the theory that society itself is to blame for individual failure, this is a view that is not only acceptable—but fashionable. Detroit is a symbol of success throughout the world—and like all such symbols, arouses ambiguous emotions.” In short, the movement for safer cars was written off as a trendy rejection of personal responsibility and jealousy of the car industry’s success.
Auto industry leaders did not think much of their critics and particularly resented outsiders interfering with what they considered their field of expertise. Critics were dismissed as “amateur engineers” and “self-styled experts” by the head of GM, and as “amateur experts” by a Ford public relations executive.
Ralph Nader provoked particular ire: Henry Ford II told an author that Nader was “full of crap,” complaining, “We spend a hell of a lot of time trying to make [cars] better and safer, and then some pipsqueak who doesn’t know a thing about the industry comes along and tries to tell us how to do what we’ve dedicated our lives and billions of dollars to doing.”
Critics were also dismissed for being emotional and biased, rather than fact-driven. GM’s Roche told the press that solutions need to be “based on facts, experience, and research. The problem is serious and important. It should not be distorted by emotionalism, misinformation, or biased opinion.” He added that a “scapegoat, while it may serve as an emotional substitute, is not a solution.” Of course carmakers had their own emotions, which could flare up in response to their critics’ data: when Dr. Paul Gikas, a pathologist who had methodically studied fatal car accidents for years, showed a government committee pictures of car interiors and explained how certain features injured people, a Ford vice president angrily dismissed his presentation as an “inflammatory, vindictive, totally biased attack.” Safety critics were, in fact, drawing on a great deal of accident data, virtually all of which had been generated from research outside the industry. GM had gathered some data on crash safety, but safety engineer Gandelot said in the 1950s that it was classified as “engineering data and not for public distribution.”
In February 1966, Senator Ribicoff held more auto safety hearings. This time Nader was a witness, and he directly challenged the industry’s tendency to blame drivers for accidents. First, he questioned the basic factual premise of driver-blaming by quoting Secretary of Commerce John T. Connor. Connor had said in a 1965 speech that the interstate highway system succeeded in reducing accidents because highway engineers “relied on facts and rejected the emotional and widely held but fallacious belief that almost all accidents are somehow caused by driver error or failure, through carelessness or irresponsibility.” A recent federal analysis had found that the great bulk of accidents happened to generally good drivers. Connor stated that “in our pursuit of safety the emphasis on remedial engineering rather than reprimand represents an important breakthrough.”
Nader then questioned the morality of driver-blaming. He said, “The best that can be said about such thinking is that it is primitive. A civilized society should want to protect even the nut behind the wheel from paying the ultimate penalty for a moment’s carelessness, not to mention protecting the innocent people who get in his way.” He was articulating a growing societal perspective about corporate social responsibility, just as an older perspective was fading. As it happened, exactly a week later, Alfred P. Sloan Jr. died at the age of 90. He had remained active on GM’s board until the end and was hailed upon his death as the “archetypal corporation man of his age.”
INVESTIGATING NADER AND ENSURING REGULATION: GM’S “MOST UNWORTHY” STUNT
Nader’s testimony was greatly overshadowed by what was then going on behind the scenes. In the weeks before and after this testimony, Nader perceived he was being followed. He was also getting harassing anonymous phone calls, sometimes several a day. Twice he was abruptly approached in stores by young women: the first one invited him to her apartment for a “foreign affairs discussion,” and the second one asked for his help moving heavy articles at her home. He declined both invitations and suspected someone was trying to lure him into a compromising situation.
Nader also learned from friends and colleagues that they had been contacted by a detective claiming that Nader was being considered for a job and they were doing a prehiring investigation. The investigator had asked questions about Nader’s political views, whether his Lebanese ancestry made him anti-Semitic, whether he drank, and whether he was a homosexual, among other things. Nader contacted the media, blaming the auto industry for the investigation, and his charges hit the headlines. The New York Times reported that “spokesmen for the major manufacturers in Detroit dismissed Mr. Nader’s charge as ridiculous.” Some industry sources were particularly indignant to be accused of such a clumsy investigation, and one added, “You can bet that if one of us was doing it, it would be a lot smoother. . . . If we were checking up on Nader he’d never know about it.”
It is a crime to harass or intimidate a witness before a congressional committee, so Ribicoff asked the Justice Department to investigate. Soon after, GM released a late-night statement admitting that it had indeed initiated an investigation of Nader but denying involvement in the harassment reported in the papers. GM stressed that it was a “routine investigation” that was “limited only to Nader’s qualifications, background, expertise and association with” attorneys then suing GM over the Corvair, a car whose design failings Nader had featured in his book.
Next came the very public spectacle of GM’s CEO Roche and its general counsel Aloysius F. Power appearing before the Ribicoff committee in March 1966. GM claimed the investigation had nothing to do with Nader’s role as a congressional witness, but Ribicoff pointed out that the detectives began constant surveillance of Nader soon after it was announced he would appear before the subcommittee. Ribicoff stressed that most of the questions the investigators asked, such as ones about his sex life and political views, had nothing to do with litigation against GM and called them just an attempt to “downgrade and smear a man.” Fifty or sixty people were questioned by the investigator GM had hired through an intermediary, including Nader’s neighbors, boyhood friends, and the high school principal in his small hometown. Senator Robert Kennedy expressed the committee’s concern about whether the investigation was really about “harassment, intimidation, and possibly blackmail.”
Roche apologized to Nader before television cameras, noted for the record that no derogatory information about him had been found, and had to admit that the investigation as it was carried out was “most unworthy.” GM’s general counsel (whose name, Mr. Power, is remarkably apt in light of the above-mentioned insights about how power affects thinking and behavior), was less conciliatory. He argued that under the circumstances it would have been irresponsible of him not to order the investigation of Nader. Power tried to distance GM from the seamier side of the six-week investigation—even though it was being done on GM’s behalf and people on his staff were getting ongoing reports of the interviews—claiming he had initially intended it to be narrower (but then, as Power put it, “it went the other way . . . with the surveillance and the rest”). It was a bit like GM putting unsafe cars on the road and then not feeling any responsibility for the consequences when later some of them predictably spun out of control since, of course, GM did not intend for them to crash.
Roche urged the senators not to view this unfortunate episode as a sign that GM did not care about traffic safety, assuring them that the company gave safety “a priority second to none.” But it was too late to stop the momentum for a traffic safety law. President Lyndon Johnson had called “the shocking and senseless carnage” on the highways the nation’s gravest problem next to the war in Vietnam and had already submitted a proposed bill. Members of Congress would soon make the bill much stronger. One senator would recall, “Everybody was so outraged that a great corporation was out to clobber a guy because he wrote critically about them. At that point, everybody said the hell with them.” A top executive with one of GM’s competitors said, “I get mad every time I think about that stunt. . . . They made the entire industry look bad, and we’re all going to suffer for it.”
A NEW ERA: LIVES SAVED AND A MOVEMENT LAUNCHED
By August, the landmark National Traffic and Motor Vehicle Safety Act of 1966 was passed. The industry had tried hard to get a weaker bill, but it mostly failed and ultimately gave in and supported the bill, which was passed unanimously in both houses. Nader described the bill as “a good start,” and a Ford vice president said, “I think we can live with” it.
The act created a new federal agency to set and enforce minimum safety standards for new vehicles. The first standards—relating to such things as brakes, tires, door latches, seat belts and anchorages, rearview mirrors, and steering wheels—had to be met starting in 1968. Industry tried to weaken and delay many of the standards, often successfully, and sometimes claimed that if proposed standards were not changed, factories would have to be closed. There would be epic battles over safety design in the years ahead, including a decades-long fight over airbags, and many fights over defects and recalls.
Today’s cars are clearly much more crashworthy than those in decades past. The highway death toll peaked in 1972 at over 54,000. It fell, nonlinearly, to under 33,000 deaths by 2014, even though the miles driven more than doubled over those years (however, deaths have since risen again, to over 37,000). The rate of deaths per 100 million vehicle miles driven—still an imperfect measure—fell from 5.5 in 1966 to 1.16 in 2017.
Some of that reduction is due to factors like safer roads, less drunk driving, better medicine, and demographic changes. After factoring out those causes, though, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (which sets the safety standards) estimated that auto safety technologies saved over 27,000 lives in 2012 alone. Over 10,000 of the lives saved were directly attributable to seat belts. In total, safety technology and standards are estimated to have saved over 600,000 lives between their adoption and 2012. One can only imagine how many lives could have been saved if the auto industry had taken responsibility from the beginning for designing safer cars.
GM’s actions not only helped ensure passage of the 1966 legislation but contributed greatly to the consumer movement to come. Ralph Nader sued GM for invasion of privacy and in 1970 settled for $425,000. He used some of the money to launch a network of nonprofits, including the Center for Auto Safety, which would keep pushing for safer cars, and many other watchdog and consumer groups. He also founded Public Citizen and its Health Research Group, where I worked for a year after college in the early 1980s, focusing on the dangers of workplace chemicals. While I did not work directly for Nader, I was among many in my generation influenced by his message that citizens and the government should hold corporations responsible for the social impact of their actions.
This same belief in corporate social accountability helped propel the rise of the modern environmental movement. One of that movement’s earliest accomplishments involved getting the lead out of gasoline. This only occurred, though, after the auto industry and its fuel-selling partners had denied for decades that exposing the entire population to a known toxin posed any threat at all.
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“How Wrong One Can Be”
BIAS, TRIBALISM, AND LEADED GASOLINE
“The whole proceeding against an industry that has made invaluable contributions to the American economy for more than fifty years is the worst example of fanaticism since the New England witch hunts in the Seventeenth Century.”
—Lawrence Blanchard, vice president of Ethyl Corporation, on rules phasing lead out of gasoline, 1976
In 1921, Thomas Midgley was a young engineer at General Motors. GM was already an exciting place to be; cars were transforming the world and GM was transforming the car. Its engineers believed, though, that more powerful cars needed improved gasoline to stop the annoying “knocking” that plagued engines of the time. So Midgley—described as a convivial, whimsical, and highly inventive man—spent years tossing different chemicals into gasoline hoping to solve the problem. Many additives stopped the knocking, but each had its drawbacks. Some were too costly or corrosive. One promising option was dropped because it made the exhaust smell like “a devilish mixture of garlic and onions.”
On December 9, Midgley and his colleagues tried yet another additive, and to their delight just a tiny bit made the test engine purr like a kitten. As important, it was cheap and patentable. (Yes, the additive would harm engine parts, but that difficulty could be largely overcome.) In one recounting of the day, all the men danced a “non-scientific jig around the laboratory.” Midgley’s boss, Charles Kettering, himself a celebrated inventor, remembered the day as the most dramatic of his career. The magic ingredient was a substance called tetraethyl lead (TEL), and it was soon clear that this breakthrough—the invention of “leaded” gasoline—was worth a staggering amount of money.
There was only one problem. Lead was known since antiquity to be a slow, cumulative, insidious poison. A Greek physician observed over two thousand years ago that “lead makes the mind give way.” In the 1920s, lead was perhaps the world’s single most well-recognized, indeed conspicuous, occupational and environmental toxin.
GM was not deterred. With its corporate partners and subsidiaries, it went ahead and added lead to the nation’s fuel supply. In time leaded gasoline was used worldwide, and as our gas became leaded, so did our blood, bones, and brains. Use of Midgley’s discovery would ultimately spew millions of tons of a fine poisonous dust across the planet over several decades, concentrated in the most populated areas. Generations of children were exposed to enough of this neurotoxin to dull their minds, shorten their attention span, weaken their impulse control, and diminish their chances in life. In adults, lead would push blood pressure higher, adding to the heavy death toll from strokes and heart attacks. We are still calculating the full human cost of this utterly predictable (and repeatedly predicted) global poisoning.
This chapter shows how a grave public health risk was warned of, denied, reframed as serving a greater good, imposed on the world, and then forgotten about for decades while the relevant field of science was dominated by those with the greatest incentive to remain blind to the danger. When others finally identified the ongoing global contamination, it triggered tribal attacks on those scientists and complaints of a witch hunt.
AN INAUSPICIOUS START: “INSANITY GAS” AND A DELUSIONAL CORPORATE RESPONSE
When word got out of GM’s plan to put lead into gasoline, the company received a flurry of warnings from experts at Yale, MIT, Harvard, and elsewhere. The first medical opinions “were full of such frightening phrases as ‘grave fears,’ ‘distinct risk,’ ‘widespread lead poisoning,’ and the like,” reported one of Midgley’s colleagues. Some of these warnings related to the use of tetraethyl lead itself, a volatile liquid that can be absorbed through contact with the skin or by breathing its fumes, making it an occupational hazard for those asked to work with it. A German chemist warned Midgley early on that the death of one of his colleagues was the direct result of exposure to this “malicious and creeping” poison.
Many of the warnings, though, were about the long-term danger to the general public from breathing the lead dust that would be released through cars’ exhaust systems and accumulate along the roadways. The surgeon general, alerted to GM’s plan, wrote with a polite and reasonable question: “Since lead poisoning in human beings is of the cumulative type resulting frequently from the daily intake of minute quantities, it seems pertinent to inquire whether there might not be a decided health hazard associated with the extensive use of lead tetra ethyl in engines.”
Midgley informed the surgeon general that although the problem “had been given very serious consideration . . . no actual experimental data has been taken,” according to correspondence cited by David Rosner and Gerald Markowitz, experts in the history of public health whose work has been crucial to keeping the early lead controversy from fading away. Despite this lack of data, Midgley remained confident that “the average street will probably be so free from lead that it would be impossible to detect it or its absorption.” Midgley’s response suggests the deeply unscientific attitude that what you can’t see can’t hurt you, which is particularly dangerous when the science of detection is not well advanced and the people looking for harm are those who least want to find it.
A few weeks later, Midgley left on a six-week trip to Florida to recover from his own case of lead poisoning from his work with TEL. He described having “lead-lined lungs” and a body temperature so reduced that he was at risk of being “classified as a cold-blooded reptile.” He wasn’t too worried, though, because he was sure the cure would require only a few weeks golfing in a warm place.
Midgley was wrong about his quick recovery: when he returned to work, his body temperature was still suppressed. But this cheery bravado in the face of his own lead poisoning may help explain his equally cavalier approach to the risk to workers and the threat of chronic lead poisoning to which the public would now be exposed. He seemed more worried about the perception of a health risk than about actual risk. Indeed, while recovering from his own lead poisoning, he assured a fellow engineer that poisoning from handling leaded gasoline was almost impossible and the exhaust would not have enough lead to worry about, “but no one knows what legislation might come into existence fostered by competition and fanatical health cranks.”
In February 1923, leaded gas went on sale in Ohio. GM and Standard Oil of New Jersey soon formed a new corporation called the Ethyl Gasoline Corporation, with Kettering as president and Midgley as vice president. It would market TEL-spiked gasoline as “Ethyl,” a friendly-sounding brand name that avoided the loaded word lead. Word spread quickly among “automobilists” of the satisfying boost of power Ethyl gave their engines, and soon it was being sold at more than ten thousand filling stations.
And then the deaths began. In the summer of 1924, two workers under Midgley’s close direction at a GM plant in Dayton, Ohio, died from TEL poisoning, and dozens were hospitalized. According to the Ethyl Corporation’s official history, published in 1983, Midgley was “tremendously upset.” He had hired these employees, socialized with them, and “was depressed to the point of considering giving up the whole tetraethyl lead program.” However, Charles Kettering’s “calmer approach” won the day, and production continued.
Within a couple months of the deaths in Dayton, Kettering was pushing to greatly expand production of TEL at a DuPont plant in Deepwater, New Jersey. DuPont owned a large share of GM and manufactured most of the TEL the Ethyl Corporation would sell. Poisonings at the DuPont plant ultimately killed several workers and affected perhaps hundreds. These poisonings, as with those in Ohio, were effectively hushed up at the time.
But in October 1924, men at a third facility—a Standard Oil refinery in Bayway, New Jersey—started falling ill. Because the plant was located just across the river from New York City, several of the city’s papers got wind of the story and covered it with alarming headlines like “Odd Gas Kills One, Makes Four Insane,” “Another Man Dies From Insanity Gas,” and “Gas Madness Stalks Plant; 2 Die, 3 Crazed.” As the Ethyl Corporation’s official history would later state, “if ever a company started its corporate life under bleak circumstances, it was Ethyl Gasoline Corporation.”
The newspapers described in vivid detail how in the course of a few days a number of workers had suddenly become delusional, suffered hallucinations, shouted about being persecuted by attackers, and ultimately become “violently insane.” Some of the stricken became suicidal and one jumped out a window. Some were carted off screaming in straitjackets. It was reported that even before these incidents the plant workers had been calling TEL “loony gas,” but the New York Times called it by a less lighthearted name, “insanity gas.”
In one week, five workers died and another thirty-six were hospitalized. Their doctor soon reported they were “doing nicely,” though they were continuing to “have fits of insanity,” suggesting a rather loose definition of “nicely.” In fact, at least one of the survivors would reportedly spend the next forty years locked in a mental hospital. This chemical psychosis would be described as similar to “delirium tremens” or even, because of the violent mania it provoked, rabies. TEL’s effect on the mind was so dramatic that the Army Chemical Warfare Service had a few months earlier been testing the chemical to see, in the words of one reporter, if “this reason destroyer had any promising possibilities for war.”
Given the earlier poisonings, it is hard to understand why the executives of Standard Oil were so hopelessly unprepared to handle the public attention that followed the Bayway crisis, but they were. Perhaps they assumed they could sweep the news under the rug as successfully as Ethyl and DuPont had done at their facilities. Indeed, Charles Kettering was reported to be very upset that his partners at Standard Oil had failed to keep this news quiet.
One of the first responses to the disaster made on behalf of Standard Oil came from a physician who had been consulting for the company. Not realizing that the horse had already left the barn, he told a newspaper reporter that “nothing ought to be said about this matter in the public interest.”
Small-town papers have a long history of agreeing to ignore spectacularly violent workplace accidents upon the request of locally dominant employers. In 1767, the Newcastle Journal had been asked by coal mine operators to stop covering the frequent deadly explosions at their mines; the paper announced that because paying attention to such accidents “could have very little good tendency, we drop the further mentioning” of them. Alas, it was Standard Oil’s bad luck to have its plant located close to Manhattan, a city with newspapers that could not be quieted as easily as smaller papers in company towns.
A subsequent response issued the first day of the crisis came from the chief chemist at the plant, Dr. Matthew D. Mann. When asked by journalists to comment, he left the room for several minutes and returned with a written statement saying that “these men probably went insane because they worked too hard.” While major corporations were not as good at presenting plausible denials in the 1920s as they are today, their denials were hardly ever this preposterous. However, Dr. Mann was himself later named among the victims of TEL poisoning, and William Kovarik, a communication historian who has researched the 1920s controversy in depth, concluded that Mann “had probably made the statement while in a delirious state of mind.” If so, this would be a rare example of a corporate denial caused by the very product whose dangers were being denied.
What was not rare was for employers to blame workers for getting poisoned. When the story did not go away, that is what Ethyl and Standard Oil tried next (though at least they admitted that the symptoms were caused by workplace exposure, unlike US Radium which a few months later would blame its workers’ poisoning symptoms on their inherent weaknesses). Midgley raced to New York for a press conference at the Standard Oil headquarters on Broadway, where he said that despite warnings, the Bayway workers “had failed to appreciate the dangers of constant absorption of the fluid by their hands and arms.” Other company officials at the press conference insisted that they had constantly admonished workers to wear rubber gloves and gas masks, and said the workers had plenty of reason to know they were engaged in “a man’s undertaking.” A few months later the company would employ a stricter worker-protection protocol, which Midgley described like this: “The minute a man shows signs of exhilaration he is laid off. If he spills the stuff on himself he is fired. Because he doesn’t want to lose his job, he doesn’t spill it.”
At that New York press conference, though, Midgley demonstrated his own failure to appreciate the dangers of TEL. For the benefit of reporters, he opened a bottle of it and rubbed some on his hands (a performance he repeated at other press conferences too, assuring reporters there was no risk). Perhaps the Bayway workers had been sent similarly mixed messages about the dangers of TEL. Indeed, it would later be revealed that safety precautions at the Bayway facility were “grossly inadequate,” according to DuPont engineers who had visited the plant just weeks before the poisonings. (Recall that DuPont’s own TEL plant was so dangerous it had already poisoned many of its workers).
VIEWING RISK THROUGH A TRIBAL LENS: SHAPING THE SCIENCE
There were red warning flags that might have stopped things: the well-known toxicity of lead, the early alarms raised by national experts, Midgley’s own poisoning, the deaths of so many plant workers, and the lack of scientific studies showing the safety of TEL and low-level lead exposure. Despite all these, Midgley, Kettering, and others went forward with their plans, exposing additional workers to TEL and the public generally to a fine and cumulative spray of lead dust.
Their willingness to keep going may have been partly due to the strong “approach” systems often seen in powerful and ambitious people, as discussed in chapter 2, on radium. Midgley and his colleagues would have been keenly focused on their potential reward (more powerful cars and more impressive profits) and relatively blind to the larger social risk (violent insanity in the workplace and slow poisoning around the globe). However, their denials also show that the industry was looking at the dispute through a very tribal lens.
Psychologists have long studied the strong human tendency to draw a line between our in-group and out-groups, including our desire to agree with the views of our in-group and resist out-group efforts to persuade us otherwise. More recently, researchers like psychology professor Mina Cikara, head of the Harvard Intergroup Neuroscience Lab, have used neuroimaging to observe how such group dynamics automatically and subconsciously change the way our brains work. They have identified neural processes linked to the reduced empathy people feel for out-group members and the joy we sometimes find in out-groups’ misfortunes, and they have detected brain activity that can help explain why humans are typically more aggressive and less aware of our own moral standards when we compete as groups rather than as individuals.
One of the surprises coming from the research is how very little it takes to provoke a psychological division between us and them. Our brains are so eager to draw this line that they will apparently latch onto almost any flimsy excuse to do so. Researchers know this because they create “minimal groups” in the laboratory, assigning people to one group instead of another at random or based on arbitrary factors. Even the most trivial psychological investment—with no preexisting group bonds and little or nothing at stake—can create in-group bias and alter the way people perceive out-group members and their actions.
Of course, the stakes for Midgley, Kettering, and the other decision-makers promoting leaded gas were anything but trivial. Their financial and reputational investment was tremendous, and they would have surely felt themselves very much an in-group. Midgley’s initial concern about worker deaths in Dayton suggests he might have briefly considered these workers part of his in-group, but the speed with which he shifted gears—supporting accelerated TEL production using still-dangerous methods at other plants—suggests he quickly adopted the more traditional business mind-set of the time, which viewed workers as members of a different tribe with interests quite distinct from management’s.
Among the earliest clues that the backers of leaded gas were thinking in tribal terms comes from their secrecy around the health dangers of their product. Kettering understood back in 1923, the year before the worker poisonings, that his team would eventually need actual data to address the concerns the surgeon general and others had raised. If they had wanted the most expert analysis possible of the risks of TEL and leaded gas, they could have hired one of the national experts who had already weighed in on the dangers (including the prominent experts GM had initially contacted at Harvard and Yale). Instead, a few months after sales of Ethyl began, GM funded a study by the federal Bureau of Mines. The bureau was known for its close relationships with industry, so it was subject to some control, and yet it could still give public credibility to the research.
Kettering persuaded the Bureau of Mines to keep news of the research secret, insisting that it withhold the usual press and progress reports because he feared “the newspapers are apt to give scare headlines and false impressions.” The bureau also agreed to use the word Ethyl in its research rather than the scientific term tetraethyl lead, because if news of the research leaked, it was thought it would be less prejudicial if the word lead were omitted. Ultimately, the bureau agreed to submit its findings to the Ethyl Corporation for approval before they were made public.
Who performed the research was crucially important, because understanding the long-term risk to the public would take some very careful science. Lower-level lead poisoning of the type that the public was being exposed to was far less eye-catching (and thus far more deniable) than the sudden-onset madness that put TEL on the front pages. It could appear in various subtle forms easily overlooked or blamed on other causes, which the experts knew even then. Spotting it would take a sustained, properly designed experiment run by keen-eyed researchers who were both well trained and objective.
The study that the Bureau of Mines conducted for GM and Ethyl failed to meet this standard, but from its sponsors’ perspective, it was a great success. For some months, the bureau exposed rabbits, monkeys, dogs, and other animals to measured amounts of the exhaust of engines burning leaded gasoline. Just days after the Bayway crisis, presumably at Ethyl’s request, the bureau stated that based on its preliminary results, it considered the public health threat from car exhaust “seemingly remote.” Newspapers ran reassuring headlines—“No Peril to Public Seen in Ethyl Gas”—even as independent experts were highly critical of the study’s design, which, among other things, failed to allow the lead dust to accumulate in the way it would in the real world.
In short, from the very beginning, the risk of putting lead in gasoline was viewed from within a tribal mind-set. Kettering and his associates distrusted the newspapers, the “fanatical health cranks” in the medical community, and the workers they were continuing to expose to TEL (and of course many people within these groups, in turn, deeply distrusted the industry). Given this lack of trust, those backing leaded gas played their cards close to their chest, including initially suppressing the news of the deaths at the Dayton and Deepwater facilities—news that might have prevented the poisonings at Bayway if the health authorities and workers had known it. This us-versus-them mind-set would become even more apparent as the public debate over leaded gasoline advanced.
EXALTING THE IN-GROUP: AN INDUSTRY WITH THE “INTERESTS OF THE PUBLIC AT HEART” SELLING A “GIFT OF GOD”
When criticism of leaded gas began, the industry naturally wanted to defend itself and its motives. As is often the case, that defense involved both denying any potential self-interested bias and exalting itself by claiming a much loftier social mission than mere profit-seeking. In effect, it was denying that it viewed the issue through any sort of tribal lens.
With so much invested financially and otherwise in TEL, it would have taken tremendous effort for the product’s promoters to achieve anything close to objectivity in assessing its health risk. That effort would have required, at a minimum, an awareness that they had a private interest in leaded gas that could conflict with the public’s interest and bias them, and yet the industry repeatedly claimed it had no such bias because its interest in the public good was so strong. This claim foreshadowed the claim of GM’s Charles Wilson in 1953, when he famously said that what’s good for the country is good for GM and vice versa.
In 1925, the surgeon general held a high-profile one-day conference to discuss the risks of TEL, inviting representatives from industry, government, academia, and labor. Drawing attention to the risk of leaded gasoline was about all the federal government had the statutory authority to do at the time. The surgeon general and the federal Public Health Service he ran could hold hearings, make recommendations, and issue warnings, but actual regulation of industry actions was still almost entirely the purview of state and local governments.
One of the attendees at the conference was Yale physiology professor Yandell Henderson, a nationally recognized expert on the effects of gases on the body. Henderson had become a widely quoted thorn in industry’s side since the Bayway poisonings. He had prophetically warned in an April 1925 speech of the likelihood that “conditions will grow worse so gradually and the development of lead poisoning will come on so insidiously (for this is the nature of the disease) that leaded gasoline will be in nearly universal use and large numbers of cars will have been sold that can run only on that fuel before the public and the Government awaken to the situation.”
At the conference, Henderson pointed out that they had in the room “two diametrically opposed conceptions,” with “industry, chemists and engineers” taking one perspective, and “sanitary experts” taking the other. When he suggested that the industry representatives were not giving health the priority they should, Dr. Robert Kehoe rose to object.
Kehoe was a young medical doctor that Kettering had hired the year before to look into the poisonings at the GM plant in Ohio. He assured the group that the decisions about TEL “have been not in the hands of the industries; they have been in the hands of medical men, who have had the interests of the public at heart.” He claimed that the company’s “attitude is one of complete regard for facts,” and if an “actual danger” to the public could be shown, “the distribution of gasoline with lead in it will be discontinued from that moment. Of that there is no question.” Kehoe was not just assuring others that there was no reason to worry about company bias but revealing his unquestioned presumption that the burden of proof fell on those alleging danger to show it, rather than on the company to show safety. (Public health scholar Jerome O. Nriagu would later call this show-me-the-data approach to environmental risk the Kehoe Paradigm.)
Midgley would also assert his company’s lack of bias. More than that, he called a suggestion that industry-funded research was not sufficiently objective an attack on his company’s morals. In an article about TEL, he would make the counterintuitive and unexplained claim that “no one is more anxious to discover if any health hazard exists in the use of tetraethyl lead than the people who are interested in extending its use.”
Kehoe and Midgley were likely inclined to believe their claims about objectivity; such a lack of bias awareness is by no means rare, especially among those who feel under attack. There is something deep within most of us that will resist the notion that we are being influenced by factors outside our consciousness, especially by something like rank self-interest. Studies have shown that the average person believes he or she is less biased than the average person. Yet whether we see Kehoe and Midgley as the rational profit maximizers described by classical economics (devising a cynical corporate strategy) or as the flesh-and-blood humans described by evolutionary psychology (trying to apply a brain evolved for tribal conflict to complex questions of systemic risk), or as some mixture of the two, circumstances were pushing them toward bias and denial of that bias.
The industry went on to argue that while the health experts only had to worry about public health, the industry bore the heavy responsibility of advancing our industrial civilization. Charles Kettering was not just the nation’s foremost automotive engineer; he was on his way to being celebrated as the “prophet of progress,” a widely sought speaker famous for his folksy mix of technological optimism and can-do spirit. One of his widely quoted sayings was “the price of progress is trouble, and I don’t think the price is too high.” At the 1925 Surgeon General’s Conference, Kettering made the case that TEL was indispensable for getting more work out of gasoline, letting the nation extend its dwindling supply of petroleum. (Even Kettering’s critics acknowledge his genuine concern over a feared oil shortage.)
Frank Howard, of Standard Oil, but speaking on behalf of its corporate partners too, went further. He stated that “our continued development of motor fuels is essential in our civilization,” and by letting a gallon of gas go further, TEL was a “gift of God.” A scientist who consulted for Ethyl expressed a similar view in a letter to a federal official; while acknowledging the health risks of leaded gasoline, he was “afraid human progress cannot go on under such restrictions and that where things can be handled safely by proper supervision and regulation they must be allowed to proceed if we are to survive among the nations.”
Reframing a harmful action as serving a greater good is another psychological mechanism Albert Bandura identified that enables people to more easily violate their own moral codes. The industry’s defenders may well have convinced themselves they were serving the larger good when they made their statements, but there is evidence that the larger good was not the dominant motive.
For example, the first nation with which this gift of God would be shared was Hitler’s Germany. In 1936, a TEL plant would be built in Germany and jointly owned by an Ethyl affiliate and IG Farben, a powerful German chemical trust that was crucial to the rising Nazi war machine. The deal would be negotiated by the same Frank Howard, and as a congressional investigation would later reveal, the TEL technology was shared despite warnings that Germany was secretly rearming and TEL would help it. Indeed, an IG Farben official wrote during the war that “without lead-tetraethyl the present method of warfare would be unthinkable,” and the Nazis’ ability to produce TEL was entirely because “the Americans had presented us with the production plants, complete with experimental knowledge.”
Moreover, the indispensability of lead as an antiknock compound had been challenged even in the 1920s. Gasoline could have been blended with ethanol (grain alcohol), as Midgley and others at GM knew because they had successfully experimented with it. But ethanol could be made by “any idiot with a still,” in the words of journalist and automotive historian Jamie Lincoln Kitman. Ethanol could not be patented and did not offer a revenue stream the way TEL did. In his award-winning article in 2000 about the history of leaded gas for The Nation, Kitman would write that the benefits of leaded gasoline “were wildly and knowingly overstated in the beginning, and continue to be.”
Ultimately, the parties at the 1925 conference voted to hand the issue over to the surgeon general, who would appoint a committee of experts to look at all the evidence and make some recommendations. A few months later the committee members said there were no good grounds to ban leaded gasoline for the time being. They warned, though, that their conclusion was based on limited short-term data, and longer exposures might indeed cause detectable lead poisoning. The committee stressed that the long-term investigation “must not be allowed to lapse” and strongly urged that Congress appropriate money to continue the investigation.
The federal authorities never sought, and Congress never appropriated, money to continue the investigation. The use of leaded gasoline expanded until nearly all gasoline sold in the United States contained lead, and it eventually spread into global markets. The acute poisoning of workers was reduced by more careful manufacturing practices, keeping that issue out of the news.
The nation seemed to forget about the hazards of long-term public exposure to lead. When it was finally suggested many years later that Americans, especially children, were being harmed by widespread low-level lead exposure, that brought out another dimension of tribalism: the instinctive desire to denigrate our adversaries.
ATTACKING THE OUT-GROUP CRITIC: A NAÏVE, IGNORANT, BRASH, PASSIONATE, DOGMATIC, ABSURD ZEALOT
Robert Kehoe—the young physician who in 1925 assured critics that the industry would stop selling TEL if the facts showed an actual hazard—would utterly dominate the search for such a hazard for the next forty years and never spot one. In the meantime, his career would become a symbol of the intimate ties between business and academia, as he simultaneously worked for the University of Cincinnati as head of its industry-funded Kettering Laboratory and as medical director of the Ethyl Corporation. Industry not only built his lab and financed most of his research, but it paid his salary (except for the one dollar per year he received from the University of Cincinnati).
While Kehoe’s prominence extended to the field of occupational medicine generally, about lead he was the long-unquestioned authority. To an astonishing degree, virtually all research into lead’s effect on the human body between the 1920s and 1960s was conducted at the Kettering Laboratory under Kehoe’s direction. After he sent colleagues a compilation of his lectures on the subject in 1960, one colleague wrote back, “You are God in the field,” and another wrote, “The last word has been said on lead.”
Kehoe’s data largely came from studying workers, and he helped develop protocols for greatly reducing worker exposures to TEL, surely saving lives by reducing acute occupational poisonings. He also conducted experiments where he had young men eat lead salts and breathe the exhaust of engines burning leaded gasoline, and then measured how much lead was excreted in their waste and how much was left in their blood. He championed two particularly important conclusions drawn from this work. First, he concluded that relatively high levels of lead were naturally present in both the environment and people’s bodies. Second, he argued that as long as blood lead levels stayed below the threshold associated with clinical symptoms of classical lead poisoning, lead posed no harm. The threshold Kehoe identified was 80 micrograms of lead per deciliter of blood (µg/dL), because he had never seen symptoms of lead poisoning below that level. For decades, these basic principles limited the scope of the discussion about lead poisoning, to the extent there was any discussion.
Eventually, though, Kehoe’s reassuring views were directly challenged by someone entirely outside his field who had arrived at the issue indirectly: Clair Patterson. Patterson had no medical training, was not a biologist, toxicologist, or industrial hygienist, and at least initially he was not driven by concern over health or the environment. He was a geochemist trying to determine the age of the planet; since uranium decays into lead over time, precisely measuring lead levels in minerals offered a way to calculate Earth’s age.
In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Patterson devised the technological means to measure various lead isotopes in increments far tinier than had been measurable before. In so doing, though, he realized that lead was everywhere in our environment—so prevalent even in the laboratories that he had to build a special, ultraclean laboratory to make his measurements. Ultimately, Patterson was able to calculate that our planet was formed 4.5 billion years ago—a groundbreaking calculation he published in 1953, which has held up over the decades.
Patterson turned his attention to the seas to further develop his lead-dating technique. By measuring the lead in different depths of the ocean and in seafloor sediments, he could determine how lead levels have changed over time. This work was partially funded by the American Petroleum Institute, which had been convinced by a mentor of Patterson’s that the geologic history revealed by lead measurements could someday help to locate more oil. Patterson’s measurements revealed that lead had risen dramatically during the industrial age, and especially in the previous few decades, and he concluded that the source of this extra lead was probably leaded gasoline. He knew his findings would anger the oil industry, but he published them anyway.
Journalist and author Lydia Denworth, in her engrossing book Toxic Truth: A Scientist, a Doctor, and the Battle over Lead, quotes Patterson claiming that the industry’s first response was to try to buy him off by offering continued funding only if he would change the focus of his research. He declined, and as he explained years later, “Wham! They stopped my research. They not only stopped funding me, they tried to get the Atomic Energy Commission to stop giving me anything. . . . They went around and tried to block all my funding.” Someone within the petroleum industry also tried, unsuccessfully, to get Patterson fired from his job at Caltech.
Patterson’s willingness to risk the wrath of the oil industry and jeopardize his funding was just another illustration of a fiercely independent nature. In many ways he was Robert Kehoe’s opposite—an eccentric and somewhat detached outsider who cared little about worldly status or how he was viewed by those in power, including by those funding his research. He was much more interested in pure science than in its application, and he largely depended on others to obtain the federal and other grants he needed. (Patterson would years later decline a professorship at Caltech for a time because he didn’t support the concept of tenure.)
Patterson was invited to publish his findings in the medical journal Archives of Environmental Health, and in 1965 he submitted an article in which he presented his calculation that average Americans probably had one hundred times more lead in their bodies than prehistoric humans, based on what he knew about lead levels in the prehistoric environment (later, he and his colleagues would adjust this estimate to six hundred times more lead).
It was an extraordinarily provocative claim—arguing that we humans had contaminated the world and ourselves with potentially dangerous levels of lead. One of the scientists who reviewed the paper for the journal prior to its publication rightly noted that it “impugns the life work of Bob Kehoe.” Even so, Kehoe, who also reviewed the paper, did not try to stop its publication. He wrote, “I should let the man, with his obvious faults, speak in such a way as to display these faults.” Kehoe knew it was too late for the issue Patterson had raised to be “swept under the rug,” so his views “must be faced and demolished.”
Kehoe warned an executive at Ethyl that Patterson’s forthcoming article could lead to a ban on leaded gas. He also urged “that there be little or no obvious effort on the part of those who have an important stake in the lead-using industries to discredit Dr. Patterson, for such effort will be a boomerang.” Kehoe himself, though, did not hold back in trying to discredit Patterson. In reviewing Patterson’s work for the journal prior to publication, Kehoe called his inferences “remarkably naïve. . . . It is an example of how wrong one can be” when he steps into a field “of which he is so woefully ignorant and so lacking in any concept of the depth of his ignorance, that he is not even cautious in drawing sweeping conclusions. This bespeaks the brash young man, or perhaps the not so young, passionate supporter of a cause.”
After the article came out, Kehoe wrote a response chastising Patterson for venturing “without caution, humility, or appropriate critique” into a new field. He accused Patterson of “the boldness, passion, and disregard for troublesome facts that more befit zeal in the advocacy of a cause than the attitude of the serious investigator” and called his conclusions “astonishingly dogmatic (and absurd).”
Kehoe’s response echoed an earlier defender of leaded gas, who in 1925 had accused those warning of its dangers of offering “incompetent and hysterical testimony” and being “misguided zealots.” Industries frequently accuse their critics of hysteria and emotionalism, portraying the business world as ruled by nothing but reason and pragmatism, beset by irrational and emotional critics.
Kehoe’s attack on Patterson might have run counter to his own advice to industry, but it would be no surprise to the psychologists who study how people react to a threat from an out-group. If you are engaged in a tribal conflict, even if you don’t consciously recognize it as such, you don’t just defend your own tribe; you instinctively want to criticize the outsiders threatening you. Psychologists dryly call this “out-group derogation.”
There is research suggesting that even a minor and symbolic threat to a group we identify with can lower our self-esteem. In one small but interesting study, psychologists Nyla R. Branscombe and Daniel Wann manipulated the collective self-esteem of their research subjects using, surprisingly enough, a six-minute clip from the movie Rocky IV. They showed subjects a dramatic fight scene in which Rocky boxes the villainous Russian fighter Ivan Drago. (The year was 1989, before the Soviet Union broke up.) The researchers edited the clip so that half saw Rocky win and the other half thought they saw Ivan win.
The collective self-esteem of those subjects who identified more highly as Americans dropped if they’d seen Ivan win. Then the researchers gave the subjects the opportunity to disparage Russians by asking a series of questions about US policies toward the Soviet Union, Russian exchange students, and aspects of Russian character. Those whose self-esteem had dropped were most eager to tear down Russians, and doing so helped their collective self-esteem bounce back. Insulting those who pose a threat to one’s group identity—even just a symbolic threat—appears to be a mood-altering activity.
Of course, when a critic raises charges that actually threaten our financial interests, not to mention our reputations, we have a strategic incentive to discredit that critic in order to undermine the validity of the charges. But research like this points to an emotional inclination to do so quite apart from any conscious corporate strategy.
RISING SKEPTICISM OF INDUSTRY DENIALS: “I SEEM TO BE A BIT UNDER THE GUN”
After publishing his 1965 article, Clair Patterson wanted more evidence of changes in lead deposition over time, and he went to extraordinary lengths to get it. He visited a US military base in Greenland to meticulously collect ice formed from snow that fell centuries ago, so that he could learn how much lead had made it into the Arctic atmosphere in the past. Then he took a team to Antarctica for another arduous sample-collecting expedition. Now Patterson had even more persuasive evidence that atmospheric lead had risen dramatically during the industrial era, especially in the previous few decades.
Meanwhile, Patterson’s article about global lead contamination had attracted attention, including from the New York Times, which ran two articles about his claims that leaded gasoline was causing an alarming increase in lead pollution and human exposure. Amazingly, there was no mention that public health experts forty years earlier had warned of precisely this problem in the pages of the same newspaper.
In December 1965, the Public Health Service, the same federal agency that had hosted the first conference on leaded gas in 1925, held another conference that ended up largely focused on Patterson’s findings. Robert Kehoe, now seventy-two, was likely the only person to attend both meetings, and he delivered roughly the same “no evidence of danger” message he had delivered in 1925. Patterson, still in Antarctica, missed the meeting, but a handful of his scientific colleagues represented his views, and one reported that it was an angry and emotional affair.
As in 1925, the question of the objectivity of industry-funded research was raised, but this time it focused on Kehoe personally and it was a different era. Kehoe could not bat it away, as he had done four decades earlier, by assuring people he had only the public interest at heart and a complete regard for the facts. In a press conference after the meeting, Kehoe was subjected to enough questioning about industry funding of his salary and research that Harriet Hardy, head of MIT’s occupational medical clinic and a committed ally of Patterson’s, “almost felt sorry” for Kehoe. This giant in his field was unaccustomed to such questioning (“I seem to be a bit under the gun,” he said) and was reportedly quite upset.
Of course, Kehoe had just attacked Patterson’s objectivity in the strongest terms. This back and forth occurs in almost every dispute over corporate harm. The industry’s defenders are assumed to have a financially driven bias (as I assume in this book). This bias is not always openly mentioned, especially in official conferences, but industry members understand they are generally viewed as biased. Industry in turn accuses its critics of being biased due to some ulterior motive beyond just preventing the harm they have identified. Corporate defenders sometimes accuse their critics of having a hidden financial motive (of being, in effect, an “industry” just like them), and commonly they see their critics as motivated by some political cause. Rarely does either side acknowledge the possibility of their own bias, even while accusing the other side of it.
As noted, people naturally resist the idea that they may be biased, but readily assume that others are. Psychologists call this “naïve realism,” since it combines a realistic recognition of the biases of others with a naïve denial of one’s own potential biases. Indeed, our assumption that we are objective gives us reason to look for and even overestimate the bias of others, since it is the most obvious explanation for their failure to agree with our own clearly correct views.
Patterson did not come to the question of lead contamination with any sort of “cause” in mind, but when his research revealed what he considered an alarming problem, he had to make a choice that scientists generally hate to make: raise the political alarm and face the charge that you have lost your objectivity, or have your findings and the problem you have identified ignored.
Patterson may have been happier sealed in his ultraclean laboratory or off collecting polar ice samples, but he was worried enough about industrial lead exposure to jump into the political fray. This might have been an easier choice for Patterson than for most scientists, though, given his demonstrated disregard for conventional opinion and the names he was occasionally called. He was already seen as something of a “kook,” even among his friends, and had been known to walk about his Southern California campus wearing a gas mask on smoggy days.
So Patterson sent his findings to health officials and politicians, including to Senator Edmund Muskie, chair of a US Senate subcommittee on air and water pollution. In June 1966, Muskie held hearings on air pollution, including lead. Robert Kehoe appeared, repeating his views that relatively high lead exposure was inevitable (“there is no way in which man has ever been able to escape the absorption of lead while living on this planet”) but that its accumulation in the body was harmless below the 80 µg/dL threshold of clinical poisoning. When Muskie asked if medical opinion agreed with him on the latter point, Kehoe responded, “It so happens I have had more experience in this field than anybody else alive.”
Patterson also appeared at the hearing, and he did not pull any punches in his testimony. He challenged Kehoe’s idea that what he called today’s “typical” lead levels were natural, as well as the idea that lead exposure was harmless below the threshold of recognized poisoning. In fact, he argued, the evidence strongly suggested that the average American was “being subjected to severe chronic lead insult.” He did not blame just industry; he accused public health agencies like the Public Health Service (PHS) of violating their duties to the public by collaborating with the lead industry and accepting the industry’s health research as objective science.
While Patterson had some friends within the Public Health Service, he had opponents too, and Muskie put into the record a letter from one of them. It was written by a PHS toxicologist objecting to the publication of Patterson’s “rabble-rousing” article and asking if he was “trying to be a second Rachel Carson.”
In 1962 Carson had published her groundbreaking exposé about pesticides, Silent Spring—a book that unleashed a wave of public concern about pollution and that helped spark the modern environmental movement. Like Patterson, Carson had been accused of unscientific zealotry on behalf of a cause. The head of the nation’s top producer of DDT claimed she was writing not “as a scientist but rather as a fanatic defender of the cult of the balance of nature.” A lawyer for another pesticide maker invoked Cold War tensions, suggesting Carson was somehow associated with “sinister parties” who wanted to reduce America’s and Western Europe’s food supply to “east-curtain parity.”
Neither Carson nor Patterson were actually involved with cults or Communists, and neither showed any interest in rabble-rousing for its own sake. However, they were both part of a larger societal shift in thinking that was changing how business in America was viewed. Indeed, the resurrected debate over leaded gasoline was happening against the backdrop of the higher-profile debate over auto safety. Nader’s Unsafe at Any Speed came out just days before the 1965 Public Health Service conference on lead, and the June 1966 Muskie hearings where Kehoe and Patterson testified took place just weeks after the Ribicoff hearings where the head of GM had to apologize for having Nader followed. It was an era of rising skepticism about corporate motives and impacts, shrinking acceptance of corporate denials, and growing demands for government regulation of industrial threats.
AN INDUSTRY UNDER SIEGE: “THE WORST EXAMPLE OF FANATICISM SINCE THE WITCH HUNTS”
Patterson’s data ensured that the emerging environmental movement—along with medical researchers, civil rights groups, and antipoverty activists—paid long-overdue attention to lead, to the dismay of the industry. The year 1970 was a particularly rough one for the Ethyl Corporation. Just a few days into the new decade, the president of GM announced that to cut smog-creating emissions, GM was turning to catalytic converters. Since catalytic converters were ruined by lead, new cars would have to burn unleaded gasoline. Both GM and Standard Oil of New Jersey, who had been there at the birth of Ethyl, had sold their shares in the early 1960s; one Ethyl executive compared GM’s announcement to being disowned by your father.
The Ethyl Corporation reacted to the announcement with a flurry of denial. It argued the plan would backfire: unleaded gasoline would actually increase smog and had more cancer-producing agents. It argued impossibility, with one official opining that “lead is going to be in gasoline until they stop using gas in internal combustion engines” (an ironic expression of technological pessimism from a company launched by Charles Kettering, the prophet of progress). The company claimed there was “no proof whatsoever” that lead in gasoline hurt public health, echoing wording the tobacco industry had long used about smoking.
Ethyl’s chair suggested the shift away from lead was driven by irrational forces, saying the nation needed to “proceed only on the basis of established facts and not to be stampeded into condemning proven products or embracing untested theories.” One Ethyl official deployed the comparative-risk defense to point to other industries, asking, “Who kills the most people in the United States yearly? The auto makers—not the leaded gasoline. Let’s get in proper perspective who is doing the damage.” He added, for good measure, “If people were really interested in clean air, why not make them stop smoking cigarettes in the Los Angeles area? That is where much of the particulate matter . . . comes from.” The tobacco industry would similarly try to redirect attention to air pollution.
The year 1970 also saw the first Earth Day—a stunning outpouring of public support for environmental protection that caught many in government and industry by surprise. Public concern over pollution was so strong that later that year President Nixon launched a new regulatory body called the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). By year’s end, the newly minted EPA was given vastly more authority when Congress passed a strong new Clean Air Act. This sweeping landmark law addressed almost all forms of air pollution, but it paid particular attention to cars. The auto industry opposed the law, but the spirit of the times was for the law; it not only passed but did so with virtually unanimous support in both houses of Congress.
Finally, the federal government had the authority, resources, and personnel to regulate lead emissions, along with a social movement pushing it for action. It was the beginning of the end for leaded gasoline in the United States, though it would take another quarter century before it was actually banned.
The EPA required gas stations to make unleaded gas available to fuel cars with catalytic converters, but it was not eager to confront the contentious issue of lead in gasoline head-on, so a newly formed environmental group, the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), sued and won a court order requiring EPA to act. When EPA did adopt rules in 1973 requiring a three-quarters drop in the lead content of leaded gasoline over five years, it was promptly sued by Ethyl, DuPont, and others. (This pattern—regulatory inaction, environmentalist suit, regulatory action, industry suit—would become depressingly common in the realm of environmental regulation and is one reason it takes so many years to convert scientific evidence of harm into a reduction of that harm.)
Studies were starting to link relatively common blood lead levels to subtle brain damage in children, but the evidence was still fairly thin and it was hard to connect all the dots between that damage and lead in gasoline. However, the DC Circuit Court, in a landmark opinion by a 5–4 vote of the entire court, rejected the industry’s argument that the EPA needed a single definitive study showing that leaded gasoline causes harm, noting that “science does not work that way.” The EPA was allowed and even required to look at the suggestive results of numerous studies and act to prevent potential future harm.
Lawrence Blanchard Jr., an executive of the Ethyl Corporation, was livid; his quote at the beginning of this chapter compares the proceeding to the New England witch hunts of the seventeenth century. He added, “Those deaths of innocent people who couldn’t prove that they weren’t witches were also upheld by the courts swept up in the emotions of the day. That chapter in American history soon came to be an embarrassment to all intelligent people, and so will this proceeding.”
In fact, the evidence of the damage done to children by low-level lead exposure kept mounting, with no apparent effect on the industry members’ view of their product. They simply dismissed the evidence of harm, while proffering at least one study suggesting lead was actually an essential micronutrient. A 1983 panel of experts found that study unpersuasive, and the EPA concluded that given the pervasive extent of global lead contamination, the idea of “lead deficiency” was “virtually inconceivable” anyway. The industry was not without allies, though. The Wall Street Journal also claimed that lead was good for kids, but on different grounds. It editorialized in 1982 that adding “a bit more lead” to gasoline would, by creating a stronger economy with more jobs, “likely do more for ghetto children” than emotion-driven environmental protections.
Even during the antiregulatory Reagan administration, restrictions against lead grew stronger (following a congressional backlash to an initial effort to weaken lead regulations). A lengthy cost-benefit analysis prepared by EPA showed that further slashing lead content in gasoline would yield vast health and economic benefits, far outweighing the costs. Reagan’s Office of Management and Budget judged the analysis a very fine example of how such regulations should be approached. Blanchard of the Ethyl Corporation disagreed; he was “simply shocked” by the “juvenile and simplistic” analysis, calling his foes at the EPA “novelists” and “bastards.” He assured shareholders the company was “not about to surrender to our intellectually fraudulent opponents.”
Public health historians Gerald Markowitz and David Rosner write that by the mid-1980s the lead industry “would abandon its effort to win the scientific argument over lead’s effects on its merits and revert to attempting character assassination and manufacturing uncertainty about the emerging scientific consensus.” Its chief target for years would be the pediatrician and researcher Herbert Needleman, a pioneer in the discovery of how low-level lead exposure affects children. Like Clair Patterson, Needleman was tenacious in drawing attention to the threat. Industry consultants formally challenged not just Needleman’s findings but his integrity, even accusing him of professional misconduct. Ultimately, both he and his data were exonerated, but Needleman told biographer Lydia Denworth that defending himself “took three years out of my professional life.”
There was also considerable finger-pointing during this era. The Ethyl Corporation blamed the lead levels in children’s blood on kids eating lead paint, while the paint industry—with its own long history of exposing children to lead and denying the harm—was blaming leaded gasoline (among other things). In the end, there was plenty of blame to go around.
Ethyl officials felt themselves at war, and the company’s continued denial of the science surely fueled its growing sense of unfair victimization. The CEO of Ethyl complained that his “good product” had been turned into a “sacrificial Iamb.” Another Ethyl official claimed that the atmosphere was preventing “objective scientists from coming forward” because they would be “crucified” by the press, EPA, and environmentalists. A spokesman for a lead industry trade group said in 1981 that “for the past decade or so the lead industry has seen itself as an industry under siege.” When the Reagan EPA tightened lead regulations even further, he said the industry felt “wronged” and blamed skillful manipulation of the media by “five or six scientists, together with the rabid environmentalists.” It was a slightly ironic charge given how much the TEL poisonings in the 1920s resembled actual rabies, though by this time that history was long forgotten.
Almost all the industries profiled in this book complain about being victimized by unfair processes and irrational critics. This seems to be a highly effective way for them, or probably members of any tribe facing criticism, to minimize any feelings of remorse about the harms their tribe has caused. Focusing instead on the wrongs they perceive to have been done to them (and those in the bunker with them) lets an energizing anger obliterate any emerging guilt that might otherwise threaten to demoralize them.
LEAD BURDEN: THE GIFT THAT KEEPS ON GIVING
While the lead in gasoline dropped precipitously in the late 1970s thanks to EPA regulations, leaded gasoline was not actually banned for on-road vehicles in the United States until 1995—over seventy years after it was introduced. The industry had argued that there was no proven link between lead in our gasoline and lead in our blood, but as lead in gasoline fell between 1976 and 1980, so did average blood lead levels, almost in lockstep.
The lead sprayed from engines over all those decades—millions of tons of it—has not disappeared. Some dispersed globally, which is why Patterson was able to read the rise of leaded gas in the ice of Greenland and Antarctica. But a bit remains deposited in the soils of our cities and towns, and when the wind blows on dusty days, we and our children can breathe it once again.
The health community’s celebration over falling blood lead levels was muted by a deepening understanding of just how harmful even a little lead really is. A long and heartbreaking parade of studies over the years would find children being harmed at lower and lower levels of lead exposure. Needleman and others showed that lead was associated with lower IQs, lower verbal ability, shortened attention spans, and more disruptive behavior in grade school children. Studies have linked lead exposure to impulsivity, hyperactivity, depression, and anxiety, and even to higher rates of criminal offenses.
The blood lead level threshold that Robert Kehoe argued was safe—80 micrograms per deciliter (µg/dL)—has proven to be way, way off. Health authorities and regulators have lowered the level of concern multiple times over the years, with industry resistance. Today, subtle but permanent neurologic damage and behavioral disorders have been associated with childhood blood lead levels of less than 5 µg/dL.
In 1976–1980, the average blood lead level for American preschoolers was 15.1 µg/dL; by 2008 it had fallen tenfold, to 1.5 µg/dL. It is estimated that most US adults born before 1980 had blood lead levels over 10 µg/dL when they were children, with many far higher. Screenings of children decades ago in Chicago, New York, and other cities found that between 20 and 45 percent of them had blood lead levels in the range of 40–50 µg/dL. It appears that most of the lead exposure even for low-income, inner-city kids, who also had considerable lead paint exposure, came from gasoline. By way of comparison, it appears that even in those parts of Flint, Michigan, that faced the greatest lead contamination during that city’s recent water crisis, 10.6 percent of the children had blood lead levels that exceeded 5 µg/dL.
The lead burden borne by the public at large was so widespread that it raises some heavy questions. For example, what sort of people might we have been if we had all developed to our full potential and been a little smarter, more attentive, less anxious, and less impulsive than we have been? If you slide the bell curve of a population’s intelligence to the left a few IQ points—meaning, among other things, that more people are severely impaired and fewer are geniuses—how does that alter a society? The next time you see an inexplicable sign of mass stupidity (insert your own political jokes here), you may find yourself wondering if it might in some way reflect a collective mental impairment caused by the lead that so many of today’s adults absorbed at a very tender age.
Separate analyses by Rick Nevin and Jessica Wolpaw Reyes ask whether, given the strong correlation between lead exposure and delinquency, lead may have contributed to the midcentury surge in violent crime experienced in the United States and many other nations. Their studies show that reductions in violent crime correspond remarkably well with the removal of lead from gasoline, which took place at different times in different states and nations, factoring in a two-decade or so lag for the exposed children to reach the prime criminality age. However, other researchers using a different series of crime statistics have not found a correlation to lead exposure in the United States, so we can expect this debate to continue.
Less attention has been paid to the impact of lead on adults, but lead exposure—even in decades past—is a major risk factor for premature death from cardiovascular disease. A major international research effort estimated that in 2017 over a million deaths worldwide could be linked to lead exposure (from all sources, not just gasoline), and yet this number may be way too low according to an astounding new study. Thousands of US adults had their blood lead levels tested between 1988 and 1994 as part of a larger medical survey. A 2018 analysis found those with higher lead levels in the earlier period had a significantly higher risk of death in subsequent years, especially from heart disease. Based on this finding, researchers estimated that just in the United States, about 400,000 deaths are attributable to lead exposure every year—ten times more than previously thought. If this estimate is correct, it would put lead exposure in the same ballpark as tobacco, which is linked to about 480,000 early deaths in the United States yearly.
What happened to the corporations behind leaded gasoline? GM, DuPont, and Standard Oil of New Jersey (now Exxon) would, of course, remain giants of the auto, chemical, and oil industries. And the Ethyl Corporation actually managed to survive America’s ban on what had once been its sole product. First, Ethyl diversified, mainly into other chemicals; its executives once considered buying a tobacco company but thought better of it. Second, it relied more on selling leaded gasoline in other countries where, as Ethyl’s president said in 1970, “We don’t face the hysteria that we do here.”
It turns out that children in other countries, particularly developing ones, were exposed to brain-damaging leaded gasoline for years after American kids no longer were. International campaigns by health activists, the United Nations, and others would eventually help drive leaded gas almost entirely out of the global market. The only nation still using leaded gas is Algeria, though five other nations—Iraq, Yemen, Afghanistan, North Korea, and Myanmar—phased it out only in the last few years. Although there are obviously a host of factors driving the violence in war-torn Iraq, Afghanistan, and Yemen, being among the last to stop spreading a brain poison potentially linked to violence surely has not helped.
As for the individual players in this drama, Clair Patterson remained active for years in the push to get the lead out of not just gasoline but food (it was used to solder cans) and other sources. He was showered with prizes and honors for his work on lead and in 1987 was elected to the National Academy of Sciences, the nation’s preeminent scientific association (though one he did not hold in particularly high regard). In 1995, at the age of 73, this man who had done so much to clear the air died of a severe asthma attack. He left unfinished a book about a new question that consumed him for years before his death—namely, what is it about human consciousness and the thought processes of Homo sapiens that could allow us to poison the earth so profoundly?
Charles Kettering, ever the technological optimist, probably did not struggle with that question. He achieved fame and fortune at GM and retired as something of a living legend. Much of his money he would devote to philanthropy, with a particular focus on science and health. His name is perhaps best known for its association with the Sloan-Kettering Institute, which he cofounded with Alfred P. Sloan Jr. and which has been a world leader in cancer research. (Lead and lead compounds, incidentally, have been officially classified as “reasonably anticipated to be human carcinogens,” though the evidence is not nearly as strong as the evidence for lead’s other harms.) Kettering died in 1958, years before Patterson changed the way the world thought about lead. Robert Kehoe, on the other hand, lived long enough to learn how dangerously wrong he had been, though he may not have accepted it. He died in 1992, at the age of 99.
Like Kettering, Thomas Midgley would die before he could learn the tragic consequences of his discovery. He had become one of America’s most celebrated and award-winning chemists, which is particularly impressive given that his training was as a mechanical engineer. In 1940, at the age of 51, Midgley developed polio. He devised a rope and pulley system to lift himself from bed, and one morning in 1944 his wife found him strangled to death in the ropes. The newspapers were told it was a freak accident, but cemetery records called it suicide. A few months earlier, in a speech to the American Chemical Society, Midgley had argued that the best discoveries are made by the young, and older scientists should get out of their way.
One of the other world-changing discoveries Midgley made during his inventive younger years was chlorofluorocarbons—a family of chemicals that would be widely used in refrigeration, air conditioning, and spray cans. In 1974, scientists warned that these chemicals posed a grave threat to the stratospheric ozone layer, which we and other surface life forms depend on to shield us from dangerous radiation. It would launch yet another dramatic chapter in the annals of corporate denial.
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“Our Free Enterprise System Is at Stake”
CFCs, IDEOLOGY, AND MANIPULATED UNCERTAINTY
“My theory is that the whole thing is orchestrated by the Ministry of Disinformation of the KGB in Moscow, to damage our economy and our faith in democratic government.”
—George Diamond, president of Diamond Aerosol, 1977
In the 1920s, people started replacing their old iceboxes with mechanical refrigerators, sometimes called icebox machines. Then a problem emerged: the new devices used toxic gases for cooling, and the gases occasionally leaked out and killed people. Chicago health authorities in the summer of 1929 announced that the mysterious recent deaths of eighteen city residents could be blamed on leaks of methyl chloride, one of the three commonly used refrigerants.
Newspapers wrote of growing “icebox anxiety” caused by the reported deaths, and within weeks federal authorities rushed out a statement to prevent undue excitement over the issue. The US Public Health Service reassured consumers that deadly refrigerant leaks were quite rare given how many refrigerators were already in use. However, it did note that unlike other common refrigerants, which have strong and irritating odors, methyl chloride had a “slight and rather pleasant odor, which probably would not awaken a sleeping person.” The overall message—that home refrigerators can indeed kill people in their sleep but do so only rarely—was not exactly the ringing endorsement that the makers of this new consumer product probably wanted.
By then, though, the refrigeration industry was already looking for a solution. The company Frigidaire was owned by General Motors, and in 1928 GM’s Charles Kettering had asked Thomas Midgley to find a refrigerant that was both nonpoisonous and nonflammable. It did not take Midgley long to synthesize a new family of chemicals we now call chlorofluorocarbons, or CFCs, which nicely met the criteria. To demonstrate CFCs’ safety at an American Chemical Society meeting in 1930, the ever-dramatic Midgley inhaled some CFCs and then blew out a candle. He would note that while not poisonous, CFCs were a little intoxicating, but not in a fun way; unlike alcohol, they did not “rouse a desire to sing or recite poetry.”
The new compound was dubbed Freon, and GM and DuPont formed a corporation to make it. Frigidaire marketed it as a miracle refrigerant, “one of the most outstanding scientific achievements of our times,” and within a few years virtually all refrigerator manufacturers were using Freon. CFCs would allow widespread use of both refrigeration and air conditioning—two technologies that would transform modern life.
Later, CFCs would be central to the emergence of the new aerosol spray industry. CFCs were nonreactive; they would not interact with the product being sprayed, making them the perfect propellant in spray cans. During World War II, CFCs were used to disperse a widely hailed new pesticide called DDT to kill malaria-carrying mosquitoes, and this spraying is credited with saving many lives during the Pacific campaign.1 In the postwar years, though, rather than saving lives, CFC propellants were largely just saving hairdos and preventing embarrassment by propelling hairsprays and deodorants. Propellants that would not burst into flames when sprayed at one’s body were especially handy in this era of increased smoking.
So leaded gasoline and CFCs were both invented by the same guy working for the same company in the same decade. Thomas Midgley and his team, and the new industries they helped create, managed to leave a lasting chemical mark not only on our land, oceans, and bodies but on the vast reaches of the stratosphere as well.
Yet for the purposes of this book, there are differences worth noting between Midgley’s two inventions. Leaded gasoline spread a known, cumulative poison through society, not to mention exposing workers to a notoriously toxic gas. By contrast, CFCs replaced deadly chemicals in consumer products with something much less likely to kill the products’ users. And where the long-term threat posed by leaded gasoline had been tragically obvious even in the 1920s, the long-term threat posed by CFCs would have been virtually unfathomable.
When the alarm was raised about CFCs decades later, industries were threatened by science they did not understand. The tribal attacks with which many responded were heavily tinged with the anticommunist ideology of the Cold War and with resentment over the rising environmental expectations of the era. More sophisticated industry players would focus on the scientific debate, exploiting every uncertainty and keeping the burden of proof on those alleging a world-threatening danger.
Eventually, the drama around CFCs would yield a rare example of corporate denial actually overcome by—among other things—scientific evidence. Unfortunately, this victory for science would be quickly followed by an ideological, antiscience backlash that haunts us today.
DISCOVERING OZONE AND ITS VULNERABILITY: DEATH RAYS AND HAIRSPRAYS
Life on the surface of the earth could never have evolved without the shelter provided by the stratospheric ozone layer. It would have been killed by ultraviolet light coming from the sun (in particular, the shortwave part of the spectrum called UV-B). Fortunately, the primitive oceans started releasing oxygen—a waste product of underwater life forms. When this oxygen rose up and was blasted by ultraviolet light, the two-atom configuration that oxygen is typically found in was broken up and reconfigured into a three-atom molecule known as ozone.
The ozone molecules accumulated miles above the surface, and like a natural sunscreen, they began to absorb enough of the UV-B rays to allow life to finally emerge onto land. But stratospheric ozone is not static; its continual formation by radiation is kept in balance by a continual destruction by other natural forces, maintaining a relatively steady state though one that varies significantly by latitude and season. (Ozone is also the prime component of smog; although we want ozone in the stratosphere to absorb radiation, ozone down at the surface is an air pollutant that causes lung damage and other harms.)
Scientists were just learning the importance of the ozone layer when Midgley synthesized the first CFCs, and it would be explained to the public in sensational terms. Popular Science magazine thrilled its readers in 1934 with the announcement that “an armor plate of invisible gas surrounds the earth and protects us against death rays from the sun!” The New York Times explained that, but for ozone, these death rays would “blind and blister and eventually destroy all earthly life.” Dr. Charles Abbot, the secretary of the Smithsonian, said that “it is astonishing and even terrifying . . . to contemplate the narrow margin of safety on which our lives thus depend. Were this trifling quantity of atmospheric ozone removed, we should all perish.”
But as Seth Cagin and Philip Dray note in their fascinating 1993 book about the CFC controversy, Between Earth and Sky: How CFCs Changed Our World and Endangered the Ozone Layer, despite the apocalyptic tones, no one then suspected that our all-important ozone layer was vulnerable: “Knowing how fine a thread safeguarded mankind did not inspire fear, but only increased one’s awe and appreciation of nature’s intricacies.” It would be some decades before anyone imagined that the miraculous chemicals then making refrigeration safer might also weaken Earth’s shield against solar death rays.
In the early 1970s, the British scientist Dr. James Lovelock invented a device that vastly improved our ability to measure gases in the atmosphere and determined that nearly all the CFCs ever released since Midgley first made them were still floating around in the sky. Lovelock was unconcerned by this discovery, almost as a matter of personal principle. He would later say, “I’m not a doomwatch sort of person,” and he bent over backward to avoid triggering a “doomwatch scare” over CFCs. When he published his atmospheric measurements in 1973, he wrote that “the presence of these compounds constitutes no conceivable hazard.”
Dr. Sherwood (Sherry) Rowland, a chemistry professor at the University of California, Irvine, learned of Lovelock’s CFC measurements from a DuPont scientist he happened to speak with at a conference. Rowland had what he called the “casual thought” that those CFCs might keep rising, in which case they would eventually come apart due to their exposure to ultraviolet radiation. He registered no alarm at the thought, just interest, and the next year he sought funding from the federal Atomic Energy Commission (which had funded his earlier work) to research the question. His postdoctoral research associate, Dr. Mario Molina, was curious about the fate of CFCs too.
Molina looked for natural mechanisms that might keep CFCs from reaching the stratosphere but found none. He and Rowland concluded that CFCs would eventually, after decades of drifting through the lower atmosphere, reach the stratosphere and be blasted with ultraviolet radiation, breaking up the CFC molecules and releasing chlorine atoms. And based on their understanding of chemical reactions, they calculated that once set free, each chlorine atom would trigger a chain reaction that would destroy many thousands of ozone molecules. In short, thanks to their much-celebrated nonreactive nature, CFCs could rise undisturbed into the sky and thereby deliver to the stratosphere chlorine atoms that were, by unfortunate contrast, fiercely reactive.
Molina really started to worry when he looked at the CFC industry’s annual production figures. He calculated that even if CFC emissions stayed at 1972 rates, they could lead to an alarming depletion of the Earth’s ozone over the next few decades. He and Rowland assumed there must be some mistake but could find no error in their calculations. Rowland reported to his wife, “The work is going well. But it looks like the end of the world.”
Rowland and Molina published their findings and presented them to a conference of the American Chemical Society in 1974, and the New York Times, network news, and others covered the story. While there was definitely concern and attention, in some ways the surprise was how little alarm was caused by the potentially catastrophic implications of depleting the critically important ozone layer. Surely part of the lack of alarm was the fact that, unlike most questions of environmental impact, this was not a story about the cause of a known problem; it was a prediction of a problem that had never been detected. But there were other factors that probably inclined people—including the industry and the public—toward disbelief.
Those who study how our minds perceive risk have identified mental shortcuts and cognitive biases that tend to make us underestimate some risks while overestimating others. One factor that influences our perception of a given risk is its “imaginability.” We tend to underestimate dangers that are hard to conceive of; depletion of the ozone layer—something that had never happened in human experience—would surely fall into that category.
And the threat was likely made even more unbelievable given the alleged role of the familiar cans of hairspray and deodorant sitting in Americans’ bathrooms. How could chemicals used to transport a product just a few inches from can to body end up travelling the globe and accumulating miles above our heads? How could products that delivered at best the one-day benefit of stiffer hair and dryer armpits cause harm for decades? How could chemicals prized precisely because they are so nonreactive end up wreaking such chain-reaction havoc? And how could such mundane and trivial products threaten a vital, mysterious, life-sustaining feature of the planet? Something in the mind reels at the wild disproportionality between such fleeting benefits and such profound costs.
This may well have made it easier to dismiss the warnings as absurd, especially for those inclined to trust their gut over science. In 2016, long after CFC’s were banned, one skeptic with notably stiff hair told an audience, “I said, ‘Wait a minute, so if I take hairspray and I spray it in my apartment which is all sealed, you’re telling me that affects the ozone layer?’ Yes? I say no way folks. No way.” Later that year that speaker would be elected president of the United States.
ATTACKING CRITICS OF THE PUSH-BUTTON AGE: VIGILANTES, HYSTERICS, TRAITORS, AND THE KGB
Ideally, when confronted with scientific claims of a hazard posed by its product, a corporation would engage on the scientific merits. In this case, though, the science was so rarified that the makers and users of CFCs had no special expertise in it. DuPont and other manufacturers had made some efforts to determine CFCs’ environmental impact but failed to track the chemicals to their ultimate fate in the stratosphere. Indeed, when Rowland went to discuss his findings with DuPont scientists in the fall of 1974, he saw they lacked expertise in stratospheric science. “We understood that we had a terrific responsibility, because we did not see sufficient scientific competence in our opposition,” Rowland said. “If there were flaws in the theory, we would have to find them ourselves.”
And if a large and sophisticated company filled with chemists, like DuPont, could not understand the science of ozone depletion, the aerosol industry was certainly in way over its head. That industry included small and medium-sized businesses that filled aerosol cans with various products, often on a contract basis. It also included larger companies that made the cans, made the spray nozzles, or made and marketed the products that would ultimately go into the cans, and none of these companies had any particular expertise in stratospheric chemistry. The aerosol industry was flying in the dark, unable to really engage in the merits of this all-important scientific debate, and yet it knew that its recently rocketing industry faced a serious threat.
The aerosol industry had been growing at a breakneck pace since WWII, and it saw itself as helping create the modern era of push-button convenience. Between 1960 and 1972, production of spray cans globally had risen by over 20 percent per year. In 1973, Americans bought nearly three billion aerosol cans, or about fifteen for every person in the country. About half of spray cans sold globally were sold in the United States, and about half of US aerosols used CFCs as their propellant, especially hairspray and deodorant.
The saturation of the American household with aerosols had drawn criticism even before the ozone issue arose. The Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI), a new consumer group, sought federal regulation of spray cans in 1973, pointing to occasional explosions and poisonings and noting that the fine mist that aerosols create could penetrate deeply into the lungs with unknown health effects. And the intoxication that Midgley joked about in 1930 was now being actively sought by some; CSPI claimed in 1974 that “hundreds of aerosol sniffers have died.”
And so the aerosol industry was on the defensive for other reasons by 1974. It dismissed its critics’ health claims as “distorted and alarmist” and was already planning to spend a couple million dollars singing the praises of spray cans. One trade journal at the forefront of the dispute was Aerosol Age, a publication that was “unexcelled in the humorless stridency with which it denounced all who had anything bad to say about spray cans,” according to Lydia Dotto and Harold Schiff, who wrote a lively 1978 account of the spray can wars. An Aerosol Age editorial argued that if we were so worried about household risks, we would be better off dulling the edges of all our kitchen knives, not unlike an earlier auto industry defense comparing crash injury risks to living with hardwood floors. As it happened, the aerosol trade press also encouraged people to worry instead about the “hundreds of thousands of people being killed and injured on the highways.”
Soon after the ozone issue hit the headlines in September 1974, the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)—the same environmental group that had recently sued the EPA to reduce lead in gasoline—urged federal regulators to ban CFCs from aerosol cans. The NRDC’s petition claimed that within twenty-five years there could be an additional 1.5 million cases of skin cancer in the world annually, causing as many as 60,000 deaths. Skin cancer was not necessarily the worst consequence of ozone depletion. Dialing up the amount of biologically active radiation beaming down on Earth’s surface had the potential to cause a vast array of changes, from suppressing our immune systems to reducing our crop yields to depleting the plankton that forms the first link of the oceans’ food chain. Moreover, both adding CFCs and removing ozone changes the climate—another confounding problem scientists were just starting to understand. Rather than trying to grapple with all these imagination-straining existential threats, though, the ozone debate would come to focus on the more easily quantified impact of extra human skin cancers.
In December 1974, the first of many congressional hearings were held on the threat to the ozone layer. Meanwhile, an interagency federal task force and the National Academy of Sciences launched reviews of the science. The focus fell on aerosols rather than refrigeration and air conditioning. Half the CFCs used in the United States went into spray cans, and while refrigerators and air conditioners used CFCs in a closed loop for years until they leaked, spray cans released their CFCs with each and every use. And of course, most spray cans were less vital to society’s well-being and far easier to imagine replacing.
It is hardly surprising that many in the aerosol industry, already feeling besieged by alarmists, would respond to the new science in tribal terms, seeing the issue not as inadvertent harm caused via complex stratospheric chemistry but as a conflict between us versus them, good guys versus bad guys.2 Industry members stressed that they were the good guys; they had been “parent-like” in their concern for safety and were not the “unfeeling monster-types” they were portrayed as. They denied any bias, claiming the goal of their PR campaign was to “create an atmosphere of objectivity,” in contrast to the hysteria of their critics.
Industry members alleged ulterior motives behind the charges against them. Two scientists at the University of Michigan, Ralph Cicerone and Richard Stolarski, were also deeply involved in ozone research. An Aerosol Age article called a news release about their work “particularly sensationalized” and “probably designed more to get newspaper space than to solve a potential problem.” It dismissed the results of computer models more generally by arguing that “when some computer jockeys take their giant machines and feed into them material designed to prove a preconceived idea, they likely will come up with what they want, not what is valid.” As for regulators, they were “young, anxious to build their own image and they relish power.”
The aerosol trade press provided a steady diet of articles nourishing readers’ sense of victimization. They faced a “stacked deck,” their industry had become a “whipping boy,” and the media had an apparent “vendetta against pressure packaging.” Industry members complained of “vigilantes” and feared a “lynching party.” The editors of Aerosol Age, after sitting in on various hearings, claimed to have been “made ill by the pious concern for the atmosphere by the inquisitors comfortable in their climate-controlled environments.”
Some members of the aerosol industry linked the dispute to a much bigger battle between much bigger tribes. “Everything and everybody in the U.S.A. seems to be under attack,” wrote the president of one aerosol company in a 1975 newspaper ad. Claims brought against their industry by nonprofit groups were dismissed as just “another group of crusaders . . . being forced by its conscience to demand that Washington save the American people from another evil created by money-grubbing businessmen.” The aerosol industry reflected a business culture that had not yet come to terms with federal authority over its actions, much less with the nonprofit groups drawing negative attention from the once-friendly media that had received so much advertising revenue from the aerosol industry over the years.
Linking their battle to a loftier struggle likely delivered an energizing jolt of moral righteousness beyond what could be had from simply defending a particular means of propelling deodorant. (The importance of a sense of moral purpose to group conflict is often forgotten, but it can be seen in both the words morale and demoralize.) Moreover, hitching onto existing cultural disputes can expand the size of the team coming to the corporation’s defense, bringing important allies into the fight.
Darkly hinting or outright claiming that your critics are in league with the nation’s enemies is one obvious way to elevate the dispute to a larger plane. George Diamond, president of the Diamond Aerosol Corporation and one of the most conspiratorial of aerosol industry executives, was particularly inclined toward this approach. He wrote in 1975 that politicians are “hysterical . . . and behaving in a suspicious manner,” that various pressure groups are “somehow interlinked and are at best brainwashed and at worst traitors,” and that the scientists are “at best incompetent fools or at worst are traitors and subscribers to political philosophies hazardous to the public health and well-being.” Similar accusations had been made a few years earlier against scientists pointing out a potential threat to ozone from supersonic transport: a chief engineer for Boeing said that scientific opponents of the planes his company sought to build were perpetrating “the ‘Big Lie’ on the American public” and were “scientifically dishonest if not treasonous.”
In 1977, Diamond would even more directly connect the dots between critics of his and other industries and the Soviet Union. In the quote at the beginning of this chapter, he is complaining to a local TV crew that “the whole thing” is the work of the KGB, whose goal is “to damage our economy and our faith in democratic government.”
DEFENDING CFCs THROUGH IDEOLOGY: “OUR FREE ENTERPRISE SYSTEM IS AT STAKE”
While George Diamond’s explicit invocation of a KGB-driven conspiracy might be fairly dismissed as the extreme views of one industry bit-player, those at the top of the multibillion-dollar aerosol industry similarly portrayed aerosol’s critics as being not just against ozone depletion but against capitalism itself.
The single most prominent member of the aerosol industry was Robert Abplanalp. In the late 1940s, Abplanalp had invented a better aerosol valve that would revolutionize the aerosol industry. He then founded Precision Valve Corporation to make and sell his invention, eventually employing thousands and making millions by selling billions of tiny valves. In the 1960s, Abplanalp became a close friend of Richard Nixon, and this made Abplanalp something of a household name. Nixon would vacation on Abplanalp’s private island while president, and when Nixon resigned in disgrace in August of 1974, Abplanalp flew to California to comfort him.
It was the next month, September 1974, when the ozone issue hit the headlines, and a few weeks later Abplanalp gave a speech to his industry colleagues upon receiving the award for Packaging Man of the Year. His speech celebrated the character of the aerosol industry (“a great industry, but not a self-serving one”) and disparaged the motives and honesty of those raising concerns about aerosols (“headline-grabbing critics” practicing “deliberately inaccurate science”). His company would later run an advertisement calling ozone scientists “academic terrorists.”
Moreover, Abplanalp saw defending aerosols as part of a larger defense of capitalism. Part of the greatness of the aerosol industry, he said, was that it opened doors to “anyone who wants to try his hand at the free enterprise system; let us all be reminded that the system with all of its faults is still the shining light that has attracted people from all over the world to a better way of life,” in contrast to “the dismal Bolshevik collectives.” In the United States now, though, he claimed that “extremists in the areas of ecology and consumer protection are today waging a more effective war on American industry than the most capable hosts of enemy saboteurs ever dreamt of doing during World War II.”
A few months later, Ralph Engel, the head of the Chemical Specialty Manufacturers Association, would argue at an aerosol industry seminar entitled “Aerosols under Attack” that regulatory agencies like the Consumer Product Safety Commission were “a real threat to the free enterprise system.” He urged “those who believe in free enterprise and capitalism” to fight back because “our free enterprise system is at stake.” Another prominent industry member, the head of the Can Manufacturers Institute, similarly argued that industry associations like his should be more aggressive not just in defense of themselves but in defense of something much bigger: “All of us are poor disciples for business and the free enterprise system.” He urged his colleagues, “Let’s get mad.” Invoking the long-used national-standing argument, he added, “We will remain the best nation in the world only if we stay in front.”
For aerosol’s defenders to invoke ideology in this way is entirely consistent with research into the psychological function of ideology. Social psychologist John Jost has for years researched what he calls “our species’ uncanny enthusiasm for abstract belief systems.” Following a review of decades of research from around the world, Jost and his colleagues Christopher Federico and Jaime Napier theorize that ideology helps satisfy three core psychological needs: security, solidarity, and certainty.
Security comes from ideology’s ability to promote people’s belief that they are part of a meaningful universe that transcends the self. Indeed, studies have shown that if subjects are made insecure by reminding them of their own mortality, they hold tighter to their belief system, showing greater patriotism, more hostility to critics of their nation, a stronger endorsement of the unique validity of their religion, and more stereotyping. Members of the aerosol industry, facing economic, reputational, and self-esteem threats, could be expected to hold more tightly to a free market ideology that gave their dispute a meaning transcending their own profits or the specifics of spray-can propellant chemistry.
Solidarity is strengthened by ideology because it enhances tribal bonds. People feel more positively toward those with whom they share beliefs and attitudes; indeed, research suggests that finding out that we disagree with a valued in-group about something (or that we agree with a stigmatized out-group) can reduce our self-esteem, encouraging us to change our views. It seems we need to bond with others over a shared worldview, particularly in times of conflict. Sharing a common ideology around business and markets would help strengthen the morale of members of the beleaguered aerosol industry, especially if they believed their critics were truly motivated by a desire to undermine capitalism.
Certainty, the third psychological benefit, comes from the larger narrative that an ideology provides and into which we can fit new information to help us understand the world. Uncertainty is uncomfortable, tiring, and inhibiting; certainty is comfortable and invigorating. And psychological studies that try to measure people’s need for certainty find that those with the greatest intolerance for uncertainty tend to be the most ideological. Of course, there was profound uncertainty surrounding the question of CFCs’ effect on the ozone layer and regulation’s effect on the industry, likely increasing the appetite for an uncertainty-reducing ideology. If you can categorize your critics as coming from a hostile ideology, it provides an understandable explanation for why they are accusing your company of doing harm, and it offers an escape from the uncomfortable uncertainty that comes from wondering if they may be right.
EXPLOITING THE UNCERTAINTY: UNWARRANTED CONFIDENCE THE PROBLEM WILL GO AWAY
Of course, another response to scientific claims is to find a scientist who can defend you, ideally with certainty, verve, scorn, and a sophisticated accent. When such a scientist appeared, the aerosol industry embraced him like a life preserver.
Shortly after CFCs’ threat to the ozone layer hit the headlines, a British scientist named Richard Scorer wrote to New Scientist magazine to denounce the theory as “preposterous” and “simple-minded,” arguing that for the “scaremongers” to predict disaster was “quite silly.” Before long, the Council on Atmospheric Sciences—an industry trade group that was formed to defend CFCs but, despite its name, was at first lacking in actual scientists—sent Dr. Scorer on a six-week tour of the United States to explain why the ozone theory was “utter nonsense.” Scorer’s powerful certainty was not persuasive to other scientists, even within the industry, but that was beside the point. The tour’s target was the media, and Scorer generated enough headlines that the aerosol industry hailed his visit as one of their most successful attacks on the scientific validity of Rowland and Molina’s work.
Scientific uncertainty is something that nonscientists have a hard time with. Nonscientists often seem to believe that scientific assertions fall into one of two baskets—“facts,” which are definitively proven and universally recognized, and “theories,” which are entirely speculative. And in this black-and-white view of scientific understanding, if an assertion is not yet a proven fact, it does not need to be given any weight at all. Moreover, if there are any scientists at all who dispute a fact (even if, like Scorer, they are disputing facts outside their field of research), it must be an unproven theory, so it can be safely ignored until the scientists all agree.
In reality, scientific understanding usually emerges in frustratingly tiny steps, taking us through many shades of gray. This is especially true when we are trying to understand and predict extremely complex systems. A huge portion of what we know about the natural world and our impact on it, including a great deal of policy-relevant science, falls in the vast space between the definitively proven and the entirely speculative. Fortunately, people do have the cognitive ability to weigh levels of certainty; indeed, we make personal decisions based on what we consider unlikely, likely, or highly likely all the time. But this kind of nuanced thinking is tiring, and when the subject is something we care about—because of money, self-image, tribal loyalties, or ideology, for example—it’s much easier to succumb to the lure of easy, self-serving certainties.
Industries do not need to find a dishonest scientist to support their views; in most areas of emerging science, there will be disagreements. They simply need to find a scientist on the spectrum of opinions whose views they prefer and amplify his voice. That will create the impression that there is far more disagreement within the scientific community than there actually is. Scorer may well have been in earnest, but he was very much an outlier in his views. By the time of his media tour in the summer of 1975, consensus was building among experts in atmospheric chemistry that the threat to the ozone layer was anything but nonsense, and a federal task force, after months of review, found there was indeed “legitimate cause for concern.” Yet the aerosol trade press uncritically trumpeted Scorer’s findings, fueling the contempt that industry members already felt for the science and the scientists behind the ozone warnings.
The scientific grounds on which Scorer dismissed the ozone depletion theory were particularly attractive. He argued that there were natural sources of ozone-depleting chlorine that reached the stratosphere, like volcanoes, so there must be some natural mechanisms that keep ozone levels in balance. Scorer argued that the atmosphere is far more robust than many believe and that human activities could have little impact on it. Sherwood Rowland would describe and dismiss the theory by saying that “some people have the belief that the Lord designed an atmosphere that can take this kind of abuse. I live too close to Los Angeles to agree with that.” Yet one can imagine the draw of such a reassuring perspective—not just to the CFC-invested industries but to any polluting industry, or indeed to any person made anxious by the growing number of environmental warnings (and growing regulatory response) that marked the era.
DuPont officials endorsed the concept of a robust, self-balancing atmosphere early in the debate. Most of the company’s public defense on the ozone issue came from Dr. Raymond McCarthy, technical director of the company’s Freon Products Laboratory. McCarthy said to Newsday in December 1974, “I’m personally convinced that the atmosphere of the planet has cycle and feedback mechanisms that are conducive to life on this planet. I think it’s conceivable, and this is theory, that nature has long since developed a cycle in which chlorine does not have deteriorating effects.” It is notable that McCarthy did not claim to have evidence in support of this theory, yet he was “personally convinced.” Robert Abplanalp, who likely knew nothing about atmospheric chemistry, would similarly declare his personal confidence that the Rowland-Molina theory was “nonsense.”
Notably, DuPont’s embrace of this theory was expressed without the contempt for Rowland and Molina expressed by Dr. Scorer and other industry members. Indeed, DuPont showed conspicuous restraint (notable within the broader history of corporate denial) in not attacking the character or competence of Rowland and Molina, who it conceded were good scientists. Dr. Peter Jesson, a research director at DuPont, told a British science magazine that he had accepted the main elements of the Rowland-Molina hypothesis by fall of 1975—namely, that CFCs rise to the stratosphere, where chlorine atoms will attack ozone; he just disputed estimates of how much damage would be done. When Jesson was asked why industry had not started checking out the possibility of ozone depletion earlier, he said no one in the industry had thought of it. “Putting all the factors together was a stroke of genius by Molina and Rowland. I give them great credit for that.” The aerosol trade press, having recently quoted with approval Scorer’s judgment that the Rowland-Molina theory was utter nonsense, did not confuse its readers by repeating this DuPont official’s statement that their theory was “a stroke of genius.”
When corporate defenders attack the character of their critics, they are in effect inviting their audience to stop trying to make complex science-based judgments about risk and to instead make the kind of simplistic personal character judgments that come more easily to us. We might call this the these-claims-can’t-be-true-because-our-critics-are-bad-people argument. And while DuPont generally resisted the temptation to indulge in this line of argument, on at least one occasion it indulged in a softer, less offensive attempt at character-based social influence: a these-claims-can’t-be-true-because-we-are-good-people argument. In 1975 Senate hearings, a senior DuPont executive informed the senators who were worried about the ozone layer that he had four small grandchildren. “I would not want this advertised, but they call me, the two older ones, Papa Sweetie Pie. Now, if I felt that there were any problem or danger, believe me, to the children down the way, I would want to pull the plug right now and be precipitous.”
Such an argument makes complete sense if you believe that systemic harms are only caused by bad people acting intentionally. It makes much less sense, though, if such harms can be caused by regular people (even those beloved by their grandkids) acting unintentionally and perhaps under the influence of biased risk perception.
THE BURDEN AND STANDARD OF PROOF: WHO HAS TO PROVE WHAT?
In the summer of 1975, DuPont ran full-page ads in many newspapers promising that “should reputable evidence show that some [CFCs] cause a health hazard through depletion of the ozone layer, we are prepared to stop production of the offending compounds.” In the same advertisement, though, the company complained about the unfairness of what it called a “cloud of presumed guilt” over aerosol products and a disturbing “ban now—find out later” approach in headlines and legislative proposals.
In this ad, DuPont raises critical questions: in a dispute over a social or environmental harm, who bears the burden of proof? What must the parties with the burden prove? And with what level of certainty must they prove it? By way of example, in a first-degree murder case, the state must show the defendant is guilty (the burden of proof), that the defendant purposely killed someone with premeditation (the elements of the case), and that guilt is established beyond a reasonable doubt (the standard of proof). However, the rules about burden and standard of proof are relatively nimble tools that can be altered to fit the circumstance; for example, most civil cases use a lighter standard of proof, requiring plaintiffs prove the elements of their claim only by a preponderance of the evidence.
These rules of the road guiding legal disputes determine who gets the benefit of the doubt, so the more doubt there is, the more these rules matter. Should an industry putting a chemical into the world have the burden of proving it safe (as those marketing new drugs must now do under US law)? Or should those seeking to limit those chemicals be required to prove them dangerous (the more common approach, described as the Kehoe Paradigm by a scholar of the leaded gas dispute)? DuPont’s ad did not acknowledge that society can and sometimes does put the burden of proving safety on the industry allegedly causing the harm. Rather, it just assumes the burden of proof should fall on the industry’s critics, and it should stay there while questions remain.
Many industry members claim that the well-known presumption of innocence we give to individuals facing criminal charges also applies to industrial activities facing regulation. An ad by Abplanalp’s Precision Valve company explained, “We believe in what US law holds clearly and we cherish dearly: you are innocent until proven guilty.” A DuPont official, in a 1976 letter to the president of the National Academy of Sciences, which was then studying CFCs’ threat to the ozone, argued that basing legislation on “unproven theory” would put the nation on “the road to the rule of witchcraft where, by definition, the accusation proves the charge.” (This was, as it happened, just a few weeks before the president of Ethyl would similarly invoke witch trials to describe the regulatory process then phasing lead out of gasoline.)
In fact, many scientists had been trying since the ozone theory was published to find holes in it, including Rowland and Molina themselves. While they had no definitive proof that CFCs depleted ozone, the theory was based on several scientific building blocks that were now widely accepted, and nobody had identified a scientific mechanism that would protect the ozone layer from the predicted effects of CFCs. “Industry says it is just a hypothesis,” said Rowland. “But their position is just hypothetical, too. They have a hypothesis that it is safe to release fluorocarbons, but no data to back up their position. We have a hypothesis that it is unsafe, but we do have some scientific data, and are coming up with more.” Industry’s position, as Rowland would describe it to a Senate hearing, depended on some “missing factor” that had been left out of the calculation and assumed that this missing factor would not make the situation worse but would render CFCs innocuous.
By this time, the federal government had already asked the National Academy of Sciences3 to study the validity of the ozone depletion theory, and two reports were issued in September 1976 (one by a panel focusing on atmospheric science and one by a committee focusing on impacts and policy). CFCs had by now been measured in the stratosphere as predicted, and the panel concluded that it was “inevitable” that these CFCs would release chlorine that would destroy ozone; the hard part was predicting by how much. The NAS panel acknowledged great uncertainty on this point but said that if CFC use stayed at 1973 levels, it estimated that global ozone would ultimately be depleted by about 7 percent (within a range of 2 to 20 percent) over a period of decades. The committee concluded that regulation of CFCs “is almost certain to be necessary” at some time, but that regulation could and should be delayed for a year or two during which time the size of the risk would become clearer.
Just three days after the NAS report, Russell Peterson, chair of President Ford’s Council on Environmental Quality, gave a speech calling for immediate regulation of CFCs. Peterson had spent twenty-six years as a chemist for DuPont, and he acknowledged the ongoing doubts about the quantitative effect of CFCs on ozone. When considering public policy, though, he argued that “we cannot afford to give chemicals the same constitutional rights that we enjoy under the law.” He added, “Chemicals are not innocent until proven guilty.” A few weeks later, the head of the FDA said, “It’s a simple case of negligible benefit measured against possible catastrophic risk. . . . Our course of action seems clear beyond doubt.” Within a few months, regulations were adopted banning CFCs for virtually all spray-can uses; industry had two years to replace them.
DuPont called the swift regulatory action “astonishing” since the NAS report had supported some regulatory delay. And yet, within a few months, many in industry were meeting the imminent ban with a collective shrug. DuPont explained that aerosol propellants were only about 0.5 percent of their total sales. Aerosol Age reported that despite all the problems faced by the industry, “there is a surprising upbeat feeling.” One company president reported, “We feel that the aerosol situation will work itself out and we have completed new formulas, without [CFCs], which will enable us to continue marketing all present products.” Robert Abplanalp remained convinced that the ozone threat was a “hoax,” but even so, he had already invented a new spray valve that he was excited about and that did not require the use of CFCs.
THE POLITICAL WINDS SHIFT AGAIN: ANTIREGULATORY SENTIMENT AND THE “WAIT-AND-SEE” APPROACH
Once CFCs disappeared from spray cans in the United States, the ozone issue fell off the radar screen. The problem was by no means over. Most other nations still used CFCs in their aerosols, and there were no regulations in the United States or anywhere else on CFC use in refrigeration or air conditioning or on other increasingly significant uses of CFCs, like the manufacture of foam products and the cleaning of electronic parts. However, the 1977 amendments to the Clean Air Act required the EPA to regulate activity if in the EPA administrator’s judgment, it “may reasonably be anticipated” to affect the ozone and endanger public health or welfare. In October 1980, EPA floated a regulatory approach to limit other CFC uses, but it was too late. The next month, Jimmy Carter lost the presidential election to Ronald Reagan. The antipollution sentiment of the 1970s was being replaced in Washington by the antiregulatory sentiment of the 1980s.
Even before the election, industry had mobilized to oppose additional regulation. It had formed the Alliance for a Responsible CFC Policy, a coalition of CFC manufacturers, such as DuPont, and CFC users, such as refrigerator and air conditioner makers and companies that made foam products. The EPA’s regulatory plan was met by over two thousand written comments, of which all but four opposed the plan. By contrast, at one point in the 1970s Congress reportedly got more letters from concerned citizens about the effect of spray cans on the ozone than about any issue other than the Vietnam War.
Congress switched its focus from the impact of CFCs on ozone to the impact of CFC regulations on industry, even in the Democratic-controlled House. In 1981, in hearings held by a subcommittee of the House Committee on Small Business, business representatives argued that CFC regulations would economically devastate them. Their opposition was not merely on cost grounds, though; it tapped into deeper ideological currents. The former owner of a company that used CFCs to make polystyrene egg cartons testified that she was there “because I believe in the free enterprise system,” and she found it “incredibly irresponsible” for the EPA to propose regulation based “solely on the theory” that CFCs may harm the ozone layer.
James Watt, Reagan’s highly controversial interior secretary, would say with respect to environmental regulations more generally that “the battleground is not what our critics would like you to believe it is, protecting the environment. It is over ideology, over forms of government that lead to a centralized, socialized society,” and he would charge that the real objective of environmentalists was centralized planning and control, as in Nazi Germany and Communist Russia.
It is true that scientific uncertainty persisted and even increased in this era. NAS reports raised the estimated ozone loss in 1979 and then dropped it in 1982. If by law or custom, the industry had the burden of proving that CFCs were not endangering the planet, the lingering uncertainty would not have weakened the argument for regulation. But it was a new political era, regulators faced more-sophisticated industry opposition, and there was no obvious way to replace the remaining CFCs. The Clean Air Act may have required regulation if harm could “reasonably be anticipated,” but the de facto standard of proof that fell on those who wanted stricter limits on CFCs (a group that no longer included EPA leadership) was going to require much more certainty.
Industry tried to move the goalposts farther back for would-be regulators by pushing for a law that would prevent regulation until there were either actual measurements of ozone depletion directly attributable to CFCs or an international regulatory treaty. The Alliance assured members of Congress that the “statistical technique of time-trend analysis, applied to actual measurements of ozone concentration, will provide an ‘early warning system’ capable of detecting even small changes in the stratospheric ozone concentration.” In short, the industry was arguing that the world could take a wait-and-see approach without much risk.
In fact, requiring regulators to tie CFCs to actually detected losses represented “an extreme stance on the standard of proof required to justify regulation,” according Edward Parson, a Harvard professor of public policy who wrote the 2003 book Protecting the Ozone Layer: Science and Strategy, a deeply researched analysis of the controversy. Ozone levels vary naturally by season, by latitude, and in response to sunspot cycles. Detecting a global decline distinct from natural fluctuations would be no easy task.
Moreover, ozone depletion is not the sort of problem that lends itself to a wait-and-see approach because CFCs take decades to reach the stratosphere. That means that even after depletion is finally detected, depletion will persist long after emissions are cut. One congressional committee staffer witnessing these efforts later complained that “here were people who were willing to say they ought not be required to modify their behavior one scintilla until they had massively disturbed one of the fundamental parameters under which life had evolved on earth.” The bill in question failed to pass, yet the standard of proof it embodied—the need to measure actual depletion—would in practice be the one that was applied to the question in the years ahead.
As the science of ozone depletion continued to progress, the industry trumpeted every development that seemed to reduce the risk while ignoring or attacking every development that seemed to increase the risk. This was another situation where corporate strategy and psychological biases would align and no doubt reinforce each other. Human objectivity and judgment are vulnerable to the well-known confirmation bias, which inclines us to seek, accept, and remember information that supports what we want to believe while inclining us to ignore, dispute, and forget information that undercuts our beliefs. Those with the most invested in CFCs turned that innate bias into a PR strategy.
In the early 1980s, industry felt that the risk of future regulation was so low that it moved ahead with new, long-term CFC investments. By 1982, the Pennwalt chemical company announced it was investing millions to expand an existing CFC plant. In 1986, DuPont revealed it was expanding its CFC production in Japan and starting production in China.
A GLOBAL SHOCK: THE OZONE HOLE AND HOLES IN INDUSTRY’S ARGUMENT
In the beginning of 1985, CFC makers and users may well have felt that CFCs’ economic prospects were bright, but those prospects would darken with remarkable speed. Within three years much of the world would agree to drastically limit CFCs under the Montreal Protocol. That landmark environmental treaty would be ratified by the US Senate without a single dissenting vote and be signed by President Reagan, who would overcome his antiregulatory preferences and hail the treaty as a “monumental achievement.” By 1990, an alarmed world would go further, agreeing to ban CFCs more or less entirely. Even more surprising, by then CFC manufacturers would mostly be on board with the ban. How did things change so utterly in just a few years?
It was in part due to a shocking discovery: an area of severe ozone depletion over Antarctica that came to be called “the ozone hole.” Members of the British Antarctic Survey had been quietly collecting ground-based ozone readings from Antarctica since 1957. In May 1985, the British team published findings alerting the world that it had found ozone plummeting to a dramatic 40 percent below normal in the atmosphere above its station in the springtime.
Atmospheric scientists were stunned, and many assumed there was some mistake. Sudden losses of this magnitude were far outside what the models anticipated, and surely NASA’s satellites would have detected such a dramatic loss. But NASA soon confirmed that the hole was not just real but enormous, about twice the size of the continental United States. Its satellites had missed the hole because ozone readings were so far outside what had ever been measured that the NASA computers had been programmed to treat them as instrument error rather than as alarm-inducing evidence of extreme ozone depletion.
The ozone hole put the issue back on the radar of the media, the public, and policy makers and created a big hole in industry’s argument that we could afford to just “wait and see.” Still, industry was not ready to accept regulation of CFCs. Dr. S. Robert Orfeo, a scientist with Allied Signal chemical company who also represented the influential Chemical Manufacturers Association, would call linking the ozone hole to CFCs “sheer speculation.” He argued we should take a couple years to study it, assuring a Senate subcommittee that “continued releases of CFCs will not pose a significant threat to the environment” during this delay.
On what grounds could the chemical industry possibly base its certainty that continued pollution caused no significant threat, when it had no plausible explanation for the sudden and severe ozone depletion that had already occurred? Even at this moment of what should have been profound scientific humility, the industry’s confidence in the harmlessness of ongoing pollution was apparently shatterproof. This kind of blatantly unwarranted confidence is the opposite of the skepticism that should characterize science, and it is one of the more common and dangerous forms of corporate denial.
A second hole in industry’s argument related to the future growth of CFC production. Industry forcefully opposed any assumption by the EPA that global CFC production would grow significantly, arguing that various factors, including the risk of regulation, would prevent CFC production from growing much at all. For years, the scientific assessments and policy makers quietly incorporated the unsupported assumption that CFC emissions would stay at current levels. After the global recession of the early 1980s, though, production of the most widely used CFCs did rise, and by 1984 had exceeded the earlier peak in 1974. The EPA—including a handful of staffers who had never stopped worrying about the ozone layer—began to insist that CFC emissions be more realistically represented in computer models.
A third hole that appeared in industry’s arguments at this time related to whether CFC alternatives could be found. In the 1970s, the threat of regulation did prompt research into alternatives. However, the industry’s Alliance for a Responsible CFC Policy warned the EPA and Congress in 1981 that there were “no commercially available, acceptable alternatives for most uses of CFCs.” What it did not announce was that in 1981 the industry largely stopped investing in the development of the alternatives it had found. There certainly was no proof in the early 1980s that continuing to pump millions of tons of CFCs into the atmosphere was safe, and there was plenty of reason to worry that it was not. Yet the CFC industry clearly did not believe its continued operations required that proof of safety or that it had any obligation to continue searching for substitutes once the risk of regulation had eased.
In March 1986, the EPA held an important workshop on CFCs with industry and other stakeholders. (This workshop was part of a two-year period of consultation and assessment that EPA agreed to conduct to settle a suit brought by the NRDC under the Clean Air Act.) At the workshop a DuPont representative announced three important facts: first, that the company had stopped its research into CFC alternatives five years earlier; second, that there were several options that were feasible alternatives to CFCs; and third, that these alternatives could likely be commercialized in roughly five years. Later that year, another DuPont executive would explain with remarkable candor that the “development of alternatives is going to happen at a rate that corresponds to the amount of pressure that is applied. Right now there is no economic or regulatory incentive to look for other routes.”
In short, DuPont was not investing in substitutes for CFCs because of the lack of the very regulations it and its industrial colleagues had worked so effectively to prevent. Perhaps DuPont realized around this time that it had been too successful in blocking regulations. CFCs had not been a particularly profitable product for DuPont for years. A DuPont official would later say about its CFC business, “Since the early 1970s, I can only describe our performance in an economic sense as abysmal. It’s been a cash trap for the company.” In opposing CFC regulation, DuPont had also eliminated its incentive to develop and market safer and potentially more profitable substitutes.
RISING PRESSURE: THE UNRAVELING OF INDUSTRY OPPOSITION
At this same workshop Lee Thomas, Reagan’s third EPA administrator,4 explicitly rejected industry’s wait-and-see argument. A recent international assessment of the science, led by NASA and the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), warned of substantial ozone loss if CFC emissions grew even modestly. EPA’s own analysis of the data was alarming; it would later predict millions of extra skin cancer deaths from ozone loss among those born before 2075, just in the United States. The agency calculated that global CFCs needed to be cut by 85 percent just to keep stratospheric chlorine concentrations from rising further. Under its settlement with NRDC, EPA soon had to make a decision, and industry saw it would likely pursue deep cuts.
Some industry representatives already felt personally uncomfortable with their strict antiregulatory position. Richard Barnett, head of the industry’s Alliance, was starting to feel like a “shill for the chemical companies,” according to interviews conducted by Harvard public policy professor Edward Parson. Barnett was also under intense pressure from his own family to change course after his views had been quoted in an influential New Yorker article by Paul Brodeur. In the summer of 1986 both the Alliance and DuPont were reconsidering their blanket opposition to any further limits on CFCs.
In September 1986, the Alliance announced it would support global limits on the growth of CFC emissions, citing the NASA-WMO assessment as an important reason for the change. Soon, DuPont announced its support for not just a limit on the rate of growth of CFC use but a global cap on emissions. The NRDC hailed the shift as a breakthrough, though industry was far from supporting the deep cuts the EPA said were needed. In explaining their changed positions, the Alliance and DuPont both used wording that effectively shifted the burden of proof. In the Alliance’s words, “The science is not sufficiently developed to tell us that there is no risk in the future.” One could say the same thing regarding current emission levels, but that was a step too far.
Meanwhile, the dots were connecting between CFCs and the ozone hole. A 1986 expedition to Antarctica organized by NASA concluded that the ozone hole was probably caused by a chemical process rather than by natural causes. (One member of the expedition later noted about these findings, “In retrospect, we were probably too timid. We didn’t want to say it was CFCs. We were all scared at being labeled sensationalists.”) NASA scientists were also starting to detect disturbing ozone loss over the populated parts of the globe.
To the surprise of many, in early 1987, the US delegation took a strong stance in international treaty negotiations, seeking to phase out 95 percent of CFC use. This position, advanced by the EPA and the State Department, was strongly opposed by the Alliance. EPA’s Thomas later speculated that “industry got exercised because I had taken this thing farther than they wanted to go.” Soon there was a backlash from other branches of the Reagan administration.
In May 1987, news was leaked that Interior Secretary Donald Hodel had argued at a cabinet-level meeting that a “personal protection” plan—apparently the widespread use of hats, sunglasses, and sunscreen—was a reasonable alternative to pursuing global CFC cuts. In response to the EPA’s estimates of increased cancer deaths, Hodel told the Washington Post that “people who don’t stand out in the sun—it doesn’t affect them.” Hodel was widely ridiculed in the media and the news seems to have provoked a backlash to the backlash: the Senate passed a resolution by eighty votes to two urging the administration to seek deep CFC cuts. Even the industry seemed to retreat from its opposition.
The Montreal Protocol, under which the major nations agreed to cut CFC consumption in half by 1999, was agreed to on September 16, 1987. A vice president of CFC maker Kaiser Chemicals said the treaty “borders on being catastrophic for our CFC business.” Many in industry opposed the protocol at first, but opposition soon waned. The Alliance thought that the schedule might be “too tight” but said that the agreement was a “significant step.” A DuPont representative said the company would urge the protocol’s ratification.
The protocol was not officially a response to the ozone hole because its cause was still disputed. While negotiators met in Montreal, though, scientists were back in Antarctica on a mission to gather more data. Pilots flew specially modified planes higher into the brutally cold Antarctic stratosphere than anyone had flown before, collecting air samples. One pilot, Ron Williams, called the mission “more dangerous than anything any of us ever flew over Vietnam. If you punch out over Antarctica, you are going to die . . . [but] this is probably going to be my last chance to make my mark in history.” And history was made: their samples showed quite strikingly that as stratospheric chlorine went up, ozone went down. In the words of science writer John Gribbin, this evidence was not just a smoking gun; it was “more in the nature of a signed and witnessed confession.”
DuPont had promised in the 1970s to stop making CFCs if reputable evidence showed a threat to ozone, but it still disputed whether enough evidence existed. In March 1988, though, things changed. The Ozone Trends Panel—over one hundred scientists organized by NASA to laboriously reanalyze the science—confirmed that ozone was decreasing not only over uninhabited Antarctica but over our heads, and faster than models had projected. In the winters over northern Europe and much of Canada and Russia, ozone had fallen over 6 percent since 1969. Over the mainland United States, ozone had fallen from 1.7 to 3.0 percent on a year-round basis since 1969, and up to 4.7 percent in the winters.
This was the magic moment when DuPont, still the world’s largest producer of CFCs, decided to stop making its product. DuPont’s own scientist, Mack McFarland, was a member of the Ozone Trends Panel, but he had been sworn to secrecy until the panel’s findings were made public. Once the panel’s findings were released, there was a flurry of meetings at DuPont, and within a few days, the company’s top officials had agreed that DuPont should stop making CFCs entirely by 1999. One DuPont executive said that “not one time that week did anyone discuss what effect this decision could have on the financial end of the business.” Their decision earned widespread praise. (McFarland would later be listed by a former EPA official as among a “handful of honorable and honest corporate scientists who steered their management away from deceptive defense” of CFCs.) Pennwalt, another major CFC producer, announced support for a global phaseout the same day, and later other companies followed suit.
The evolution of the industry—from opposing all limits to supporting limits on growth in 1986 to supporting the Montreal Protocol’s 50 percent cuts and then supporting a total phaseout of their product in 1988—stands as a rare example of an industry that had long publicly denied a threat changing its mind in response to scientific evidence and then agreeing to stop making the threatening product.
The CFC story shows that when confronted with enough scientific evidence, even companies that have long denied a threat can change their position. At least they can when the consequences of continued pollution are potentially catastrophic; when actual harm to a vitally important planetary feature is underway and attributable to the product; when scary global surprises draw public, media, and political attention; when regulation seems imminent anyway; when the product in question is only a sliver of the company’s revenues; when the company has an unusually high respect for science; and when there are profits (potentially greater ones) to be had selling replacement products instead of the existing one.
This case study does not tell us what would have happened if other members of our pluralistic society had not seen the threat and pushed to address it. What if independent scientists had not spotted the accumulating CFCs and figured out the implications? If scientists like Rowland and Molina had not been willing to risk their reputations by advocating for solutions? If the British Antarctic Survey had not discovered the ozone hole? If NASA had not organized the critical global scientific expeditions and assessments? If EPA had not pursued regulations and a treaty? If Congress had not held hearings, amended the Clean Air Act, and made a bipartisan push for emission cuts? If NRDC had not sued, if the media had not paid attention, or if the UN had not organized international negotiations?
That is, what would have happened if it had been entirely up to the industry to detect, admit, and correct the problem its product caused? Fortunately, the world did not have to find out.
BANNING CFCs: A DISASTER AVOIDED BUT A BACKLASH LAUNCHED
By 1990, falling ozone levels led to a stronger Montreal Protocol; CFCs were banned in the developed nations by 2000, while giving poor nations an extra ten years. In 1992, the United States accelerated the ban to 1996. It had unanimous support in the US Senate and from the industry’s Alliance, which considered the sped-up ban “warranted by the scientific evidence.” Later that year, the faster phaseout was endorsed by the eighty-seven nations involved in a yet-again strengthened protocol.
It proved far cheaper and easier to move away from CFCs than early industry opponents or even the EPA had predicted, as industries got creative. Electronics firms, which had become big consumers of CFCs, found ways to clean electronic parts using alternatives like water or a chemical made from orange rinds. Air conditioning and refrigeration manufacturers found ways to redesign their equipment to use CFC alternatives and simultaneously improve efficiency. The main chemical alternatives to CFCs used in refrigeration and air conditioning, while considerably safer, still posed some threat to ozone or the climate, so the Montreal Protocol has been amended over the years to phase down these substitutes too, often with support from industry. DuPont has captured much of the market for CFC replacements, though apparently less than it expected to in 1989.
Global emissions of ozone-depleting chemicals (largely but not only CFCs) peaked in 1987 and then fell steeply. However, given the long lifetime of CFCs, global concentrations in the atmosphere will take decades to return to 1980 levels. Global ozone averages—about 5 percent depleted at their worst in the early 1990s—are bouncing back (they were only 3 percent depleted in the early 2010s). Ozone is on track to return to 1980 levels around midcentury. The ozone hole in Antarctica that so alarmed scientists in 1985 got worse in the 1990s. It was always understood it would take decades for the ozone hole to “heal,” but scientists believe they have found the first evidence of that healing, with close to full recovery expected sometime between 2060 and 2080.
How bad would things have gotten with continued pollution? Various models try to predict the “world avoided,” and all show alarming ozone loss over the entire planet if CFC use had kept rising. A much-cited NASA model projects that by 2065 two-thirds of the Earth’s ozone layer would have been gone if CFCs and similar compounds had kept rising at 3 percent annually. Already by 2020, 17 percent of global ozone would have been destroyed, and in the 2050s there would have been a sudden and severe collapse of ozone in the tropics. The EPA estimates that the Montreal Protocol will prevent more than 280 million cases of skin cancer in the United States alone among people born before 2100. However, it is quite possible that skin cancer would have been the least of our worries in this avoided world, given estimates that the increased radiation might have cut global agricultural production in half. The dramatic rise in mutation-causing “death rays” would have affected surface life across the planet.
Sherwood Rowland was treated as something of an outcast within the field of chemistry in the first decade after raising the alarm about CFCs, but after depletion was documented in 1988, he suddenly found himself swamped with speaking requests. In 1993 he was elected president of the large and prestigious American Association for the Advancement of Science, and in 1995, he and Mario Molina shared a Nobel Prize in Chemistry with Dutch scientist Paul Crutzen. Rowland died in 2012; his work with Molina was credited with helping create a whole new field of scientific research. Molina has continued his work and was awarded a Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2013.
Credit for saving the ozone layer also goes to the collective efforts of hundreds of scientists working on the largely thankless task of preparing assessment reports for policy makers. These reports were apparently critical in reducing industry denial and building support for the Montreal Protocol. In effect, the ozone layer was saved because of an important social norm related to how society handles scientific uncertainties: we pull together large groups of nearly all the most qualified scientists to review all the relevant data and present collective advice to policy makers. This collective review process is slow, demanding, and surely sometimes dull, but it got us past the uncertainty and conflict that had been preventing action on CFCs.
The Montreal Protocol has been widely hailed as a phenomenal success. In addition to protecting the ozone layer, it has helped slow global warming because CFCs are also potent greenhouse gases. Even when first negotiated, it was seen as a model of how the world could address global warming. This may be one reason why—just when the link tying CFCs to ozone depletion was being confirmed and the industry was giving up on trying to dispute it—there emerged a fierce new backlash of ideologically driven denials. It came from right-wing sources that loved free markets, hated Communism (and the environmental regulations they saw as a path to it), and claimed sinister conspiracies behind mainstream science.
The most bizarre manifestation of this wave of denial was reflected in a 1992 book by Rogelio A. Maduro and Ralf Schauerhammer, published by a group connected to Lyndon LaRouche, a figure from the distant edges of U.S. political thought. The book claimed that the global scientific community was wrong about CFCs, relying on already debunked scientific arguments. It then carefully explained that the ozone “hoax” involved a coalition that included major chemical companies like DuPont,5 environmental groups like NRDC, the Trilateral Commission, America’s top patrician families, Henry Kissinger, Ralph Nader, Margaret Thatcher, the British royal family, a rising “green gestapo,” green pagans, and an “elite neo-Satanic organization.” It argued that environmental leaders promoted the hoax because they actually wanted to restrict refrigeration, hoping it would kill millions of people and thus reduce overpopulation.
A less absurd and more dangerous strand of ideological denial came from people like Fred Singer, an atmospheric scientist featured in the 2010 book Merchants of Doubt by Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway. The authors explain how the same handful of scientists, including Singer, would over the years manage to sow doubt over the science of CFCs, tobacco, climate change, and other issues. These scientists and the right-wing groups they worked for and with were, in Oreskes and Conway’s words, constructing a larger “counternarrative.” Rather than letting the world celebrate the CFC/ozone story as a successful model of how to solve a global environmental crisis, it was cast as a story of deception, hysteria, and overreach by forces that had what Singer would call a “hidden political agenda” against “business, the free market, and the capitalistic system.”
This new wave of denial around CFCs would find various outlets in the conservative media, including the Washington Times (founded by the anticommunist leader of the Unification Church, Sun Myung Moon), the Wall Street Journal, the National Review, and Rush Limbaugh’s books and radio program. With surprising speed it would reach the congressional leadership. Whereas in 1992 Congress had strongly supported accelerating the CFC ban, by 1995, the House—run by a newly elected Republican majority with an actively hostile view of environmental regulations—held hearings on “scientific integrity” to expose the “myths” around ozone.
Fred Singer told the representatives they were being “bamboozled” by the federal scientists presenting the latest international ozone assessment. Singer claimed they twisted the science “to achieve certain political objectives.” But by then the carefully hammered-out assessments of the international scientific community mattered less and less in Congress. Majority Leader Tom DeLay would state at this hearing that he had not looked at the latest official scientific assessment, but rather got his assessment “from reading people like Fred Singer.”
This new ideological backlash against the ozone science did not change industry support for the CFC phaseout. At the 1995 House hearing, Kevin Fay of the Alliance for Responsible CFC Policy found himself in the strange position of defending the evidence that his industry’s product depleted ozone and even defending the phaseout.
While the rising backlash did not slow down ozone protection efforts, it represents an important part of the legacy of the CFC saga. The important social norm of respect for collective scientific assessments would prove surprisingly vulnerable to attack by a handful of people sowing distrust. The science-denying counternarrative—with its blatant appeals to ideology and political tribalism—would go beyond regular corporate denial and sometimes outflank it. And yet, as later chapters further explore, the counternarrative has deep roots in corporate denial—particularly the tobacco industry denial that helped create and fund the counternarrative, and the climate denial, where it has had its greatest political impact.
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“Psychological Crutches”
TOBACCO’S MASS PRODUCTION OF DENIAL
“I think that if the company as a whole believed cigarettes were really harmful, we would not be in the business. We’re a very moralistic company.”
—Dr. Helmut Wakeham, head of research and development, Philip Morris, 1976
In 1999, the US Justice Department brought a massive lawsuit against nine cigarette companies, charging them with civil violations of the racketeering law usually used to fight organized crime. In 2006, after seven years of litigation and a lengthy trial, the court made a landmark ruling: the companies had knowingly engaged in a scheme “to defraud smokers and potential smokers, for purposes of financial gain.” Overwhelming evidence showed that for over fifty years the tobacco companies had lied about the health effects of smoking to support an industry that, in the court’s words, “survives, and profits, from selling a highly addictive product which causes diseases that lead to a staggering number of deaths per year, [and] an immeasurable amount of human suffering.”
This powerful legal and moral judgment was greeted with a yawn. Wall Street saw it as a win for the tobacco companies because it would not hurt their profits. How could that be? A higher court ruling had stopped the judge from ordering the billions in damages and other remedies the Justice Department had sought; she could only restrain future violations. As for the industry’s reputation, it could hardly go lower. Polling that year showed that only 2 percent of Americans would normally believe a statement by a tobacco company, making tobacco the least trusted among the nineteen industries asked about.
And yet, the people leading those companies often spoke of how clean their consciences were. For decades, they claimed that they didn’t believe the evidence that smoking killed people because it was “not proven.” After they finally admitted that they sold a deadly and addictive product, there were many other rationalizations they had cultivated over the years and could still embrace.
This chapter is about how these masters of rationalization manufactured psychological crutches both to help smokers deny the danger they faced and to help themselves deny any responsibility for that danger. They showed that even an industry with little public credibility could delay social action by raising doubts about science and eroding trust in government, especially if it mobilized other industries threatened with regulation. And they showed how industry members could reduce guilt by nursing a resentful bunker mentality and shifting all responsibility for their product’s astounding death toll onto their addicted customers.
CREATING A NEW SOCIAL NORM: “TORCHES OF FREEDOM”
Native Americans had been smoking tobacco for thousands of years before Columbus showed up, but purposely sucking smoke into the body was unheard of elsewhere. Still, some Europeans gave tobacco a try, and smoking and snuff spread through the Old World. Over the centuries, tobacco provoked both passionate defenses (as a cure-all, as civilizing, inspiring, and divine) and condemnations (as disease-causing, barbaric, enslaving, and satanic). Many kings and church officials initially condemned tobacco, but they would come to make peace with it as a source of ample tax revenue. Some of the American colonies were formed with tobacco-growing at their heart, and like the West Indies sugar colonies, they would come to depend on that other emerging social norm, New World slavery.
While the history of tobacco is long, the history of cigarettes is not. They were not a widespread social phenomenon until the twentieth century, and they brought tobacco consumption to a whole new level. Cigarettes were mass-produced, mass-marketed, and mass-consumed like no other tobacco product. They cost less and were more quickly lit and smoked than pipes or cigars. And cigarettes were more acceptable in public than cigars, which were smellier, or than chewing tobacco, which involved lots of unsanitary spitting. In a way, the cigarette was the fast-food of tobacco—cheap, widely available, easy to grab, quick to consume on the go, even in public, lending itself to frequent use, and particularly appealing to children.
There were forces opposing the rise of cigarettes as a social norm in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially among those pushing for the prohibition of alcohol. By 1909 seven states had banned cigarettes and dozens had debated such a ban. There were definitely health concerns at the time, but it was clearly the moral objections that gave the crusade its juice, with cigarettes seen as strongly linked to overall moral degeneracy. Henry Ford vowed not to hire cigarette smokers, arguing that those “addicted to this habit . . . were loose in their morals, very apt to be untruthful.”
The tobacco industry pushed back against this opposition, of course. As Richard Kluger explains in his groundbreaking and Pulitzer Prize–winning history of cigarettes, Ashes to Ashes: America’s Hundred-Year Cigarette War, the Public Health, and the Unabashed Triumph of Philip Morris, the industry “fielded a small army of lawyers, lobbyists and other persuaders who appealed to the hearts, minds, and pocketbooks of legislators being asked everywhere to crack down on cigarettes.” The industry also had great influence with key congressional committees, some of whose members owned large blocks of tobacco stock. And then came World War I. General Pershing told the public that his army needed tobacco as much as bullets. Cigarettes were no longer seen as sources of degeneracy but as sources of solace to the brave lads in the trenches, and many veterans returned home addicted.
The industry spread cigarettes further into the mainstream by expanding its already aggressive advertising. The public was bombarded with ads that linked cigarettes to youth, health, freedom, success, sex, and—depending on the ad—to ruggedness or sophistication, individualism or sociability, masculinity or femininity. Many ads addressed background anxieties about health by making unfounded claims about one brand being more healthful or less irritating than others. The tobacco industry also encouraged the film industry to exploit the dramatic possibilities of smoking, and it did, further normalizing and glamorizing cigarettes. The industry was consciously aiming to tap into consumers’ unconscious desires, drawing on the psychological insights of the era, such as they were.
In one famous example, Edward Bernays, often called the father of public relations, was hired by the tobacco industry to attract women to smoking in the late 1920s. Bernays, the nephew of Sigmund Freud, wrote candidly about influencing the masses using psychological manipulation and propaganda, noting that those “who understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses . . . pull the wires which control the public mind.” When Bernays learned from a psychoanalyst that women saw cigarettes as symbols of freedom, he secretly recruited female socialites to violate the taboo against women publicly smoking by marching in a New York City parade, their cigarettes held high and hailed as “torches of freedom.” It was symbolic of much cigarette promotion—a corporation using the banner of individual freedom to encourage people to surrender some of their freedom by getting addicted to the company’s product.
Cigarette use grew between the wars, and it skyrocketed again during World War II, when cigarettes were included in military rations. Some 80 percent of men who were teenagers or young adults during the war years became cigarette smokers, and smoking rose among women too. The social norm of cigarette smoking was now deeply entrenched—aided by the convenience and addictiveness of the product but also by the social influence of mass media, the political clout of the industry, and by that most socially bonding of endeavors, fighting wars together. And that new social norm would prove astonishingly resilient in the face of growing evidence that cigarettes were causing a public health catastrophe of astonishing proportions.
WINNING THE BURDEN OF PROOF GAME: “ULTRACONSERVATIVE ABOUT CAUSE AND EFFECT”
Cigarettes did not penetrate just modern society more deeply than cigars and pipes—their smoke penetrated people’s bodies more deeply. Compared to cigars and pipes, cigarette smoke is milder and easier to inhale, and most cigarette smokers draw the smoke deeply into their lungs. In this way, the rise of cigarettes opened vast new frontiers of disease causation and addiction, as millions of people started drenching their highly absorptive lung tissue with tobacco smoke, usually many times a day.
Tobacco was linked to disease long before cigarettes were prevalent. Often, as the industry would remind people later, the early accusations had been ludicrous, like a home medical book that in 1901 warned that the children of heavy tobacco users are “liable to insanity.” But some doctors had correctly linked tobacco to cancer since the 1700s, when it was noted that several people with cancer of the nostrils used tobacco snuff. In 1923, Sigmund Freud’s doctors diagnosed him with oral cancer that they confidently blamed on his heavy cigar smoking. While his nephew Edward Bernays was using Freudian insights to expand the pool of tobacco smokers, Freud himself was suffering through thirty-three painful operations and was eventually forced to wear a denture-like prosthesis to keep his oral and nasal cavities separated. Freud tried several times to quit smoking, but his friend and biographer said he found it a “torture . . . beyond human power to bear.” Freud died of cancer in 1939.1
Lung cancer had been an extremely rare disease, but it started appearing at alarming rates that echoed the steep twentieth-century rise of cigarettes, but a couple decades later. The few studies linking cigarettes to lung cancer that appeared between 1928 and 1950 drew little attention. In 1950, though, two major studies—one in the United States and one in Britain—looked at hundreds of lung cancer patients and found that virtually all of them were cigarette smokers. The statistical correlations were not subtle. According to Allan Brandt, author of the sweeping history The Cigarette Century: The Rise, Fall, and Deadly Persistence of the Product That Defined America and professor of the history of medicine at Harvard, the odds that the British study’s results were by chance were less than one in a million.
At first, there was little coverage by the media, but then the nation’s largest-circulation magazine, Reader’s Digest, highlighted the issue in a widely read article. (Unlike most magazines, it did not at this time accept advertising, so it had more freedom to be critical about tobacco, auto safety, and other issues.) Then, in late 1953, researchers published a study showing that painting tar derived from cigarette smoke onto the shaved skin of mice caused cancerous tumors. The media paid more attention, tobacco stock prices dropped, and the industry was alarmed. Thanks to a trove of internal industry documents pried loose through litigation or leaked by whistleblowers, mainly in the 1990s, we have a real-time written record of how the industry responded. (The University of California San Francisco Library has created an extraordinary public resource by archiving and posting millions of these documents online in a collection called Truth Tobacco Industry Documents).
The top executives of the major US tobacco companies held an emergency meeting in late 1953 with the public relations firm Hill and Knowlton, brought in to help manage the crisis. One of the firm’s employees thought, rather quaintly in retrospect, that the burden had now shifted to the industry to prove cigarettes safe, which they knew they could not at that time do. “But, naturally,” he wrote, “that is something almost too terrible for most of the industry’s men to realize, even yet.” As it happened, the tobacco industry would succeed in keeping the burden of proof on its critics for decades more.
The campaign began with a full-page ad, “A Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers,” in hundreds of papers in January 1954. It said there was “no proof” cigarettes caused lung cancer and assured smokers that the companies “accept an interest in people’s health as a basic responsibility, paramount to every other consideration in our business.” The companies announced they would fund outside research into the health issue through a new Tobacco Industry Research Committee (TIRC), to be run by a scientist of “unimpeachable integrity” and advised by a “disinterested” board. There were skeptics, but newspapers around the country commended the industry for taking such a responsible stand.
The industry announced with great fanfare that prominent biologist Clarence C. Little would head the committee. Little told the press that he was “ultraconservative about cause and effect relationships”—as if that could only be a good thing—and assured them that he didn’t have “any personal preconceived notions at all” about tobacco’s health effects. He had just claimed, though, without evidence, that tobacco was “very good therapy for a great many nervous people. I don’t have to tell you that. You all know it.”
Little also had a preconceived attachment to a genetic explanation of cancer, suggesting that the type of people genetically inclined to get cancer may also be genetically inclined to smoke. (In fact, Little believed so deeply in heredity that in the 1930s he was a founder of the National Society for the Legalization of Euthanasia and the Race Betterment Congress, and he urged the compulsory sterilization of “the misfit.”) Despite the galloping lung cancer epidemic, Little was in no hurry to find its cause, noting “it is a long, slow business, and that is another good thing—that there is no rush about this.” Little was the perfect person to head TIRC and to keep rejecting proof of causation while perpetually calling for more research.
Within a few years an avalanche of evidence linking smoking to lung cancer and other diseases followed. A major study by the American Cancer Society, tracking nearly 188,000 healthy men between age fifty and sixty-nine, had by 1954 found that the smokers were dying from all causes at a rate about one and a half times higher than the nonsmokers. By 1956 these researchers reported that the heaviest smokers were dying of lung cancer at a rate ninety times higher than nonsmokers. By this time a prospective British study showed nearly identical results, and there were at least fourteen retrospective studies, all linking lung cancer and smoking.
Still, the industry claimed there was “no proof” that smoking caused cancer, or no proof that was “conclusive” or “definite,” hinting at a standard of proof that was never clearly defined. Industry members objected that the evidence was “merely” statistical, as opposed to something observed in a laboratory. But as the head of the American Cancer Society would argue in 1956, it was not reasonable to insist that cigarettes be shown to cause lung cancer in living humans under laboratory conditions, and “no standards of proof in the entire world of research demand as much as that.” The top scientist at British American Tobacco, Sidney Green, would years later accuse his own industry colleagues of having “publicly retreated behind impossible, perhaps ridiculous, demands for what in their public relations is called ‘scientific proof.’ ”
In fact, it appears that by 1958 it was widely recognized among researchers within the tobacco industry that smoking causes cancer. Three members of the British tobacco industry came to the United States in 1958 to meet with dozens of researchers working in US tobacco companies, in academia, and elsewhere. They reported back that “with one exception [in academia], the individuals whom we met believed that smoking causes lung cancer if by ‘causation’ we mean any chain of events which leads finally to lung cancer and which involves smoking as an indispensable link.”
On the other hand, there is evidence that industry members’ fixation on proof was not solely for public consumption; behind the scenes they often stressed the same point. For example, one proposal within tobacco company Brown and Williamson for countering the attacks of the “totally unprincipled” anticigarette forces, apparently from 1969, asserted that “within the business we recognize that a controversy exists,” adding, “Truth is our message because of its power to withstand a conflict and sustain a controversy. If in our pro-cigarette efforts we stick with well documented fact, we can dominate a controversy and operate with the confidence of justifiable self-interest.”
Statements like this show industry employees, or at least some, working internally to justify their continued denial, propping up their morale by finding a way to claim morality. The general themes of most of the industry’s public denials were echoed privately, suggesting the denials were meeting a psychological need as well as a strategic one.
MAINTAINING THE CRUCIAL DOUBT: WE MUST “GIVE SMOKERS A PSYCHOLOGICAL CRUTCH”
In 1963, a panel of scientists met privately in Washington, with guards to keep the curious away. “It was almost a Manhattan Project mentality,” a participant recalled. The panel had been brought together by the surgeon general, Luther Terry, to review the thousands of studies then available on smoking and health.
None of the panel’s members had taken a position on the subject, and they had been chosen almost like a jury, with both health advocates and the tobacco industry given veto power over their inclusion. The panel was carefully constituted to include five smokers and five nonsmokers, and its deliberations took place in a smoke-filled room. In January 1964, the surgeon general, himself a smoker, released the panel’s consensus report to an auditorium full of journalists. It confidently linked smoking to lung cancer in men, to emphysema and bronchitis, and, with less confidence, to coronary artery disease. Future historians and judges would view this report as a landmark, resolving the basic question of whether smoking was harmful. (One of the heaviest smokers on the panel, as if to demonstrate its conclusions, would the next year be diagnosed with lung cancer, emphysema, bronchitis, and heart disease; only then would he quit cigarettes.)
The industry had seen it coming, and some members assumed they could no longer get away with the denials they had been using. Addison Yeaman, the chief counsel of Brown and Williamson, predicted that after the surgeon general’s panel linked smoking to cancer and cardiovascular disease, “one would suppose we would not repeat Dr. Little’s oft reiterated ‘not proven.’ ” He thought that now the burden of proof would truly shift, forcing the industry to either disprove the causal link to cancer (noting that “the odds are greatly against success in that effort”) or find and remove the carcinogens. But once again, this assumption was wrong. The industry’s response to the evidence barely budged, and it mattered little.
This may be because—as expressed in a memo by George Weissman, an executive and future CEO of the tobacco giant Philip Morris—after the report’s original “propaganda blast,” the “public reaction was not as severe nor did it have the emotional depth I might have feared.” Still, Weissman felt it was important for the industry to “in the near future provide some answers which will give smokers a psychological crutch and a self-rationale to continue smoking.”
Providing that crutch to smokers would prove remarkably easy. Their basic confirmation biases were surely amplified by their addiction to nicotine. (Back in 1955, even doctors had proven less likely to agree that cigarettes caused cancer if they themselves smoked; one prominent researcher had complained that “their own addiction to this drug habit . . . blinds them.”) All that many smokers needed going forward would be some shred of reason to doubt the science of causation or the wisdom of quitting. The same 1969 Brown and Williamson presentation quoted above, asserting that “truth is our message,” also argued that “doubt is our product since it is the best means of competing with the ‘body of fact’ that exists in the mind of the . . . public. It is also the means of establishing a controversy.”
In fact, the industry had long been offering a psychological crutch to smokers in the form of filters, promoted by ads implying greater safety (“Just What the Doctor Ordered!”) even while the industry denied that its unfiltered product was unsafe. (Lorillard sold for a few years in the 1950s a new filter that was particularly good at removing tar and nicotine; unfortunately the novel ingredient in the filter was asbestos, described as a “completely harmless material” but adding yet another potent carcinogen to the mix.) Filtered cigarettes of all types were widely advertised and embraced by consumers during the 1950s, but filters and reduced-tar-and-nicotine cigarettes generally did not actually reduce smoker risk much. Smokers almost completely compensate for tar and nicotine reductions by smoking more or differently to get the nicotine their brains crave. The federal racketeering judgment of 2006 would find that the industry’s sophisticated understanding of compensation meant the defendants had long known their supposedly “safer” cigarettes offered no clear health benefit.
Another way the industry created that crucial shred of doubt was to point to alternative potential causes of lung cancer. Both before and after the surgeon general’s report, the industry would point to its long-standing “constitutional” theory: that something about the constitution of smokers—their genes, their hormones, their nervous personalities—predisposed them to both smoking and lung cancer. The industry also tried to blame the lung cancer epidemic on occupational hazards and especially air pollution—two of the “ready-made credible alternatives” that one industry strategist told his colleagues they should supply the public.
The industry also pointed to stress as a cause of cancer, which let it then claim (or arrange for others to claim) that cigarettes actually reduced the risk of cancer by alleviating stress. In 1968, the ironically named True magazine published an article by a writer named Stanley Frank that presented a tour de force of all the discredited pro-smoking theories. Frank suggested that just maybe the era’s rising divorce rate, causing “frustrated sex drives and unhappiness stemming from a feeling of rejection,” was behind the lung cancer epidemic. Frank also criticized the surgeon general for not considering that “a heavy smoker is more likely to get cancer if he is deprived of cigarettes which serve the important function of relieving his tensions.”
The Tobacco Institute—formed by the industry in 1958 to “go on the offensive in bringing the truth about cigarette smoking to the public”—had over 600,000 copies of the article sent to doctors, the media, and political leaders. It did not reveal that, in fact, the tobacco industry had secretly paid for and placed the article, causing some controversy when the subterfuge was revealed a few weeks later through investigations by the Wall Street Journal and others. The blowback must have surprised the industry, since it had long succeeded in hiding its fingerprints and using more credible voices to convey its messages.
As we saw among the industrial defenders of CFCs, the defenders of tobacco frequently just expressed their unwavering personal belief in the safety of their product. Such unsupported expressions of confidence would be a useless tactic if we humans were always rational, conscious, and evidence-based in forming our views. The success of the tobacco industry, however, is partly due to its early understanding that we are also social animals powerfully swayed by social influence. Merely expressing an opinion with confidence can persuade others, at least when the speaker’s and listeners’ interests are aligned. While tobacco companies and smokers did not have aligned interests when it came to actual health impacts, their biases were surely aligned as they shared the desire to believe smoking was harmless.
And so tobacco executives confidently opined away for decades. The 1954 “Frank Statement to Smokers” stressed that “we believe the products we make are not injurious to health.” The chairman of R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company, in a cover story in Time in 1960, dismissed the cancer scare, saying, “I just don’t believe it.” The head of Philip Morris in 1963 told shareholders, “I think that eventually cigarettes will be exonerated.” In 1986, the CEO of R. J. Reynolds told a magazine that if he saw evidence that “conclusively” proved tobacco was harmful to people, “and I believed it in my heart and my soul, then I would get out of the business.” But he hadn’t, so he claimed to have “an extremely clear conscience.”
Most famously, when the heads of several tobacco companies were asked under oath before a congressional committee in 1994 if nicotine was addictive, most said they “believed” it was not. (The Justice Department later considered bringing perjury charges, but this belief-based wording appears to be what stopped them.) Geoffrey Bible, who became Philip Morris’s CEO after the 1994 hearings, would later complain that each CEO answered with “his own personal opinion,” so it was unfair that this became “the birth of the tirade against us for being liars.”
In short, the doubt-promoting strategy was linked not to the idea of reasonable doubt but to personal doubt, letting industry executives shroud themselves in a kind of protective personal ignorance. When Geoffrey Bible was asked in 1998 his company’s view on whether smoking causes disease, he testified, “I just don’t know. It may, but I don’t know” (though he did “not believe” it caused cancer). When asked if he was aware of any reputable scientific organization anywhere in the world that said smoking doesn’t cause disease, Bible answered, “No, I am not.”
The tobacco executives had taken the ignorance shelter discussed in chapter 2 to new extremes, no longer discussing what society or scientists knew or what their company should reasonably have known, but focusing on what they personally believed. You might say they were raising the already ridiculously high standard of proof one notch higher, demanding proof that convinced them personally, in their hearts and souls.
VIEW FROM THE BUNKER: FASCIST KILLJOYS IN THE ANTISMOKING INDUSTRY
Like other industries profiled in this book, the tobacco industry responded in a tribal way to outside criticism, enthusiastically denigrating its critics and seeing itself as unfairly victimized. Even internal documents over the decades show industry members referring among themselves to the “attacks” as baseless “propaganda,” made by scientists just seeking publicity and funding. It was an industry “harassed” by “dedicated opportunists,” forced to “suffer public condemnation along with litter bugs and forest fires.” The industry was threatened by “lynching parties” and “witch hunts” and had been “unfairly pilloried.” Its critics were engaged in a “reckless campaign of propaganda, mistruths, half-truths, innuendo, false piety, and downright deceit.”
In public, members of the industry often insisted that they themselves were good people who did not feel guilty; on the contrary, they felt proud of their work and companies. Philip Morris’s Geoffrey Bible said in 1999, “There is going to be a Day of Judgment. If there isn’t a day up there, it’s when you’re lying on your deathbed. And you’re going to say to yourself: ‘Well, what did I achieve in my life?’ It’s not how much money you’ve made, or how big a house you’ve got, or how many cars. It’s what you did for your fellow man. It’s ‘What did I do to make the world better?’ That’s what it’s going to come down to.” And he could apparently reconcile his industry with this moral standard.
Perhaps claims of a clean conscience were just a public ploy, hiding crippling guilt, but I have not seen such guilt expressed in the industry’s internal documents (nor, indeed, actual concern over the health of its customers). I suspect these statements actually give a glimpse of how the human mind works. Psychologist Jonathan Haidt explains in his book The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion that people have moral intuitions and they conduct moral reasoning, but the reasoning is done largely just to rationalize the intuition; as he puts it, the intuitive dog wags the rational tail. So if something feels immoral, we find reasons to condemn it, and if it does not feel immoral, we find reasons to justify it. This theory suggests that if you are a tobacco executive and you don’t feel any guilt, your mind will find reasons to interpret your behavior as morally acceptable.
In 1994, to fight growing antitobacco sentiment, Philip Morris allowed journalist Roger Rosenblatt to interview some of its executives about how they personally justified selling cigarettes. Rosenblatt concluded, in his New York Times Magazine profile, that the executives “remove themselves from most of the rest of the country and create their own moral universe of explanations and justifications.” One executive spoke of the “incredible family feeling” at the company; another spoke about feeling “under siege.” Steven C. Parrish, the company’s general counsel, stressed his affection for the “really good people” that worked there, saying he saw more people “locking arms and getting together behind a business strategy than . . . worrying about the externalities of charges about tobacco and health.” Years later, though, Parrish would write with surprising candor that the tobacco industry’s culture had long been one of “arrogance, bred by insularity and enabled by spectacular business success. . . . There was a bunker mentality, an ‘us-against-them’ attitude, a belief that anyone who disagreed with us was an enemy out to destroy us.”
From within that bunker, many seemed to imagine the industry was replaying the battles of the early twentieth century, viewing their critics as prohibitionists and killjoys, both publicly and in private. In 1958, the president of the Tobacco Institute blamed “a few people who are fanatically prejudiced against tobacco. Not liking it themselves, they are opposed to its use by others.” In 1963, a Philip Morris executive called industry critics “do-gooders who want to attack the pleasures of life, be it drinking, smoking or even Arthur Murray dancers.” In 1979, William Dwyer of the Tobacco Institute called them “a joyless tribe . . . who want to manage everyone else’s life, perhaps because they’ve been incapable of managing their own.” (Dwyer would later tell author Richard Kluger that he “liked being in a battle—it was like a political contest—a head game.”)
But Prohibition was apparently not a compelling enough historical analogy. Dwyer also linked the struggle against nonsmoking sections in airplanes to the struggle for civil rights, complaining about putting smokers in the rear of planes after we “broke down those barriers that used to divide people on pretty untoward bases.” He defined his advocacy as a defense of “the free market system,” tapping into anticommunist sentiments. And he compared the persecution of smokers to the persecutions of the Holocaust, warning about what might come next by repeatedly quoting the famous words of Pastor Martin Niemöller (“In Germany, the Nazis first came for the Communists and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist. Then they came for the Jews and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. . . .”).
As the tobacco industry became more embattled in the 1990s, references to fascism arose more often, including among the industry’s leaders. Geoffrey Bible roused a gathering of his Philip Morris employees in 1996 by reminding them that “it took Winston Churchill and Roosevelt” more than five years to prevail over “these bad guys.” Lawrence Tisch—the billionaire philanthropist and co-CEO of the company that owned Lorillard Tobacco Company—complained in 1998 to journalist Jeffrey Goldberg that “when the truth is undermined in America, then you’ve accomplished everything the fascists will want to try to do 20 years from today. . . . The Big Lie is that these companies were ever marketing to kids. What worries me is that if you can get away with this against a legitimate industry, what could be the next big lie? This is McCarthyism.”
Industry members’ views about their critics often seem to reflect what psychologists would call projection. Tobacco’s critics were often referred to as the antitobacco or antismoking “industry.” One 1983 consultants’ analysis done for Philip Morris hypothesized that the “anti-smoking industry,” which apparently included scientists, educators, nonprofits, public health officials, activists, and many others, had “its own motives and rewards for appearing to prove that heart disease and cancer are caused by smoking,” even though it is “equally plausible” the diseases were genetic or constitutional (a statement that by 1983 was beyond ridiculous). The antismoking industry, therefore, “can’t claim any moral superiority, social superiority, scientific superiority, or any other kind of superiority.”
It was an artful and surely appealing rationalization for tobacco executives stung by accusations of dishonesty, greed, and immorality, letting them privately fling each accusation back at their critics (except the one about causing all those deaths). And like all deeply cynical attitudes, it presented a certain moral danger. If, behind the “false piety” of their critics, everyone were in fact biased, dishonest, and greedy, then it would be easy to believe that was the true social norm. In that case, there would be no reason to try to overcome or minimize one’s own bias, dishonesty, and greed. On the contrary, to do so would be to let the bad guys prevail over the good people with you in your bunker. If you believe that a system is entirely corrupt and rigged against you, then even obviously deceptive practices—like, say, hiding your influence behind front groups or purging your files of documents showing your company’s knowledge of cigarettes’ dangers—can seem justifiable.
Social psychology has not done nearly as much research as one would expect into how a siege mentality, or a collective resentment over perceived unfairness, affects moral behavior. (The current political situation, with so many groups feeling resentful and claiming the system is rigged, would seem to provide a rich opportunity to study the behavioral consequences of collective resentment.) Still, there is some evidence that, not surprisingly, individuals who feel themselves unfairly treated are more likely to behave dishonestly. One can imagine the distortion of the moral compass of a group of people who have been collectively nursing a resentment over unfair treatment for decades.
GOVERNMENT-BASHING: CONCENTRATING “ALL OF THE EPA’S ENEMIES AGAINST IT AT ONE TIME”
The industry’s cynicism—combined with a grave new threat it faced in the 1980s—may be what gave the tobacco industry the chutzpah to take its arguments about the science to the next level. In 1986 the surgeon general released a bombshell report finding that carcinogens in secondhand smoke, or Environmental Tobacco Smoke (ETS), were causing lung cancer in nonsmokers. Some states and many localities were already limiting public and workplace smoking. The industry’s defense that smokers knew the risk and chose to take it was useless against ETS, and the industry feared the issue would have a devastating effect on sales.
And so the industry that had become the poster child for scientific bias and deception decided to position itself as a champion of scientific integrity. Anticipating the surgeon general’s report on ETS, the Tobacco Institute released a report in 1986 entitled “Tobacco Smoke and the Nonsmoker: Scientific Integrity at the Crossroads,” and publicly called for an investigation of the surgeon general for “censorship and abuse of science.” The report argued that the claims that tobacco smoke “compromises—even slightly—the health of nonsmokers will only intensify the current climate of emotionalism and impede the progress of scientific integrity.” At the time, the industry’s confidential polling showed that only about one in ten Americans thought the industry was telling the truth when it said it didn’t believe mainstream health claims; virtually all the rest thought the industry knew or suspected the claims were true. Perhaps the industry thought its strategy posed no risk to its credibility, since it was already so damaged.
It was a particularly outrageous strategy given the industry’s history of blatantly suppressing harmful science. For example, one day in 1970, R. J. Reynolds abruptly shut down the “mouse house” where it had been quietly exposing animals to cigarette smoke, fired the researchers, collected their notebooks, and presumably killed the animals. One researcher said he was told that the surgeon general was already “slitting our throats; we don’t need to do it ourselves.” Industry members had taken many overt steps to keep its scientific findings secret, like doing certain experiments only abroad, getting or keeping incriminating research findings out of company files, running scientific research through lawyers so they could claim the findings were protected under attorney-client privilege, and trying to sanitize or suppress negative results by scientists it had funded.
By inventing or exaggerating the scientific sins of others, the industry could avoid looking at its own. In 1987, Philip Morris executives gathered for a three-day, high-level meeting to brainstorm ways to respond to the ETS threat. Participants complained that few scientists were “willing to remain impartial because of threat to their careers,” that the “morality of scientists is appalling,” and that data was “crooked.” The long list of brainstormed solutions stands as a revealing group rant, showing not just a sense of grievance but lots of aggression and a willingness to deceive, including “sue the bastards!,” “create a bigger monster (AIDS),” “make it hurt (political risk) to take us on,” “get Nader-like group to examine anti funding,” “organize ‘spontaneous’ protests on our issue,” and “establish ties with libertarian and conservative groups.”
While many of the listed options were not pursued, the industry did establish ties with libertarian and conservative groups by pushing a larger, anti-EPA agenda. In 1992, the EPA declared ETS responsible for thousands of deaths among nonsmokers yearly, with serious regulatory implications for workplaces. The Tobacco Institute charged the EPA with preferring “political correctness over sound science.” By 1993, Philip Morris had the PR firm Burson-Marsteller develop an “ETS Media Strategy.” It pointed optimistically to “growing perceptions about and animosity to EPA as an agency that is at least misguided and aggressive, at worst corrupt and controlled by environmental terrorists.” It suggested pushing stories that focused on “general EPA bashing by credible, authoritative sources (i.e., scientists, mayors, etc.)” and “EPA ineptitude and, when possible, corruption.” Noting the industry’s own lack of credibility, it argued that the anti-EPA effort “must be part of a larger mosaic that concentrates all of the EPA’s enemies against it at one time.”
It is not clear how much of this particular proposal was implemented, but as Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway point out in Merchants of Doubt, the tobacco industry played a substantial role in creating and funding antiregulatory “think tanks” and developing the strategies that other industries would use to challenge the science of ozone depletion, climate change, and other grave threats.
After the Republican takeover of Congress in the election of 1994, there would be no more hearings embarrassing the tobacco industry. The House subcommittee formerly led by Henry Waxman, before which industry leaders testified that they did not believe cigarettes were addictive, now held the hearings on “scientific integrity and the public trust,” mentioned in chapter 5, where Fred Singer told members they had been “bamboozled” by federal scientists on ozone. When the head of the FDA asserted regulatory authority over cigarettes as nicotine-delivery devices, he was dismissed as a “thug” and a “bully” by new Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich. (The industry would years later persuade the Supreme Court to reject the FDA’s assertion of authority by a 5–4 vote.)
The tobacco industry failed to improve its own scientific credibility with the public; it was probably too late, given the decades of deception made even more evident by recently released industry documents. But the industry may well have succeeded in dragging down the government’s scientific credibility, contaminating a broader political audience with its own cynicism, and helping popularize the notion that regulators rely on “junk science.” Moreover, it showed other industries that they didn’t have to convince the public they were right about the science to delay regulation; they just needed to create doubt about whether the government was right. Part of the legacy of tobacco industry denial is the toxic residue of a broader science denial in the body politic, like a tarry buildup of cynicism preventing democracy from functioning as it needs to.
RELAX AND ENJOY IT: BETTER THAN CRACK, NO WORSE THAN APPLESAUCE
Members of the tobacco industry also employed a sort of alternate-reality risk-benefit analysis that focused on smoking’s “benefits” while minimizing the risks and that drew not on evidence but psychology.
Cigarettes had long been sold as a source of “satisfaction.” After the cancer news of the early 1950s, Hill and Knowlton felt the industry had to free Americans “from the guilty fear that is going to arise deep in their biological depths” when they light up. Soon after the industry published its “Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers” in 1954, there appeared a booklet, “Smoke without Fear,” secretly written with the help of Hill and Knowlton and published by the editors of True: The Man’s Magazine (the same magazine that would publish the 1968 Tobacco Institute–sponsored article mentioned above). It encouraged worried smokers to “relax and enjoy it,” advising those who had found it hard to stop smoking to just “quit trying.” “Smoking satisfies some inner needs you have. These needs may be unexplainable, unreasonable, preposterous. We may create them ourselves and might be better off without them. However that may be, you continue to smoke because smoking gives you more satisfaction than not smoking.”
Soon the industry gave its satisfaction argument a more scientific spin, focusing on stress relief. In the 1960s, in particular, the benefits of smoking were seen in pharmaceutical terms. A top scientist for British American Tobacco (owners of US tobacco company Brown and Williamson) told his colleagues in 1962 that “nicotine is a very remarkable beneficent drug that both helps the body to resist external stress and also can as a result show a pronounced tranquillising effect.” Modern life is stressful, and people “must have drugs available which they can take when they feel the need.” Industry commonly expressed this view, giving little thought to the possibility that the only need that cigarettes satisfy is the very one they create through nicotine addiction. (Later research would find that smoking actually increases long-term stress. )
The 1964 surgeon general’s report included a glancing reference to the “comparatively inconsequential” purported benefits of smoking, including the “intangible and elusive” mental health benefits. It said smoking meets the need for a “psychological crutch,” and at least smoking posed less threat to society than narcotics and other illegal drugs. Philip Morris executives immediately urged that the industry build on this tepid support by emphasizing the mental health benefits of smoking. An internal R. J. Reynolds memo would in 1972 posit that “in a sense, the tobacco industry may be thought of as being a specialized, highly ritualized and stylized segment of the pharmaceutical industry,” selling products that “contain and deliver nicotine, a potent drug with a variety of physiological effects.” The industry would regret the revelation of documents like this in the 1990s when the FDA tried to regulate cigarettes as a nicotine-delivery device.
The tobacco companies continued to pay close attention to smoker psychology. A Philip Morris researcher summarized various studies that by 1972 had found that, compared to nonsmokers, smokers were more energetic and independent but also more antisocial, impulsive, anxious, and emotional, with “poorer mental health,” less “strength of character,” higher alcohol use, more divorces, job changes, and auto accidents, poorer academic performance, and lower socioeconomic status. (Of course, these unflattering descriptions of their customers hew more closely to the charges brought against cigarette smokers by Henry Ford and the moralists of an earlier era than they do to the winning images of smokers portrayed in cigarette ads.) Understanding the smoker’s psychology would let the industry “help our consumer rationalize his decision to smoke in light of increasing external pressures,” said an Imperial Tobacco executive to a 1984 industry gathering.
As for rationalizing their own decision to continue selling cigarettes, industry leaders routinely viewed smoking as preventing much worse behavior. One retired head of Philip Morris told author Richard Kluger that “I felt we were performing a real service—that ours was a product helping the public through the rigors of living,” noting that tobacco was not nearly as bad as opium or crack. “We have fulfilled a need,” he added, “and it’s very naïve to assume that nonsmokers don’t fulfill that need in other and more destructive ways,” including antisocial acts of aggression. As noted at the beginning of this book’s introduction, Philip Morris CEO Geoffrey Bible argued in 1998 that “nobody knows what you’d turn to if you didn’t smoke. Maybe you’d beat your wife. Maybe you’d drive cars fast. Who knows what the hell you’d do?”
The flip side of industry’s alternate-reality risk-benefit analysis was to minimize the risk. For one thing, who’s to say certain physical impacts are unwelcome? In 1971, Joseph Cullman III, chairman of Philip Morris, dismissed evidence that women who smoked gave birth to lower-birth-weight babies by stating that “some women would prefer having smaller babies.” Two years earlier, Mr. Cullman had inexplicably noted upon questioning by a congressional committee that “there are a lot of people that like to cough.”
More commonly, though, the industry just compared the risks of smoking to other accepted risks, in the same vein as the auto industry comparing unsafe cars to hardwood floors or the aerosol industry comparing ozone depletion to sharp kitchen knives. The author of the industry-sponsored 1954 article “Smoke without Fear” argued that declining to smoke on risk grounds would be like refusing to drive a car, ride in a train, cross a street, carry matches, sit under a tree, own a dog, drink milk, or kiss someone because “the bacterial content of a kiss is horrifying.” Helmut Wakeham, head of research and development at Philip Morris, said in a 1976 British television interview that “all kinds of things . . . are unhealthy. . . . Cigarettes are one, so what are we to do? Stop living?” He later added that “applesauce is harmful if you get too much of it.”
The point, of course, was to encourage a fatalistic acceptance of risk as simply inevitable, unknowable, and unavoidable, even risks as large and by then obvious as smoking. Ross Millhiser, yet another former CEO of Philip Morris, told Richard Kluger in 1989 that he had confidence in the cigarette business because the “desire to die in good health will wane.” Helmut Wakeham enhanced his applesauce comparison by helpfully explaining that “the best way to avoid dying is not to be born, you know.”
Perhaps the ultimate example of the industry’s skewed approach to risk and benefit was its attempt to recast the early death of its customers as a benefit to society. Even while still denying they caused smokers’ deaths, tobacco companies argued before various courts that they should get some offsetting credit for shortening smokers’ lives, thereby saving governments the financial burden of caring for them in old age. When this “death benefit” argument was raised before a Minnesota judge in 1998, he dismissed it as “abhorrent and horrendously contrary to public policy.” (Three years later Philip Morris faced a political backlash for again pushing this argument; CEO Geoffrey Bible apologized, admitting it was “a complete and unacceptable disregard of basic human values.”)
PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY, ADDICTION, AND CHILDREN: “THESE PEOPLE HAD BEEN TOLD”
The tobacco companies were often sued, and for decades they never settled and never lost. Since they denied cigarettes caused disease, plaintiffs had to pay experts to prove it and go through years of litigation, after which most dropped out, their funds exhausted. A lawyer for R. J. Reynolds once admitted that “the way we won these cases was not by spending all of RJR’s money, but by making that other son of a bitch spend all of his.”
Congress responded to the surgeon general’s 1964 report with a 1965 law requiring that cigarette packs include the bland warning “Caution: Cigarette Smoking May Be Hazardous to Your Health.” The industry publicly opposed it but secretly wanted the law because, as one industry lawyer later said, “It got us assumption of risk.” That is, it would let the companies defend against future lawsuits by saying that smokers had been warned about the dangers of smoking and “assumed” the risk when they chose to smoke anyway, relieving the industry of any share of responsibility for the consequences. Industry won with this defense even while denying disease causation, essentially claiming that their denial did not matter because nobody believed them anyway. The Tobacco Institute’s Bill Dwyer would say in 1979 that you would have to be a “cave dweller” not to have heard the health warnings. Dwyer suffered no guilt pangs because, he would later say, “I really believed that these people had been told.” Another industry advocate would say, “People think there’s something a little tawdry about deciding to smoke and then turning around and suing the tobacco companies.”
The industry often expressed this blame-the-smoker defense in terms of individual responsibility, individual choice, and individual freedom. William Campbell, head of Philip Morris USA, would tell Roger Rosenblatt in 1994 that people “have to take a step back and say, ‘Isn’t individual freedom and individual choice an important characteristic of our society?’ ” A Philip Morris International lobbyist recently spoke of how proud he is of what he does, explaining that the tobacco industry is “the commercial manifestation of some of my most deeply held beliefs on personal choice, personal responsibility, and individual freedom.” This simplistic, all-or-nothing perspective on responsibility suggests that blame for a dangerous product must fall either on the seller or the buyer and cannot be shared.
No More Addictive than Twinkies
Unfortunately for the industry, the personal-freedom-and-responsibility defense always had two major weaknesses, and the first was the addictiveness of nicotine. The tobacco industry’s lawyers had warned it by 1980 that “we can’t defend continued smoking as ‘free choice’ if the person was ‘addicted.’ ” (They would also advise the industry to stop researching nicotine and addiction because the results were creating “dangerous implications for litigation.”) In 1988, a new surgeon general’s report found that nicotine was indeed addictive, similar to illegal drugs like heroin and cocaine. Some industry executives had been acknowledging nicotine’s addictive nature among themselves for decades; a 1963 memo by the Brown and Williamson general counsel says, “Nicotine is addictive. We are, then, in the business of selling nicotine, an addictive drug.” In public, though, industry leaders went to absurd lengths to deny it.
As noted, several company CEOs testified in 1994 before a House committee that they did not “believe” nicotine was addictive. James Johnston, the CEO of R. J. Reynolds, stated in his written testimony that if the elements of addiction are “carefully analyzed in an unbiased manner, it becomes clear that cigarette smoking is no more ‘addictive’ than coffee, tea or Twinkies.” Three years later, Philip Morris CEO James Morgan, in testimony later featured on CBS’s 60 Minutes, said that cigarettes “are much more like caffeine or, in my case, gummi bears. . . . I love gummi bears. . . . And I eat gummi bears, and I don’t like it when I don’t eat my gummi bears. But I’m certainly not addicted to them.”
Statements like this—trivializing an addiction that was leading to the agonizing death of hundreds of thousands of their fellow Americans yearly—surely helped fuel the sharp spike in public scorn toward the tobacco companies in the mid- to late 1990s. By this time polls showed that about seven out of ten smokers considered themselves addicted and wanted to quit. They knew nicotine held a far stronger grip on the mind than Twinkies and gummi bears.
During the 1990s, the public also learned just how sophisticated the industry’s understanding of nicotine and addiction had long been. They heard whistleblowers, the media, politicians, and others accuse the industry of having purposely manipulated the nicotine content of their cigarettes or of adding chemicals to make the nicotine reach the brain faster. The industry would eventually be found, in the 2006 federal racketeering decision, to have carefully controlled the impact and delivery of nicotine to create and sustain addiction, though they continued to deny it.
The other major flaw in the “individual choice” defense was the tender age of almost all smokers when they first succumbed to the addiction. The head of the FDA, pediatrician David Kessler, labelled smoking a “pediatric disease” in 1995, citing studies showing that 90 percent of smokers began before age eighteen. The tobacco companies had long known their future success depended on the choices of teenagers. An R. J. Reynolds document from 1976 stressed that the “14 to 18 year old group is an increasing segment of the smoking population. RJR-T must soon establish a successful new brand in this market if our position in the industry is to be maintained over the long term.” The federal court found the tobacco companies studied young people carefully so they could target youth with sophisticated marketing campaigns “to lure them into starting smoking and later becoming nicotine addicts.”
Philip Morris researchers writing in 1969 concluded that “the 16 to 20-year old begins smoking for psychosocial reasons. The act of smoking is symbolic; it signifies adulthood, he smokes to enhance his image in the eyes of his peers.” Then, “as the force from the psychosocial symbolism subsides, the pharmacological effect takes over to sustain the habit.” A Brown and Williamson researcher, writing in 1973 about new brands for beginning smokers, recommended self-image enhancing themes because “the fragile, developing self-image of the young person needs all of the support and enhancement it can get.” (He also recommended, oddly enough, a careful study of “high school American history books” for good brand name ideas.)
One of the many industry efforts to bare “that much-investigated but still mysterious adolescent psyche” involved interviewing sixteen- and seventeen-year-old smokers in the 1970s about why they smoked. The kids told about peer pressure to smoke, often as early as age twelve (“You’ve got to start to be in with the crowd”); about peer goading (“What, are you scared?”); about emulating someone older they admired (“I looked up to him . . . so I started smoking like him”); and about the lure of forbidden fruit (“You feel older. Sophisticated”). Most started around age twelve or thirteen. Fear of disease did not motivate them (“I think it would be really boring being a very old person so I might as well kill myself”). Most of these teenagers already wanted to quit, and while they still believed they would someday, the researchers noted (ominously for the kids but happily for the industry) that “it is likely that few will.” A follow-up study in 1982 stressed that the kids know the dangers of smoking, but “they almost universally assume these risks will not apply to themselves because they will not become addicted.”
Nine out of ten smokers in the United States say that if they could do it over again, they would not have started smoking. Their initial choice to smoke may have been an exercise of personal freedom, but it was probably made when they were children, and it is widely regretted. And for most, continuing to smoke is less an exercise in personal freedom than a reflection of the limits to freedom imposed by addiction.
One apparent way industry members avoided feeling guilty for marketing to youth a deadly addiction they would quickly regret was to morally disengage from what their companies had done in earlier eras. Geoffrey Bible stressed that when he became CEO of Philip Morris in 1994, he decided not to spend much time looking at the company’s past. This is another benefit corporations have: they can and do reap the financial rewards of past misbehavior while their current employees are able—psychologically, if not always legally—to avoid responsibility for that misbehavior.
They may also benefit from the “side effect” blame shelter discussed in chapter 2, which draws on the hypothesis that our instinctive moral alarm system is blind to the harmful side effects of our intended action. The R. J. Reynolds executive behind the wildly successful campaign built around the cartoon character Joe Camel would say they were aiming for smokers eighteen and older, though she knew it might attract kids too. “Is it likely that some children would like that campaign? I would be the last person in the world to tell [sic] that that’s impossible.” But if they did not explicitly intend to attract younger teenagers, under this theory their moral alarms would not be triggered.
And they also used what we might call the “inevitability” blame shelter. Industry members denied they were encouraging young people, or really any nonsmoker, to smoke; they were just fighting for market share. Since most “of the ‘21 and under’ group will inevitably become smokers,” wrote an RJR researcher in 1973, there is “certainly nothing immoral or unethical about our Company attempting to attract those smokers to our products.” This is essentially the if-we-don’t-do-it-someone-else-will argument that works so well in competitive market scenarios. In this case it justifies addicting children to nicotine; centuries earlier it justified selling slaves. It is particularly dangerous when the industry simultaneously ensures that inevitability by fighting social efforts to, in these cases, reduce smoking rates or abolish slavery.
SEEKING SOCIAL LEGITIMACY: “A PLACE AT THE TABLE LIKE ANY CORPORATION”
In the mid-1990s, the tobacco industry’s social legitimacy and financial future were threatened like never before by a new wave of litigation. Hundreds of billions in damages were being sought by dozens of state governments suing to recover Medicaid spending, and class action suits were mounting. Incriminating industry documents were coming to light, especially through a massive legal proceeding in my home state of Minnesota.2 These documents, as well as those leaked by whistleblowers or released in earlier litigation, partly just confirmed what the public had long believed about the industry’s deception, and yet seeing it in black and white—including new details about marketing to kids and manipulating nicotine levels—fueled a growing public scorn. One tobacco CEO would say the industry underestimated “the emotional content, how angry people have been over this issue.”
Company stock prices were hurting, and some industry leaders feared society could yank their license to operate. Shortly after the 1994 Waxman hearings, every one of the CEOs who had denied the addictiveness of nicotine had been replaced. “A new breed of CEOs, eager to move past the high pitch of passions in the tobacco wars and to relegitimate and stabilize their industry, had taken over,” reported Allan Brandt.
And so in 1997, an industry famous for never settling finally sought settlement. The four largest major tobacco companies—Philip Morris, R. J. Reynolds, Brown and Williamson, and Lorillard—entered secret negotiations with the states. Steven Goldstone, CEO of the parent of R. J. Reynolds, led the way, explaining to journalist Jeffrey Goldberg that “we could not continue to be seen as a renegade industry.” A settlement, Goldstone said, would acknowledge that the “tobacco companies have a legitimate right to exist in our country.”
The companies reached an agreement with almost all the suing states that required the companies to pay $386.5 billion over twenty-five years and restricted their marketing. The deal needed congressional approval because the states also wanted the FDA to regulate cigarettes, and the companies wanted protection from class action lawsuits and punitive damages. Many public health advocates opposed the grant of legitimacy that the liability protections represented, and by the time the action shifted to Congress, public hostility toward the industry was so high that even former congressional friends were no longer supportive. Speaker Newt Gingrich kept the industry out of the bill-writing process, saying that the industry’s “deliberate mendacity for a generation earned them exclusion.”
With Congress seeking higher damages and refusing to limit liability, the industry pulled out of the deal: its bid for legitimacy had gone down in flames. Goldstone blamed health advocates for seeking “vengeance” and the “eradication” of his industry, which they had long demonized. The next year, the tobacco companies entered into a smaller settlement with forty-six states for $206 billion (they had already settled with four other states), stopped some forms of marketing most likely to reach kids, and shut down the Tobacco Institute. This deal reduced the immediate threat to the industry but did not confer the liability protections or social legitimacy it had sought.
Surely, one reason an industry cares about its social legitimacy is that being viewed as legitimate by others increases the industry’s power. By contrast, being seen as illegitimate—as violating society’s shifting moral norms—can threaten an industry’s survival, as we saw with the British slave trade. But it also seems important for industry members to actually believe in their own moral legitimacy. There is some psychological research suggesting that power’s invigorating impacts on the brain (discussed in chapter 2)—like the heightened inclination to pursue goals and take risks—are diminished if the power holders feels their power is illegitimate. Whether the motive is to preserve a sense of power, achieve tribal belonging, or something else, the very pervasiveness of moral rationalization points to a widespread human need to consider oneself morally good. Having one’s livelihood judged immoral by society is distressing.
In 1999, Business Week published an article describing just such distress, titled “Philip Morris: Inside America’s Most Reviled Company.” The company’s stock price had fallen by half within a year, and the company had “retreated into itself, creating a self-defensive culture to wall itself off from attack.” Its employees were still highly compensated, but an in-house survey showed they wanted management to try again to repair the company’s tattered reputation. CEO Geoffrey Bible told Business Week that the company was “filled with decent, hard-working people, no different than any other. We go to church. Our children go to school.” He added, “We need to do more to restore self-pride amongst our employees . . . and to have our place at the table like any corporation.”
Back in the 1950s, industry members said that if they believed smoking was truly harmful, they would not sell cigarettes, and this statement was repeated over and over again into the 1990s. It seems likely these executives had assumed the existence of a social norm that would deny legitimacy to corporations that sold a product they knew caused so much suffering and death. If such a norm ever existed, though, the industry helped demolish it by continuing to sell a product widely known to cause lethal illness.
Some time in the 1990s, tobacco executives started to realize they could openly admit that yes, of course they would keep selling cigarettes even if they knew they were deadly, as long as they were legal. Steven Goldstone, speaking for R. J. Reynolds, said in 1998 of the public health community, “I know these guys love to put this in moral terms, but if they can’t convince Congress to ban this product, we don’t have any choice but to sell it.” This no-choice argument was somewhat surprising from an industry that had for so long defended itself by championing personal freedom of choice and responsibility.
In 2000, with the Justice Department suing the industry for fraud and racketeering, Philip Morris finally stated that it agreed with the overwhelming medical consensus that smoking is addictive and causes lung cancer and other fatal diseases. It would take some of the other companies a few more years to reach this point, but eventually the industry’s denials around these essential points of disease causation and addiction crumbled away. (There would remain, though, much denial about the industry’s history of deception, manipulation of nicotine levels, and marketing to kids.)
In the new millennium, there was a split within the industry. Philip Morris announced in 2000 that it was ready to accept some kind of FDA regulation. Steven Parrish, the company’s general counsel, would explain that the industry was “acutely aware of our poor credibility” and supported regulation partly to “regain respectability.” Parrish himself, after years as an aggressive warrior in the tobacco wars, said that when he finally sat down to negotiate with his opponents in 1997, he had found he liked them. He would later tell New York Times business columnist Joe Nocera that he found himself agreeing with much of what they said and began to feel ashamed of his past advocacy. “As long as I can remember,” he said in 2006, “I thought smoking caused lung cancer, and I said that internally. And I said it was addictive and we should say that.” As for his earlier public statements to the contrary, he said he had lapsed into “corporatespeak.” He added, “I said a lot of things back then that make my blood curdle now.”
In 2009, the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act—a law granting the FDA authority to regulate cigarettes—was finally passed, over the objections of other tobacco companies but not Philip Morris. Indeed, it passed with relatively strong bipartisan support at a time hardly known for bipartisanship. The law does not allow the FDA to ban cigarettes; despite industry claims, there has never been much support for prohibition. But it lets the agency regulate cigarette design and marketing. It also requires the FDA to make tobacco companies put color graphics depicting the health consequences of smoking on its packs and ads. The law essentially recognizes that written warnings can be overwhelmed by the positive images of smoking the industry has long mastered. With images illustrating the written warnings, the government could come closer to fighting fire with fire.
The images the FDA chose were indeed gruesome: tumor-clogged lungs, a cancerous mouth, and an autopsied cadaver, among others. The nation’s second-largest tobacco company, R. J. Reynolds, as well as some smaller ones, sued, claiming the pictures were compelled speech that violated their First Amendment rights. In 2012 a federal court agreed, partly because it found the images were designed to evoke a “strong emotional response” rather than to convey “purely factual” information. The court left room for the FDA to try again with other graphic images. The FDA—perhaps because it was having trouble finding images of attractive tumors—delayed for years, got sued by health groups, and in 2018 was ordered by a different federal court to hurry up.
AN UNCERTAIN SOCIAL NORM: IS IT OKAY TO SELL A DEADLY ADDICTIVE PRODUCT IF YOU ADMIT IT?
What does this history tell us about how much dishonesty and how much harm society will tolerate from the people it authorizes to operate under the corporate form? Clearly, causing harm and being dishonest about it can put you on the wrong side of the social norm, though it might take decades for that to happen if your product is hugely popular and addictive. When that dishonesty is finally revealed—even if it was already widely assumed—it will fuel public hostility (as we saw with the documents released in the 1990s), though perhaps only once (as we saw with the lack of fresh outrage over the federal court’s 2006 racketeering finding).
To what extent did the industry’s dishonesty even matter? How much do scientific facts themselves matter to consumers, especially for a product so dependent on subconscious desires and addiction? The surgeon general’s report of 1964, with all its publicity, caused only a small immediate dip in smoking rates. On the other hand, it did mark a turning point for American smoking; the multidecade rise of per capita cigarette consumption and of smoking rates turned into a multidecade fall. In 1965, when the Centers for Disease Control began tracking smoking rates, 42.4 percent of American adults smoked; by 2017, that rate had fallen to 14 percent.
During that period, of course, smoking rates were influenced not just by more information about the danger but by the social denormalization of smoking. That process was the result of an antismoking movement, limits on cigarette advertising, antismoking ads, and public smoking restrictions, among other things. Gradually, smokers were bombarded with social signals that their behavior was unwelcome and dangerous to themselves and others, which helped counter the tobacco marketing linking smoking with success, health, and happiness.
So, maybe scientific facts do not have much direct influence on whether someone starts smoking, especially since most smokers start when they are children. And maybe the facts directly persuade only a few people to quit smoking, especially since addiction gives them a powerful incentive to deny those facts. We know factual information can be overwhelmed by social cues in shaping the behavior of individuals (indeed, both recklessly starting smoking and guiltlessly selling cigarettes are hard to understand without viewing the behaviors in light of social signals). But factual information can either be reinforced by social cues or undermined by them. The industry’s deceptions over the decades certainly hindered society’s attempts to send antismoking cues that would reinforce the facts, delaying the denormalization process. So the industry’s denials likely cost some lives because they directly swayed some individuals, but the denials likely cost many more lives because they slowed the critical social denormalization of smoking.
Now that the industry is more honest about the issues of disease causation and addiction, society can focus not so much on the industry’s dishonesty as on the harm smoking causes. What is the social norm for an industry that sells a phenomenally dangerous product and admits it? The scientific director of British American Tobacco (which now owns what used to be the second, third, and fourth largest cigarette makers in the United States: Reynolds, Brown and Williamson, and Lorillard) admits that “for a lifetime smoker, about half can expect to die prematurely as a result of their cigarette smoking.” Will society keep granting the advantages and protections of the corporate form—an artificial personhood complete with constitutional rights in the United States—to profit-driven enterprises whose success inevitably means widespread suffering and death?
Apparently so, at least for now. As a recent Wall Street Journal article put it, tobacco companies in the United States today are “rolling in money,” even as ever fewer Americans smoke. The industry is thriving because the remaining smokers—presumably more hard-core than those who have quit—are willing to pay so much; the average price of a pack of cigarettes in the United States rose from $3.73 in 2001 to $6.42 in 2016. While a large share of the added cost goes to government, the tobacco companies are also making a killing, enjoying more revenues while selling far fewer cigarettes.
At the same time, smokers are more likely to be poor; while the national smoking rate may be down to 14 percent, it remains 27 percent for those living below the poverty line. Given the industry’s claims about the mental health benefits of smoking, it is worth noting that those with serious mental illness are also much more likely to smoke, including 59 percent of those with schizophrenia (a fact that either strengthens or undermines industry’s claims, depending on how you look at it).
THE DECLINE OF SMOKING: CHANGING POLITICS, CHANGING TECHNOLOGIES
The death toll associated with cigarettes is catastrophic. Tobacco is blamed for causing one hundred million deaths worldwide in the twentieth century, more than those killed in both world wars, and during the twenty-first century cigarettes could kill one billion people. The World Health Organization estimates that over seven million people die every year from smoking-related illnesses.
In the United States between 1964 and 2014, nearly twenty-one million people are estimated to have died from smoking-related causes, including over six million from cancer, over seven million from cardiovascular and metabolic diseases, nearly four million from pulmonary diseases, and over two million from secondhand smoke exposure. More than 480,000 people die each year in the United States from smoking-related causes, a figure that dwarfs the nation’s combined deaths from all accidents (169,936), suicides (47,173), and murders (19,510).
But things are changing, and not just in richer nations. Although globally nearly a billion people smoke (and the number is growing as the population grows), the share of the population that smokes has fallen steadily since 1990. That year, 35 percent of men and 8 percent of women smoked; in 2015, 25 percent of men and 5 percent of women smoked. This decline is at least partly due to the global antismoking movement and antismoking policies. In 2005, the world’s first global health treaty went into force: the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. At least eighty-eight countries have adopted antismoking measures, often over tobacco company opposition; one study credits these measures with already reducing future smoking-related deaths by twenty-two million.
Another major change is technological—the rise of new nicotine-delivery technologies, like battery-operated e-cigarettes from which users inhale vaporized liquid nicotine. Invented by a Chinese pharmacist whose father died of lung cancer, vaping delivers the nicotine that smokers crave without all the tar that we know causes cancer, heart disease, and other illnesses from combustible cigarettes. E-cigs are considered far less likely to kill their users than regular cigarettes, but that does not mean e-cigs are safe. In September 2019 the Centers for Disease Control launched an investigation into the growing outbreak of a mysterious and severe lung disease among hundreds of “vapers,” many of whom were hospitalized and a few of whom died. It is unclear at this point if this disease is caused by vaping nicotine products, marijuana products, or both, but the American Medical Association is urging Americans to stop using all e-cigs until the cause is known.
Research into the long-term effects of vaping is in its infancy, but nicotine is known to establish a particularly powerfully grip on the still-developing brains of teenagers. Alarmingly, vaping among high school kids is surging. The surgeon general calls it an “epidemic,” warning that nicotine exposure in adolescence can harm brain development; impair learning, memory, and attention; and increase the risk of addiction to other drugs. A surprising share of the young people taking up vaping are not even aware that these products contain nicotine. Moreover, many e-cigs contain potentially dangerous flavoring additives. E-cig makers claim they do not intend to attract youth, but their products come in kid-appealing flavors like “tutti-frutti,” “cupcake,” and even “gummy bear.”
The public health community has been divided over e-cigs. Some see them as a potential exit ramp helping smokers quit cigarettes, and others as an entrance ramp creating an addiction that will lead toward smoking or prevent smokers from quitting by giving them a way to maintain their addiction when they can’t smoke. Suspicion is also being raised by the fact that the giant tobacco companies have moved into the e-cig market, buying up existing brands. The president of the R. J. Reynolds subsidiary selling e-cigs said the company was going down a new path and wants to “make sure we can put this industry on the right side of history.” Altria, the parent company of Philip Morris USA, now owns a 35 percent stake in Juul, the dominant e-cig maker; Altria described the deal as part of its effort to “prepare for a future where adult smokers overwhelmingly choose noncombustible products over cigarettes.”
Philip Morris International is also talking about a “smoke-free future.” The company is betting not just on nicotine-delivering e-cigs but on a different electronic technology that still uses tobacco but heats rather than burns it, which the company claims is much less risky than cigarettes. Its website now says its goal is to “develop, market, and sell smoke-free alternatives, and switch our adult smokers to these alternatives, as quickly as possible around the world.” How quickly? The company’s CEO, in an interview with the Wall Street Journal, suggested that the transition will be “much longer” than forty years. Meanwhile, the company is still marketing cigarettes aggressively around the world and working to oppose the spread of antismoking policies, sometimes covertly.
For a time it seemed the US FDA might accelerate the shift from cigarettes to e-cigs through regulation. FDA commissioner Scott Gottlieb announced a revolutionary plan in 2017 to require cigarette makers to reduce the nicotine in cigarettes to levels that make them “non-addictive.” If the plan is actually implemented, cigarettes would surely lose much of their appeal to remaining smokers, and those who couldn’t just quit would presumably turn to e-cigs. Gottlieb, who initially delayed e-cig regulation, later proposed steps to reduce youth vaping, but even if those steps failed, removing so much of the nicotine from cigarettes would at least prevent the many new young nicotine addicts from graduating from e-cigs to combustible cigarettes since the latter would no longer be able to satisfy their cravings.
Gottlieb’s proposal to force cigarettes to become nonaddictive was astonishing, especially coming from the Trump administration, and it provoked loud objections from the tobacco industry and the political right. In March 2019, Gottlieb abruptly resigned. While he denied any “intrigue” behind his departure, his leaving seems to have halted the agency’s push to radically transform the cigarette. E-cig regulation, however, is advancing. After another alarming increase in vaping by youth, in September 2019, the FDA announced plans to ban all e-cig flavors other than tobacco. Juul seems to accept the ban, but the Vapor Technology Association accused President Trump of following the lead of “far left anti-business extremists.”
As for the tobacco companies that have created and profited from a product killing seven million people around the world per year, they stand to profit enormously from the products that replace cigarettes. And history tells us that tobacco employees selling these (presumably) less dangerous nicotine products will not do so with any sense of penance for the millions of their customers killed by cigarettes. They will not worry much about the residual or novel risks their newer products may pose or about the addiction they certainly create. Now, in addition to using the traditional categories of denial, they can focus on how many lives they are saving by getting people addicted to something less lethal than cigarettes. Part of the legacy of the tobacco industry’s denial of the extreme dangers of cigarettes is that the selling of other dangerous products will be that much easier to rationalize.
Just as the tobacco industry advanced the social norm of smoking cigarettes, it also advanced the social norm of corporate denial. First, it trained society to accept corporate dishonesty by denying the dangers of smoking long after they were obvious. Then, when forced to admit those dangers, the industry trained us to accept corporate irresponsibility as it happily continued to promote and profit from a product that it admitted kills millions. Finally, by rallying other industries to the longer-term project of discrediting science and regulation, the tobacco industry contributed to our current era of social paralysis and distrust. The social norm may have shifted when it comes to cigarettes, at least in many places, but the work to rebuild social trust in government is just getting started.
Another industry that fought regulation was the financial industry, and with great success. While tobacco companies struggled to prevent new laws in the 1990s, the financial industry convinced Congress and key regulators not only to reject new laws designed to prevent systemic risk to the economy but to repeal Depression-era laws. Banks argued that the industry’s own profit motive put it in the best position to manage both its own risks and systemic ones. It was an argument that ignored the fact that corporations sometimes willingly profit from actions that hurt their customers and society, as the tobacco industry’s predatory behavior had so vividly illustrated.
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“Bottom Line. Nothing Else Matters”
THE FINANCIAL CRISIS AND A CULTURE OF EXPLOITATION
“We are all here to make as much fucking money as possible. Bottom line. Nothing else matters.”
—email from Ameriquest manager to sales force selling subprime loans
In 2008, the world was thrust into the greatest economic crisis since the Great Depression. In economic terms, it caused trillions of dollars in losses. In human terms, it caused tremendous suffering, as millions of people lost their homes, jobs, and life savings. And without an extraordinary and costly effort by the government to prop up the collapsing banks and markets, the impact would have been vastly worse.
The turmoil was triggered by the bursting of housing and credit bubbles, which crippled a global financial system that had become dangerously dependent on high-risk subprime mortgages deceptively packaged into supposedly low-risk securities and derivatives. These financial products hid, amplified, and concentrated financial risk until it inevitably detonated, triggering the global crisis.
The crisis was fueled by broad changes in the incentives, norms, and government oversight of the financial services industry, creating a dangerous culture of runaway greed, recklessness, and exploitation. And both before and after the crisis, there was plenty of denial of the obvious.
This chapter is about how the financial industry (and regulators) denied the existence of a housing bubble, denied the risks of historically lax lending standards and rampant mortgage fraud, denied the dangers of investment products so complex nobody really understood them, and denied the need for regulations to curb the rising risk taking. It is also about the particularly corrupting influence of money on the mind and about how industry members have avoided feeling too badly about causing this global crisis.
SUBPRIME LENDING: “EVERY CLOSING REALLY WAS A BAIT AND SWITCH”
Key to the financial crisis was the explosion of subprime mortgage lending. Subprimes were costly mortgages designed for people with poor credit who could not qualify for cheaper prime ones because they posed a higher risk of default. Millions of such inherently shaky mortgages would become the ground floor of the financial house of cards that collapsed in 2008.
Subprime lending was spearheaded by a new breed of lenders that would transform the culture of the mortgage industry. Traditionally, mortgages had been made by stodgy banks and savings and loans, who carefully lent out their depositors’ money. That all changed with the rise of new nonbank subprime mortgage lending corporations in the 1990s. Many were recently founded by fiercely competitive people in a hurry to get rich. A spokesperson for the Mortgage Bankers Association would say in 1997 of the new entrants, “It’s a high-risk, high-return market. . . . It stands to reason you’ll have flashier types who worry less about bending the rules.”
This would prove a gross understatement. One former loan officer for Ameriquest, the nation’s largest subprime lender by 2005, admitted that “every closing that we had really was a bait and switch . . . ’cause you could never get them to the table if you were honest.” The industry preyed upon the low-income and financially unsophisticated, but many of them had relatively good credit and could have qualified for cheaper mortgages.
Subprime lenders targeted people who already had a home but needed money. They were urged to refinance their existing low-cost mortgages with new ones and to cash out some of their home equity to help pay bills. The high costs of these refinancings were often hidden. One subprime lender, First American Mortgage Company (FAMCO), was particularly egregious. FAMCO routinely charged 20 points or more—that is, 20 percent of the loan amount—as a fee, adding it to the mortgage. That was an eye-popping fee even for subprime, and when state regulators started poking around, they found that borrowers had no idea the fee was there. “People had no clue,” said Prentiss Cox, a Minnesota assistant attorney general who sued FAMCO for violating consumer laws. “They had no clue they had adjustable rate loans. They had no clue they had a teaser rate on the adjustable rate loans. They had no clue they had paid twenty percent.”
Hiding a mortgage’s true costs was done at Ameriquest too, explained investigative journalist and author, Michael W. Hudson, in his powerful 2010 exposé of the subprime industry, The Monster: How a Gang of Predatory Lenders and Wall Street Bankers Fleeced America—and Spawned a Global Crisis. Hudson described Ameriquest salespeople learning to put a document showing a fixed-rate loan at the top of a stack of papers while burying another document with the true adjustable rate near the bottom; once the lender signed the whole stack, they threw out the fixed rate documents. Borrowers would be surprised when, two years later, their payments jumped as their low teaser rate expired. They could refinance again, but would have to pay more hefty fees and a prepayment penalty.
Some loan officers became experts at simply forging customers’ signatures or doctoring their tax forms to inflate their incomes. “Whatever you had to do to close a loan, that’s what was done,” said a former Ameriquest loan agent from a Kansas branch in 2005. “If you had to state somebody’s income at $8,000 a month and they were a day-care provider, who’s to say it wasn’t?” One branch dubbed its break room the “Art Department,” because that is where they kept the Wite-Out, tape, and other tools needed to alter documents.
After the first subprime loan, borrowers were often targeted again a year or two later. One former Ameriquest employee said, “The reality was you were screwing people again and again and again.” For example, Hudson tells the story of Carolyn, a retired nursing assistant on Social Security who had never finished high school and suffered from heart disease. She owned a small house in Florida and was deluged almost daily with calls from subprime lenders. She finally responded to a pitch from Ameriquest in 2001. The agent promised to lower the interest rate and payments on her existing mortgage, but the papers he persuaded her to sign in fact raised her rates and payments.
In the next three years, as Carolyn struggled with the higher payments, she twice more fell for hard-sell pitches. In the third case, in 2004, two salespeople from Ameriquest showed up unsolicited at her door with a stack of documents. “They just said sign some papers and we’ll help you,” she recalled. They told her, she said, that they were just preliminary documents to get the process started, but in fact they were binding. Each refinancing put Carolyn deeper in debt, and her payments more than doubled, finally exceeding her Social Security check.
Ameriquest had thousands of salespeople aggressively pushing subprime loans, and some raked in huge commissions. In their illuminating 2010 book All the Devils Are Here: The Hidden History of the Financial Crisis, business journalists Bethany McLean and Joe Nocera write that at the height of the subprime bubble recent high school graduates might earn $30,000 to $40,000 per month at Ameriquest. A corporate educator who trained thousands of new hires per year for Ameriquest and others said most of his students were fresh out of school or had been “flipping burgers,” but the best at selling subprime mortgages could “easily” earn millions. When salespeople started earning fat commissions, they were urged by managers to buy an SUV or a Mercedes, locking themselves into payments that demanded continued sales.
Ameriquest also cultivated a casino atmosphere by giving prizes to its top sellers, including trips to Vegas and Hawaii and expensive vehicles. Some were flown to corporate headquarters in Orange County, California, where they could play a roulette game called the Big Spin and win cars and other prizes. One loan officer, just out of college, won a Hummer in 2005; he was not that excited, though, saying, “Well, yeah, I’ve already got one.” But for others, the incentives worked; one loan officer told of a colleague who admitted that she got a borrower to buy a high-cost mortgage by flirting with him so he wouldn’t notice the hefty fees. The colleague felt bad about it, but she did it because she “wanted to go to Maui so bad.”
In addition to the incentive of huge paydays and prizes, employees were under relentless pressure to sell or be fired. Ameriquest salespeople spent long hours on the phone making cold calls, hounded by their managers to sell or leave. One seller who worked in an Ameriquest branch in Michigan in 2003 and 2004 said, “I don’t think there’s a day that went by that I wasn’t told I was going to be fired. . . . I was told I was going to be fired at least 200 times.” Another former Ameriquest employee said his office was “a chop shop, and the whip was always being cracked for more.” A FAMCO loan officer in Minnesota described how his manager would monitor his conversations with clients and scream at him if he deviated from the script or was hesitant to deceive customers.
Many subprime companies worked with independent mortgage brokers not on their staff. More than 200,000 new mortgage brokers flooded into the field during the housing boom. A past president of the National Association of Mortgage Brokers said about 50,000 of the newcomers were willing to do whatever it took to sell loans, and some were “absolutely” corrupt. Many had criminal records; the Miami Herald reported that in Florida alone some 10,500 new brokers had previous criminal convictions, including thousands with a record of fraud, racketeering, or extortion.
In some offices, the frenzied push to sell got a chemical boost. Some Ameriquest employees reportedly kept themselves energized with cocaine. Even without the cocaine, though, loan agents would have been getting a potentially addictive rush from the money they got. Money can stimulate the same primitive, dopamine-releasing reward systems stimulated by drugs. Indeed, brain scans of people who think they are about to make money look virtually the same as brain scans of an addict craving cocaine.
Even in settings not devoted to frenzied profit-seeking, financial incentives will encourage people to lie and cheat, though not as much as traditional economics would suggest. Dan Ariely is a professor of psychology and behavioral economics at Duke University and author of The (Honest) Truth About Dishonesty: How We Lie to Everyone—Especially Ourselves. He and his colleagues conducted tests where subjects (college students) were given the opportunity to cheat for money. They found that lots of people cheat a little, but not nearly as much as they could; rather, Ariely explains, their results suggest “we cheat up to the level that allows us to retain our self-image as reasonably honest individuals.”
That internal struggle between getting money and feeling good about ourselves can be influenced by situational and social factors. For example, as noted in chapter 1, Ariely’s tests found that their subjects cheated more when they saw others cheating. Studies by others suggest cheating goes up when subjects feel they are being underpaid compared to others.
MAKING EXPLOITATION THE NORM: “NOTHING ELSE MATTERS”
Hiring young and inexperienced people likely made it easier to get them to replace their own value system with that of the workplace. Company values were conveyed by rewards and punishments, and in other ways too. In 2000, a Hollywood movie called Boiler Room came out; it was about hyperaggressive, hypermacho young salespeople getting rich tricking customers into buying stock in fake companies. The movie became something like a training film or cultural touchstone for Ameriquest, with some new hires actually shown the movie on their first day at the office. Managers hoped, said one former employee, that workers would pick up “the energy, the impact, the driving, the hustling.” And in case the message was too subtle, there were reminder emails from managers like the one beginning this chapter.
If you were trying to create a workplace that would get workers to set aside their morals and aggressively exploit others, you might well model it after some of these subprime salesrooms. You would monitor employees closely, continually threatening to fire them if they failed, building a perpetual sense of fear and time pressure. You would reward them lavishly if they succeeded, but you would deliver some of the reward in the form of prizes rather than predictable paychecks to intensify competition and maximize the dopamine jolt. You would encourage a costly lifestyle to make them financially dependent and promote the use of stimulants to keep them working and perhaps to create a costly chemical dependence. And you would show your young hires movies like the Boiler Room to suggest that exploiting others is not just an acceptable social norm but even an admirable one (and hope your employees don’t dwell on the fact that the movie’s characters end up in prison).
Who would try to create such a workplace? Most subprime lenders were founded by outsiders to the mortgage world with a sky’s-the-limit attitude toward money and market dominance. Roland Arnall—founder of Ameriquest and often considered the godfather of subprime lending—had set his sights on outdoing Citibank even before he made his first home loan, asking a prospective manager, “How soon can we get to a billion a month?” Russ Jedinak, founder of another subprime lending company, “wanted to be the biggest, richest person in the world,” according to a former associate. Brian Chisick, founder of FAMCO, told his new hires, “We are best in the business. FAMCO is going to change your life. Is there anybody here who thinks you can make too much profit?”
The subprime industry really took off between 2001 and 2006, both riding and helping inflate the housing bubble. With housing values rising so fast—especially in cities along the coasts and in the Southwest—there was more equity that homeowners could cash out. And of course, the bubble psychology that has afflicted markets periodically over the centuries took hold. Angelo Mozilo, the cofounder of the massive mortgage lender Countrywide, would later point to a “gold rush” mentality: “Housing prices were rising so rapidly—at a rate that I’d never seen in my 55 years in the business—that people, regular people, average people got caught up in the mania of buying a house, and flipping it, making money.”
Now, instead of just trying to hang onto their modest homes and pay their bills, some subprime borrowers were trying to buy homes beyond their means or buy more than one home—an act of either “investment” or “speculation,” depending on how you look at it. However, throughout the housing bubble, most subprime loans still went to refinancing existing homes, and most of those buying too-expensive homes or more than one home were prime borrowers. While lots of borrowers made foolish purchases (and millions of them later lost their homes and savings as a result), clearly, the mortgage lenders were more than willing partners in these risky transactions.
Michael Lewis, in his 2010 bestseller, The Big Short: Inside the Doomsday Machine, tells the story of certain investors who foresaw the coming financial crisis, in part because they saw how lending standards had plummeted. One investor discovered that the immigrant woman working as his nanny had, with her sister, bought six townhouses. After the first one rose in value, lenders suggested they refinance and use the profit to buy another, until they had six. As Lewis explains, subprime lenders targeted low-income immigrants because their short credit histories gave them high credit scores: they had never defaulted on a debt because they had never been given a loan. For reasons explained below, these high credit scores made them particularly valuable to the mortgage lenders, even though their low incomes made it unlikely they could pay the loans back.
Lending standards dropped in other ways, too. Subprime lenders started offering “stated income” loans, requiring little or no documentation; in the industry these were known as “liar’s loans” and were, as one former regulator put it, “open invitations to fraud.” Lenders offered “ninja loans”—industry slang for loans to borrowers with no income, no job, and no assets—and “interest-only” loans, meaning that for the first two or three years, borrowers did not have to pay any principal. In October 2005, consumer lawyer Sheila Canavan told the Federal Reserve governors that 61 percent of recent loans in California were interest-only loans. “That’s insanity,” she warned. “That means we’re facing something down the road that we haven’t faced before and we are going to be looking at a safety and soundness crisis.”
While Ameriquest was large, its influence on the lending culture was even larger. Countrywide had become the nation’s largest mortgage provider through prime mortgages; its CEO, Angelo Mozilo, believed the subprime industry was full of “crooks.” But Mozilo hated losing market share to Ameriquest, McLean and Nocera reported, so Countrywide waded into subprime, dropping its lending standards to compete. Many traditional commercial banks and thrifts did the same. Some of the biggest banks and thrifts, like Citigroup and Washington Mutual (WaMu) plunged into the subprime market aggressively. WaMu dropped lending standards, pushed high-rate loans, sent top-selling employees to lavish pep-rally-type sales gatherings in Hawaii, sidelined risk officers who warned of a housing bubble, and ignored allegations of widespread mortgage fraud. In this hypercompetitive market, the predatory lenders were so profitable that they helped drag down the standards of the whole industry.
The Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission (FCIC)—an independent panel created by federal law to investigate the causes of the crisis—would note in its 2011 postmortem that the new mortgage operations created by the banks and thrifts were almost always sequestered in nonbank subsidiaries, “leaving them in a regulatory no-man’s-land.” By 2005, this poorly regulated system would flood the nation with hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of loans at high risk of default.
Of course, the industry I have been describing would make no sense if this was all there was to it. Lending lots of money to people who cannot pay it back is not a winning business strategy. No lender, whether a traditional bank or a flashy new nonbank, would do this if it expected to take the hit when these borrowers defaulted, which many would obviously do when their teaser rates rocketed up in a couple years or when the housing bubble stopped inflating, preventing another refinance.
What let this sketchy industry thrive long enough to create this vast river of high-risk debt was Wall Street’s eagerness to take the risk off the lenders’ hands and pass it on to others.
INFLATING AND IGNORING LONG-TERM RISK: “I’LL-BE-GONE, YOU’LL-BE-GONE”
When Eric Hibbert, a vice president of the Wall Street investment bank Lehman Brothers, went to visit the FAMCO headquarters in California in 1995, he was disturbed by what he saw. In a memo to his colleagues he wrote, “It is a sweat shop. High pressure sales for people who are in a weak state.” He called it a place that requires you to “leave your ethics at the door.”
Apparently, though, Lehman Brothers had no problem partnering with an unethical sweatshop. Author Mike Hudson reports that Hibbert’s colleagues at Lehman wrote to FAMCO saying, “Lehman Brothers would enthusiastically welcome the opportunity to become a partner in your future growth,” and set up a line of credit for it. In a few years, Lehman had become FAMCO’s main financier, giving it the money it needed to make its risky loans and then taking those loans off its hands.
Lehman and many other Wall Street banks wanted these loans in order to “securitize” them. The mortgages, as later explained by the FCIC, “would be packaged, sliced, repackaged, insured, and sold as incomprehensibly complicated debt securities to an assortment of hungry investors.” They were, in effect, creating a pipeline of toxic mortgages filled with players who, the FCIC concluded, “all believed they could off-load their risks on a moment’s notice to the next person in line.”
The appeal of subprime mortgages was that while inherently riskier than prime ones, they were also far more profitable on their face, with much higher interest rates and prepayment penalties. Wall Street could sell the securities based on such mortgages at a premium to investors. What about the risk? Well, by packaging thousands of subprime loans together into securities, the theory went, they were reducing the risk while keeping the high returns. People traditionally defaulted on their mortgages following major personal setbacks like illness, divorce, or unemployment; but those setbacks would hit only a small percentage of the subprime borrowers at a time, so pooling their loans reduced the risk.
But what if something happened to all of them at once that pushed them toward default, like, say, housing prices crashing, making it impossible to refinance yet again? The possibility of the bubble bursting—inevitable as it seemed to many at the time—was ignored. The FCIC found that subprime lenders were “betting that home prices would never stop rising. This was the only scenario that would keep the mortgage machine humming.” And the Wall Street bankers enabling those lenders made the same bet. Jamie Dimon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase, would make this jaw-dropping admission to the FCIC: “In mortgage underwriting, somehow we just missed, you know, that home prices don’t go up forever.”
Wall Street was so thirsty for subprime mortgages to securitize that it urged lenders to keep dropping their lending standards. One executive of a subprime lender described to McLean and Nocera a meeting in 2003 with representatives from investment bank Bear Stearns. The bankers asked the lender if he could increase the flow of loans. The lender proposed, tongue in cheek, that he could give loans for no down payment and no income documentation to people with very low credit scores. As this lender described it, Bear Stearns enthusiastically accepted this suggestion, and the lender went on to sell the bank massive quantities of such loans. Another, more traditional mortgage lender was told to loosen his standards by a Wall Street bank wanting to buy more subprime mortgages. When the lender asked how he would know if the borrower would pay, he was told, “You don’t need to worry about that.”
Anecdotes like this illustrate Wall Street’s shifting approach to risk in the years before the crisis. Laws enacted after the Depression created two types of Wall Street banks, distinguished largely by different levels of risk and regulation. The first was commercial banks, which took in deposits and made loans to businesses and others. Since these deposits were now federally insured, the banks were more heavily regulated to keep their risk-taking low.
The second type was the investment banks. They were not federally insured so needed less regulatory oversight. They took greater risks, but largely with the money of richer investors willing and able to accept greater risk in search of greater returns. Investment banks also traded in securities, both in their own name and on behalf of clients. The five most prominent investment banks in the precrisis era were Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, Morgan Stanley, Lehman Brothers, and Bear Stearns.
For decades, risk-taking by investment banks was kept in check by the fact that they were private partnerships. If the investment banks lost money, the partners themselves took the hit. One banking veteran told author Joris Luyendijk that early in his career, when his bank was still a partnership, he had proposed a clever trade to one of the partners; that partner “looked at me and said: ‘Don’t forget, this is my money you’re fucking with.’ ” After the crisis, Luyendijk interviewed over two hundred members of the financial industry, promising them anonymity to get them to speak freely about their experiences and quoting them in his revealing book Among the Bankers: A Journey into the Heart of Finance. (Although his subjects worked in London, the financial cultures of London and Wall Street are intertwined, and the leading firms in each city have branches in the other.)
Over the years, the private partnerships had transformed themselves into publicly traded corporations. Merrill Lynch went public in 1971, and most of the others went public in the 1980s; Goldman Sachs, the last holdout among the major firms, went public in 1999. Their new corporate structure flooded these firms with capital. It also ushered in a seismic shift in culture. In the words of business writer William D. Cohan, the “small, intimate petri dishes of greed and caution” that were the Wall Street partnerships were turned into a “Darwinian free-for-all, where bankers, traders, and executives were rewarded for taking big risks with other people’s money.” In fact, Luyendijk reveals, industry members adopted the expression “It’s only OPM—Other People’s Money.”
Knowingly or not, they were quoting Adam Smith, who predicted this precise shift in risk-taking attitudes centuries ago. Smith worried that corporations would never be as prudent with money as partnerships, noting that the directors of joint stock companies, as he called corporations, “being the managers rather of other people’s money than of their own, it cannot well be expected, that they should watch over it with the same anxious vigilance” as partners in a partnership.
Going public also shortened investment bankers’ time horizon. Partners work together over the years to build something both profitable and lasting, but shareholders are not so patient. They pressure bank managers to show profits every quarter, and they care less and know less about long-term risk. (Of course, Wall Street had been putting just such pressure to show short-term earnings on the rest of the corporate world for years, so it could hardly complain.) The bank executives in turn pressured their employees to close a high volume of deals with big up-front payments. Soon Wall Street pay packages were tied to short-term income regardless of long-term risk.
This short-termism was reflected in another commonly heard code that emerged on Wall Street in the precrisis years. Bankers who expressed worry about what might happen with an investment in the future were told to relax: IBGYBG, or “I’ll be gone, you’ll be gone.”
A VICIOUS HYPERCOMPETITION: “RIP OUT THEIR HEART AND EAT IT BEFORE THEY DIE”
While recent high school graduates were chasing bonuses in the thousands at the subprime lending companies, recent Ivy League graduates were chasing bonuses in the millions on Wall Street. The major banks recruit only from the most elite schools, and over the years Wall Street has vacuumed up a colossal share of their graduates. In 2005 and 2006, for example, 40 percent of Princeton graduates went into financial services. They were attracted partly by the lure of, as one recent hire put it, being surrounded by the “smartest and most ambitious people.”
But, as in the subprime lending world, money was surely the biggest draw. Karen Ho—an anthropologist who worked briefly on Wall Street and then studied its culture and wrote Liquidated: An Ethnography of Wall Street—attended an employee orientation at an investment bank in 1996. A managing director shouted, “Show me the money!” and “You will be making more money than you ever dreamed possible,” to a standing ovation from the fist-pumping, cheering new hires. Ho asked a hundred or so investment bankers why people worked on Wall Street; every one of them listed the money, though not necessarily as the only reason.
Certainly, nobody would have listed job security. When the investment banks became corporations, they started viewing their employees through a shorter-term lens, to be quickly hired and fired as firms chased the latest market trend. Ho describes how bankers were in constant danger of losing their jobs, often within a couple years of being hired, even during boom times. Journalist Joris Luyendijk, who also has a background in anthropology, described how London bankers are similarly subject to routine rounds of sudden firings (which they called, with a kind of bovine acceptance, “the cull”). One of the bankers said his boss used to tell him, “Every day you’re getting closer to getting fired.” The message is clear: your work for the bank is not a long-term relationship; it is a series of short-term financial transactions. If one day you are not making money fast enough, the transactions abruptly end and you are escorted from the building.
This utter lack of job security, which Wall Street shared with the subprime industry, has a predictable consequence: employees feel an urgency to milk the present, taking home as much money as possible as quickly as possible. It also corrodes any larger loyalty to the firm. One recently laid-off Lehman Brothers analyst told Ho that she had not fit in because “you need to be thinking I’m going to get as much as I can today because you don’t know what is going to happen tomorrow. . . . You’ve just got to be that way. Think about yourself and only yourself.”
Making lots of money fast is also a way to rationalize the personal sacrifice represented by the notoriously brutal work hours (often over one hundred hours a week). Ho was told by many she interviewed that Wall Street “deliberately recruits college graduates straight out of the gate (not those who have taken time off) in order to pick the most eager, fresh-faced, driven, young, unattached analysts, so they can be worked to the breaking point.” As at the subprime lenders, it would be easier to get such people to accept the moral norms of the workplace, isolated as they become from family, friends, and competing meaningful pursuits.
Wall Street’s annual bonus system increases the insecurity, competition, and urgency to make deals. After the first few years, the bonus becomes the lion’s share of one’s pay, but unlike a simple commission system, the actual amount is unknown until paid. Top executives extract their own hefty share of the bonus pool and then use their discretion to slice up the rest, considering the performance of the firm, each department, and each person. The process erodes any sense of team loyalty; at bonus time, according to one vice president, people are “trying to shove each other out of the way, saying ‘I did the most. I spent the most hours. . . . I made the biggest contribution.’”
In time, those who stay see the money as no more than they deserve, given their long hours, stress, and sacrifice. And comparing themselves to other bankers lets them still feel underpaid. Sam Polk, a former Wall Street trader, explained in an article for the New York Times that “when the guy next to you makes $10 million, $1 million or $2 million doesn’t look so sweet.” Polk described the money as addictive, but also as a crucial marker of power, status, and a person’s innate value. Another trader explained to Luyendijk that after a big bonus: “You think, wow, so this is what I am worth. That term in itself is telling: ‘worth.’ ” A former Goldman Sachs banker described the bank’s culture to the London Times in 2009 as “completely money-obsessed. I was like a donkey driven forward by the biggest, juiciest carrot I could imagine. Money is the way you define your success. There’s always room—need—for more. If you are not getting a bigger house or a bigger boat, you’re falling behind. It’s an addiction.”
Neuroscientists have indeed shown that, as with addictive drugs, the thrill of making money wears off with repetition; as the brain adapts, it takes more and more money to release the same amount of dopamine and deliver the same high. But research also suggests, like these quotes, that it is not just the money but the social signal of worth that comes with it; one study has shown that money acquired by chance does not trigger the same insatiability as money we view as a signal of our skill.
It is also important to understand the front-loaded nature of the bonus. An investment banker told Luyendijk that many of the securities he sold ran over several years, creating an anticipated stream of income. The banker’s share of those expected profits are booked the year of the sale. “Obviously if you can book the future revenue of the next seven years in one go, that’s a huge number.” He added, “You don’t need to maintain a relationship over many years. Sell a client one product and bang, you’re there.” That “bang”—the relative immediacy of the reward—is also neurologically relevant: a quick buck activates the primitive brain systems linked to impulsiveness and addiction; delayed income activates the calmer brain systems linked to deliberation.
This short-term perspective means people have much less reason to care about their customers’ welfare. Adam Smith famously wrote that “it is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.” But the theory of an invisible hand turning people’s pursuit of self-interest into public benefits assumes those people have an eye to the future. We trust the butcher not to sicken us with contaminated meat partly because it could destroy his reputation and future sales; he has a financial incentive (beyond whatever benevolence he may also feel) to keep his customers happy if he plans to stick around. That’s why it is so dangerous when the most powerful institutions in the financial world are filled with people who can’t see past short-term profits. Their incentive to treat others well fades, while the incentive to exploit others grows blindingly bright.
Wall Street investment banks apparently used to pride themselves on their culture of client service. In the words of one former banker at Goldman Sachs—Wall Street’s most powerful investment bank—the firm once embraced “teamwork, integrity, a spirit of humility, and always doing right by our clients.” This employee, Greg Smith, left Goldman in 2012 because he felt there was virtually no trace of that culture left. And he didn’t go quietly. In a blistering New York Times op-ed the day he quit, he wrote that it made him “ill how callously people talk about ripping their clients off,” and how rather than trying to help clients—who Goldman’s managing directors routinely referred to as “muppets”—they were interested only in making the most money possible out of them. (It is worth noting here that at least one psychological study has found that people who report a strong attachment to money are also much more likely to objectify other people. Of course, objectified or dehumanized people are easier to harm without moral qualms.) Smith later explained that when selling derivatives to clients, the company would bury the risk warnings “in the fine print of the ten-page disclaimer at the end of the contract,” not unlike subprime lenders burying the true cost of a mortgage.
The language bankers used to describe their work to Luyendijk did not exactly suggest a nurturing culture of client service. Bankers told him that given the chance you should “rip your client’s face off.” A lucrative deal or trade was described as a “rape and pillage” or “slash and burn.” People remarked that in the world of finance it was “have lunch or be lunch,” and that the “sheep get slaughtered.” Journalist and author William D. Cohan, in his book House of Cards: A Tale of Hubris and Wretched Excess on Wall Street, quotes a source who explained that, following a trade with a customer they expected to profit from, Bear Stearns traders might say, “I just ripped that fucker’s head off.”
This brutal attitude toward their clients may be a spillover from investment bankers’ general hypercompetitiveness. A chilling video recorded at Lehman Brothers shows Dick Fuld, the firm’s famously combative CEO, telling a room full of employees that, when it came to investors who were depressing his company’s stock price, “I want to reach in, rip out their heart and eat it before they die.” The look on his face indicated he was not entirely kidding.
Maybe we cannot count on the butcher’s benevolence to feed us, but it is not too much to expect that the butcher will not want to rip our faces off. Surely, some fraction of this flesh-ripping talk is just posturing, but if bankers hear enough of it, the message gets through and a social norm develops. In its mildest version the norm is “Don’t let empathy for others slow down your chase for money.” A harsher version is “Rip off others because it is thrilling and proves your dominance.”
It makes sense that investment banking would attract people who are aggressive, enjoy risk, and are especially motivated by money, and the profession itself enhances these traits. John Coates, a former Wall Street trader turned neuroscientist, studies the biology of market bubbles, and his focus goes beyond dopamine to testosterone. He notes that when male animals compete, their testosterone rises in anticipation of the contest, and afterward the winner’s testosterone rises even more, causing a spiral that in time can make the animal more aggressive, oblivious to risk, and more likely to die. Similarly, successful trades raise traders’ testosterone and increase their confidence and appetite for financial risk; a long winning streak can make traders as “delusional, overconfident and risk-seeking” as the aggressive and danger-oblivious animals. (In Coates’s experience, women, with 10–20 percent of the testosterone levels of men, were relatively immune to such bubble-inflating mania.)
Social psychologists, too, have been studying how money affects the mind, especially people’s attitudes toward others, with findings that are disturbing but controversial. They have set up experiments where people are primed to think of money, often in some subtle way like seeing images or words related to money while doing other tasks. Studies like these suggest that reminders of money make people more willing to accept social inequality, less prosocial, and less helpful and charitable, while also making them more self-sufficient and less likely to ask others for help. However, some of these findings have been challenged by other researchers who have tried but failed to replicate them, an example of the larger controversy within psychology. The heightened scrutiny is leading to stronger protocols that will presumably put such research on a firmer scientific footing, but meanwhile a question mark hangs over some findings, especially the more statistically marginal ones.
Of course, the financial world itself gives ample evidence that people will exploit each other for money. Defenders of the system—those who do not object to bankers trying to exploit trading partners and clients—turn to the justifying principle of caveat emptor, or let the buyer beware. Bankers say the principle is especially used when dealing with other “professionals,” and they stress that their clients—largely pension funds, hedge funds, and other institutional investors—are sophisticated professionals (when they are not dismissing them as “muppets”). “With them it’s anything goes, really,” explained one banker. “The assumption is that professional counterparties should know what they are doing.”
INNOVATING INCOMPREHENSIBLE PRODUCTS: “A THING WHICH HAS NO PURPOSE”
In fact, the professional counterparties did not know what they were doing, partly because the products Wall Street was selling them were so opaque. Investors depended on the three companies that have cornered the market on ratings—Standard and Poor’s, Moody’s, and Fitch—to analyze them and judge the risk.
Those high-risk subprime mortgages that homeowners took out from Ameriquest and other lenders were bought and “structured” by Wall Street into a dizzying array of financial products sold to investors. The new products were considered a form of technological innovation because they were devised using complex computer models. Thousands of mortgages would be combined into a mortgage bond that was divided into slices, or “tranches,” creating a sort of tower of debt. The lowest tranches gave investors the highest yield but faced the highest risk. Like people living on the ground floor being the first submerged in a flood, they suffered the losses first if borrowers defaulted. The riskier lower levels were given relatively low ratings of BBB or below, but the upper floors, representing the vast majority of the debt, were given the highest AAA rating by the ratings agencies, even though they too were composed of shaky subprime mortgages.
Then the banks started combining the risky, hard-to-sell BBB tranches into a whole new tower of debt called a collateralized debt obligation, or CDO. The bankers convinced the ratings agencies that, because of the benefits of diversification, this collection of the riskiest slices of other collections of high-risk mortgages was now mostly risk-free. The BBB tranches were turned into new securities mostly rated AAA. Between 2003 and 2007, Wall Street issued almost $700 billion in such CDOs, and in the words of the FCIC, “The CDO became the engine that powered the mortgage supply chain.” In time, the lower levels of the CDOs were themselves packaged into other CDOs, creating a product called CDOs-squared.
Another financial product played a huge role in creating the crisis: credit default swaps, or CDSs. These products—one type of a larger class of derivatives—are often compared to insurance policies. The seller of the CDS essentially promises to pay off a debt if the borrower defaults; the buyer of the CDS pays for that protection through premium-like payments. Investors in CDOs could buy this insurance, making the CDOs seem virtually risk-free. One big difference between a CDS and insurance, though, is that by law you can only insure something you actually own. I cannot take out an insurance policy on my neighbor’s house. However, someone who did not own a particular CDO but who predicted it would be defaulted on could buy a swap insuring it (called a naked credit default swap); if this CDO failed, the buyer would rake in a windfall.
And then Wall Street started collecting many swaps from those selling them and packaged them in a new product called a synthetic CDO. Unlike other CDOs, synthetic ones did not help finance any home purchases because they contained no actual mortgages; this was handy because after a while Wall Street had a hard time acquiring as many subprime loans to securitize as it wanted. In essence, Wall Street had created a gigantic unregulated casino, where those who expected the collapse of the subprime-mortgage-backed house of cards could place enormous bets against those who thought the house of cards would keep growing. The billions that went into these side bets meant that when the inevitable defaults began, the losses were multiplied, triggering the shock wave that would bring the financial system to its knees.
Who was betting the market would collapse? In some cases, it was hedge funds that could see what was about to happen. In two notorious cases, hedge funds betting against CDOs were allowed by investment banks to play a behind-the-scenes role in building the CDOs, without the knowledge of those buying them; these hedge funds profited hugely when the CDOs failed. (Goldman and Merrill Lynch would both later pay fines to settle SEC charges for their role in these deals.) But some investment banks also started betting that the housing market would drop, meaning the financial products they were still selling to their clients would fail. A congressional investigation would find that Goldman, for instance, saw evidence that subprime defaults were accelerating in December 2006, and then it “quietly and abruptly reversed course,” betting against the market while continuing to create and sell subprime products to clients. Goldman took some mortgage losses in 2007, but thanks to these bets its losses were overwhelmed by its gains.
What did the bankers themselves think of their complex products? There is evidence that they did not really understand them and knew they did not, and that even though they considered the products somewhat monstrous, they were still having fun creating them. Fabrice Tourre was a young Goldman trader involved in selling synthetic CDOs, including the hedge fund–influenced CDO that brought SEC’s civil fraud charges against Goldman (and him personally). Goldman would settle for $550 million, while Tourre would face trial, lose, and be fined $825,000. Tourre is a rare example of an individual actually found liable for these products and is sometimes seen a scapegoat, given his low status at the bank.
Due to the controversy surrounding that deal, some of Tourre’s intimate emails would become public. An odd blend of sweet nothings and financial prognostications, the emails give a peek into the mind of someone at the center of the storm. In one email to a girlfriend in January 2007, as the mortgage market was starting to wobble, Tourre wrote lightheartedly about an article warning that the entire system might crumble at any moment, predicting that he (writing about himself in third person) might be the sole survivor, “standing in the middle of all these complex, highly levered, exotic trades he created without necessarily understanding all the implications of those monstruosities [sic]!!!”
A few days later Tourre wrote, “When I think that I had some input into the creation of this product (which by the way is a product of pure intellectual masturbation, the type of thing which you invent telling yourself: ‘Well, what if we created a “thing,” which has no purpose, which is absolutely conceptual and highly theoretical and which nobody knows how to price?’) it sickens the heart to see it shot down in mid-flight. . . . It’s a little like Frankenstein turning against his own inventor ;).” The winky-face emoticon in his email, as much as his words, reveals a disturbing lack of seriousness in someone manufacturing the type of risky products that would be at the center of the global crisis to come.
Tourre was writing in 2007, after years of frenzied Wall Street selling had mutated innovations that were once the subject of high, even apparently idealistic, hopes. Gillian Tett, journalist for the Financial Times and author of the 2009 book Fool’s Gold: How Unrestrained Greed Corrupted a Dream, Shattered Global Markets, and Unleashed a Catastrophe, describes how bankers at JPMorgan pioneered the development of a new type of derivative.1 Derivatives were already being used to manage financial risks like shifting interest rates and currency values, but what if they were used to manage the risk of a borrower defaulting on a debt—in Tett’s words, “the risk most central to the traditional craft of banking”?
In 1994, the JPMorgan team believed this new derivative—the credit default swap (CDS) discussed above—would transform banking and release a great wave of capital into the economy. Mark Brickell, a JPMorgan banker who would play a major role in keeping derivatives unregulated, later said, “I’ve known people who worked on the Manhattan Project—for those of us on that trip, there was the same kind of feeling of being present at the creation of something incredibly important.” Veteran investors would also compare derivatives in general to nuclear bombs—however, not with excitement but with alarm. In 1993, Felix Rohatyn warned that derivatives were financial hydrogen bombs, built on personal computers by twenty-six-year-olds with MBAs. A decade later, investor Warren Buffet would call derivatives “financial weapons of mass destruction.”
One might also compare these financial innovations to another radioactive milestone, the discovery of radium. The financial industry’s attitude toward its potent and mysterious new financial products echoed the attitude a century earlier toward that potent and mysterious new element. In both cases, an aura of wizardry surrounded the creators: the Wall Street “quants” (quantitative analysts) tapping into the power of computer modeling and the earlier era’s scientists and doctors tapping into the power of radioactivity. In both cases, idealism about the innovations was soon supplanted by self-serving commercial claims about the products’ benefits and self-serving denials about their risks. The products’ inherent risks—the potential to be badly burned by concentrations of either radium or financial risk—were obvious, but in both cases people diluted that risk enough that it was no longer easily detectable. That let them claim that these products were safe enough to market to the world, and they did so aggressively, ultimately causing great public harm.
Did Wall Street really believe that the vast default risks accumulating in the subprime realm had been transformed into safe investments? Many on Wall Street apparently never understood the risk, lost sight of it in the face of all that money, or at least miscalculated when the bubble would burst. Many banks kept enough of this toxic debt on their own books to cause them crippling losses. In the parlance of the industry, they “ate their own cooking.” It was a little like Joe Flannery spreading his company’s radioactive waste on his own garden, except where Flannery soon died, possibly due to radiation-induced illness, most of the Wall Street leaders escaped with large personal fortunes earned during the bubble years.
As for hurting their clients, that was relatively easy to ignore since the future investment losses would largely fall on a distant group of strangers; people have been shown to have less empathy when victims are unidentifiable, when there are multiple victims, and when they are far away. The abstract nature of finance, especially global finance, makes it easier to see it as just a big game and ignore or casually dismiss the human consequences. For example, months after acknowledging that the market for his monstrous products could soon collapse, Goldman’s Tourre emailed about having just sold more of them to Belgian “widows and orphans.”
Tourre and his Wall Street colleagues could never have sold these investment products to conservative investors like pension funds without the seal of approval of the ratings agencies. Moody’s alone gave nearly 45,000 mortgage-related securities a triple-A rating between 2000 and 2007. How could sophisticated organizations that exist for the purpose of calculating investment risk not have seen the subprime risk? They too had a powerful financial incentive to be blind. The agencies are paid by bankers, who can shop for the ratings they want. One former Moody’s managing director was asked if the investment banks threatened to withdraw their business if a rating was too low. He answered, “Oh God, are you kidding? All the time. I mean, that’s routine. I mean, they would threaten you all of the time. . . . It’s like, ‘Well, next time, we’re just going to go with Fitch and S&P.’ ”
Ratings analysts knew they were not providing a sound measure of risk. That was partly because they did not have the underlying loan-level data they needed and were not allowed by their market-share-focused managers to demand it. In late 2006, one Standard and Poor’s analyst wrote in an email chain, “Ratings agencies continue to create [an] even bigger monster—the CDO market. Let’s hope we are all wealthy and retired by the time this house of cards falters.” The IBGYBG philosophy that had infected Wall Street banks had spread to the ratings agencies.
Meanwhile, Wall Street figured out how to exploit loopholes and blind spots in the computer models that the agencies used to rate risk. For example, it learned that it could get a higher rating if recent immigrants were included in the borrower pool; as noted above, they had high credit scores because they had so little credit history and the models did not factor that in. And some on Wall Street clearly held the lower-paid staff of the ratings agencies in intellectual contempt; a quantitative analyst who engineered mortgage bonds for Morgan Stanley told Michael Lewis that the agency staff who rated subprime mortgage bonds were “basically like brain-dead.”
In 2010, Lloyd Blankfein, Goldman’s chair and CEO, appeared before the Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission to offer his insights into why the crisis happened. Among the factors he listed was a “systematic lack of skepticism . . . with respect to credit ratings. Rather than undertake their own analysis, too many financial institutions relied on the rating agencies to do the central work of risk analysis.” He also blamed people’s failure to use their own judgment when it came to risk, relying instead on “risk models.”
In other words, investors were fools to trust the agencies’ ratings of the unsafe products Wall Street was selling. They should have known, perhaps, that Wall Street would corrupt the ratings process by threatening to withhold its business and skillfully exploiting computer model defects.
TRUSTING MARKETS TO SELF-REGULATE: “A FLAW IN THE MODEL”
Among the things that the financial industry denied in the precrisis years was that subprime lending or derivatives needed to be regulated. Countrywide’s Angelo Mozilo told a lobbyist, “No regulator is going to tell me what kind of products I can offer.” Some investment bankers held the regulators themselves in contempt. Luyendijk quotes a trader explaining that “the trouble is, regulators are idiots. I am sorry to put it so bluntly but you can’t expect it any other way. Why would a smart, aggressive, competitive 22-year old decide to work for the regulators?”
More broadly, many on Wall Street believed as a matter of ideology that financial markets were so smart, self-disciplined, and risk-aware that they did not need government oversight to behave responsibly. Even before the rise of credit default swaps, there was a push to regulate derivatives because of their complexity and inherently high leverage. A 1994 cover story in Fortune began, “Like alligators in a swamp, derivatives lurk in the global economy. Even the CEOs of companies that use them don’t understand them.” The article warned that derivatives could ten years into the future become “a villain, or even the villain, in some financial crisis that sweeps the world.” It would take fourteen years, not ten, for the prophecy to come true.
The General Accounting Office similarly warned that derivatives threatened the entire financial system and called for regulation. Four bills on derivatives were introduced in Congress that summer, and Wall Street unleashed a fierce lobbying campaign to stop them.
The campaign was led by JPMorgan’s Mark Brickell, who headed a derivatives trade group. Tett describes Brickell as a passionate libertarian who often said, “I am a great believer in the self-healing power of markets. . . . Markets can correct excess far better than any government. Market discipline is the best form of discipline there is.” For Brickell, Tett writes, “the battle in Washington was not about mere business, it was an ideological fight of the highest order.” A congressional aide who favored the legislation said that the derivatives dealers’ attitude during this campaign was basically “How dare anybody question the functioning of this market! How presumptuous!” But the campaign worked. All four of the bills were killed, in what Tett calls “one of the most startling triumphs for a Wall Street lobbying campaign in the twentieth century.”
Wall Street’s efforts were helped enormously by the chairman of the Federal Reserve, Alan Greenspan, who shared Brickell’s ideological faith in markets. Greenspan opposed the derivatives legislation, telling Congress that the risks “in financial markets, including derivatives markets, are being regulated by private parties. . . . There is nothing involved in federal regulation per se which makes it superior to market regulation.”
Greenspan’s position had deep ideological roots. Greenspan was not merely a fan of libertarian guru and novelist Ayn Rand but actually part of her cultlike2 inner circle since the 1950s. Rand’s philosophy celebrated selfishness as a virtue, held that an individual’s “only moral purpose” was his or her own happiness, embraced an extreme form of laissez-faire capitalism, and rejected economic regulation as immoral. Greenspan’s antiregulatory ideology did not stop him from rising to the pinnacle of economic regulatory power, but it surely disinclined him from using that power. Another effort to regulate derivatives in 1998 was blocked by Greenspan and the industry, and in 2000 Congress passed a law explicitly preventing regulation of derivatives. The FCIC would call this “a key turning point in the march toward the financial crisis.”
Congress had already removed a pillar of post-Depression banking regulation when in 1999 it repealed a law known as Glass-Steagall, which had kept commercial banks from taking on the riskier activities of investment banks, like trading in securities. Glass-Steagall had been greatly eroded over the years by the Federal Reserve’s loosening interpretations, but it was finally eliminated after hundreds of lobbyists descended on Congress. Citicorp, the nation’s largest financial firm, led the charge because Citi would otherwise have had to undo its recent megamerger with Traveler’s Insurance, which owned investment bank Salomon Smith Barney (the repealing legislation was known as the “Citi-Travelers Act” on Capitol Hill). The repeal of Glass-Steagall was a milestone in the commercial banking industry’s cultural shift toward aggressive risk taking. It would let Citigroup (as it became post-merger) and other commercial banks plunge even more deeply into subprime lending and securities, helping inflate the bubble. When the bubble burst, Citigroup would suffer such huge losses that Treasury officials started calling it “the Death Star”; it needed a bigger federal bailout than any other bank.
Meanwhile, mortgage lending standards were plummeting and mortgage fraud was skyrocketing. The FBI held a press conference in 2004 warning that mortgage fraud “has the potential to become an epidemic.” Many states tried to clamp down on predatory lending, winning legal judgments against FAMCO, Ameriquest, and others, and passing stricter lending laws. However federal bank supervisors (at the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency and the Office of Thrift Supervision) actively preempted many of these state actions and urged more banks to pursue a national charter, which would give them immunity from many state laws.
The one federal agency that had clear authority to stop subprime predatory lending by both banks and nonbanks was the Federal Reserve. Consumer advocates appealed to the Fed repeatedly over the years to use that authority and were infuriated by its failure to act. Greenspan was even urged to tighten supervision of subprime lending by another member of the Federal Reserve’s Board of Governors, but Greenspan was opposed. The FCIC would find that the Federal Reserve had “neglected its mission ‘to ensure the safety and soundness of the nation’s banking and financial system and to protect the credit rights of consumers.’ ”
Sheila Bair, appointed head of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) by President Bush in 2006, spoke the next year to a group of young Wall Street deal makers, encouraging them to support restructuring the tidal wave of subprime mortgages then heading for default. One member of her audience explained to her that it was not possible to help “these people,” the subprime borrowers, because if they are given a break, “they will just go out and buy a flat-screen TV.” When she asked why, if he felt that way, they were lending to them, he answered, “Bad regulation.” Bair concluded, “So much for the self-regulating market.”
In October 23, 2008, as the financial markets were seizing up and the economy was plummeting, Greenspan admitted to the House Oversight Committee that “those of us who have looked to the self-interest of lending institutions to protect shareholder’s equity, myself especially, are in a state of shocked disbelief.”
Chairman Henry Waxman pressed him about his failure to regulate subprime lending and his years of fighting regulation of derivatives. He asked if Greenspan’s antiregulatory, free-market ideology had pushed him to make decisions that he wished he had not made. Greenspan answered, “Yes, I found a flaw, I don’t know how significant or permanent it is, but I have been very distressed by that fact. . . . I found a flaw in the model that I perceived is the critical functioning structure that defines how the world works, so to speak.” The flaw in the model that shocked Greenspan was the failure of the banks’ pursuit of self-interest to protect the banks’ shareholders, but the more consequential flaw from the perspective of humanity was the failure of the bankers to resist the opportunity to exploit others and gravely damage the global economy in their pursuit of short-term profits.
AN INDUSTRY ON DEFENSE: JUST “DOING GOD’S WORK”
For the industry, the financial crisis really became terrifying with the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers, in September 2008. Its CEO, Dick (“rip their heart out and eat it”) Fuld, was unable to get other banks to save his firm, and the federal government also refused to save it. Investors started to panic, partly because they did not know where this toxic debt—so thoroughly distributed and concealed by derivatives—was currently positioned. Some bankers thought society itself was on the brink of chaos, recalling to Luyendijk that they called their families and told them to hoard food and cash and get ready to “evacuate the kids to the countryside.” Some bankers were reportedly stocking up on guns, “ready to bed down in bunkers if civil society collapsed.”
Civil society did not collapse, partly because the United States and other governments stepped in to prop up the financial system. But the damages were still profound and lasting, including severe damage to people’s faith in markets, governments, and other institutional pillars of society.
In the face of such widespread human suffering, shame flooded throughout the industry. Most on Wall Street became deeply introspective, examining their own role in causing the wreckage. Bankers saw they had created workplaces that inflamed people’s innate greed and competitiveness while dampening their empathy, making deception and exploitation inevitable. They conceded that they had long been overpaid, that the heavy flow of money impaired their judgment about risk and morality, and that the financial system would function far better if people were paid less and pressured less to make short-term profits. They admitted that they had created products that were inherently dangerous because they hid systemic risk, and other products that were nothing but speculative side bets that amplified the risk without providing any social benefits. They acknowledged that they had corrupted the private sector system put in place to protect investors (the ratings agencies) and had used their power to undo or block the public laws that might have prevented the crisis. Most industry leaders not only resigned but donated much of their fortunes to funds to help defrauded borrowers and investors. The industry has in the years since its bailout fully supported creation of a robust regulatory system, recognizing the need for government oversight.
Okay, no. As you probably realized by the first sentence, the previous paragraph is a bit of social fiction, imagining how the industry might have responded if it had very different social norms. Most of us would have been stunned if the industry had responded with so much honest remorse and responsibility, which shows how low our expectations are under current social norms.
In fact, although there were a few expressions of contrition, the dominant tone from the industry after the crisis was one of blame-evasion, defensiveness, and before long, grievance. Andrew Ross Sorkin, author of Too Big to Fail: The Inside Story of How Wall Street and Washington Fought to Save the Financial System—and Themselves, interviewed more than two hundred sources, including many at the front lines of managing the crisis. He reported in 2010 that while the bankers have some sense of remorse, “they see this as a crisis with many fathers so they consider themselves to be almost blameless” and many “feel vilified now.” This many-fathers defense is an example of the kind of diffusion of responsibility that psychologist Albert Bandura identified as enabling moral disengagement.
Among the other fathers the industry has pointed to were the historically low interest rates that inflated the bubble, lots of foreign savings looking for high-yield investments, federal housing policies encouraging home ownership, and the role of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.3 While some of these factors did set the stage for what happened and contributed to the crisis, the dangerous mortgage-securitization frenzy that followed was hardly an inevitable response. The compulsion driving the predatory subprime mortgage lenders and the bankers selling overrated mortgage-backed securities was not a compulsion to comply with federal housing laws.
Some industry leaders argued that the crisis was a rare and unforeseeable confluence of factors comparable to a natural disaster. Goldman CEO Lloyd Blankfein compared it to an extraordinary series of hurricanes. The FCIC rejected this argument. While the timing and scale of the crisis was hard to predict, there had been clear warning signs, including the unprecedented housing bubble and the historically low lending standards.
Others cast blame widely and away from Wall Street. After the crisis, Robert Benmosche was brought in to run AIG, a company that sold billions of dollars’ worth of credit default swaps and needed a massive bailout, attracting particular public scorn. Benmosche told the Wall Street Journal that everyone just wants a villain for the crisis; “The problem is that there isn’t a villain. There are villains. And they are everybody. They are the speculators in real estate. The people who flipped houses. People who lied and cheated [on mortgage applications]. Nobody did the income appraisals.”
Benmosche, who was not involved in causing the crisis, voiced the industry’s growing defensiveness over its compensation. He said the public uproar over bonuses paid to AIG employees was intended to “get everybody out there with their pitch forks and their hangman nooses, and all that—sort of like what we did in the Deep South [decades ago]. And I think it was just as bad and just as wrong.” He was echoing the references to lynching and witch hunts that had been used by the leaded gas, CFC, and tobacco industries.
A Citigroup executive emailed a colleague saying, “No offense to Middle America, but if someone went to Columbia or Wharton, [even if] their company is a fumbling, mismanaged bank, why should they all of a sudden be paid the same as the guy down the block who delivers restaurant supplies for Sysco out of a huge, shiny truck?” Believing you deserve your very high salary because of your intelligence and credentials, regardless of your social impact, along with being steeped in a culture where pay is seen as the measure of human worth and status, will surely incline you to hold those who make less money in some contempt. You might look down on the guy who drives a truck, on your own clients (“muppets”), on the staff of the ratings agencies (“brain dead”), and on regulators (“idiots”).
Even those bankers who know they are overpaid compared to most people are not embarrassed, because that isn’t who they compare themselves to when rationalizing their compensation. A former Bear Stearns managing director told Gabriel Sherman of New York Magazine that he knew that a relative of his, a hardworking doctor, did far more for humanity than “anything that went on in the Bear Stearns building,” but added, “We’re in a hypercapitalistic society. No one complains when Julia Roberts pulls down $25 million per movie or A-Rod has a $300 million guarantee. . . . I don’t think it’s fair to say Wall Street is paid too much.”
And of course they justified their pay by stressing the social value of their work, though they sometimes did this with a wink and a smile, suggesting a certain lack of sincerity. Goldman trader Fabrice Tourre, in the jaunty 2007 email he wrote to a girlfriend about the impending collapse of the entire financial system, added: “Anyway, not feeling too guilty about this, the real purpose of my job is to make capital markets more efficient and ultimately provide the US consumer with more efficient ways to leverage and finance himself, so there is a humble, noble and ethical reason for my job ;) amazing how good I am in convincing myself !!!”
Similarly, his boss, Goldman CEO Lloyd Blankfein, explained to the Times of London in 2009, after the house of cards had collapsed, that “we’re very important. . . . We help companies to grow by helping them to raise capital. Companies that grow create wealth. This, in turn, allows people to have jobs that create more growth and more wealth. It’s a virtuous cycle. . . . We have a social purpose.” (Alas, this is not all they do; as Tourre put it, the product he helped create was a thing “which has no purpose.”) So, Blankfein was asked, does Goldman just go on raking it in, getting richer than God? Blankfein, who personally earned $68 million in 2007 alone, said, with what the paper described an “impish grin,” that he was just a banker “doing God’s work.”
Goldman had been working in particularly mysterious ways, though. The SEC soon brought against it the fraud charges mentioned above, for selling to investors a synthetic CDO that another investor, betting it would fail, was allowed to help design. Blankfein told clients the charges would ultimately “hurt America.” One client said Blankfein “was very aggressive. . . . He feels that the government is out to kill them, that they are under attack and the whole thing is totally political.” Even in late 2017, when Goldman’s chief financial officer looked back on people’s hatred of his firm, he would shrug it off: “When times are rough there seems to be a human tendency—I’m sure you read ‘The Scarlet Letter’ as a kid, right?—that if we find someone to name and shame and blame then we’re good.”
The crisis, the bailouts, the high pay on Wall Street even during the crisis, and the paucity of criminal prosecutions did indeed fuel a generalized public backlash against bankers, and that backlash often failed to note that not all bank employees did bad things and not all banks were equally liable for the runaway train. Admittedly, this chapter often fails to make those distinctions too, so let me state that while the banking culture I describe was widespread, many thousands of people working for the investment banks and megabanks played no role in the reckless securitization that caused the crisis (though they may have benefited from it), nor did many of the small community banks and credit unions.
Jamie Dimon, the head of JPMorgan Chase, was the most vocal defender of bankers against their critics after the crisis. While his commercial bank did some subprime lending and securitization, it did less than its competitors on Wall Street, leaving him with a reputation as a savvy risk manager. After the crisis, Dimon was dubbed “America’s least-hated banker” by the New York Times and, for his defense of his industry, the “Martin Luther King Jr. of the overdog” by Vanity Fair. Asked by New York Magazine’s Jessica Pressler whether he regretted his outspoken defense of bankers, he said, “I’m an outspoken defender of the truth. . . . Everyone is afraid of retaliation and retribution. We recently had an event with a hundred small bankers here, and 85 percent of them said they can’t challenge the regulation because of the potential retribution. That’s a terrible thing. Okay? This is not the Soviet Union. This is the United States of America. . . . It’s a free. Fucking. Country.”
Dimon tends to deploy the classic bad-apple defense that has been used by criticized industries for centuries. Arguing against what he considered overregulation of banking in 2011, Dimon noted that “most of the bad actors are gone.” The next year, though, a headline-making scandal at his own bank proved that some bad apples remained and just one could cause enormous damage. One of his London-based traders made a series of derivatives deals that went bad, costing the firm billions. The type of trade that caused the loss, called a portfolio hedge, was in fact a type that JPMorgan Chase had pressed Congress to exclude from a statutory ban on trading by banks like Dimon’s with insured deposits. The event illustrated that the question society must ask when deciding whether to regulate an industry is not “What are the best actors doing?” but “What are the worst actors doing, and how dangerous is it?”
Consistent with his preference to focus on just a few bad apples rather than the barrels they work within, Dimon said to Jessica Pressler, “Everyone is talking about the culture, the culture, and all that, and it’s just not true. . . . Most bankers are decent, honorable people. We’re wrapped up in all this crap right now. We made a mistake. We’re sorry. It doesn’t detract from all the good things we’ve done. I am not responsible for the financial crisis.”
There is evidence, though, that the culture of banking does indeed corrupt. Years after the crisis, the economist Alain Cohn and two colleagues at the University of Zurich tested the frequent claims that the financial sector’s business culture was behind its fraud scandals. They recruited 128 employees from a large international bank and had them take a coin-tossing test where they won about $20 per toss depending on whether they reported heads or tails. The tests were unobserved, making it easy to cheat without detection. Before the test, half the bankers were asked questions to remind them of their professional identity as bankers, such as “What is your function at the bank?” The control group, bankers not reminded of their profession, reported close to the 50 percent of successful flips that chance would predict. The bankers who were reminded they were bankers reported 58.2 percent successful flips—significantly above chance and the control group. These results, in the authors’ words, “suggest that the prevailing business culture in the banking industry weakens and undermines the honesty norm.”
Moreover, many on Wall Street believe their colleagues are cheaters. A survey of over 1,200 US and UK financial service professionals published in 2015 found that 47 percent thought their competitors probably engaged in unethical or illegal behavior to gain a market edge; for those making over $500,000 annually, the figure was 51 percent. A third of respondents felt that the industry had not changed for the better in the seven years since the financial crisis. This is particularly troubling given evidence suggesting that people are more likely to comply with a social norm if they think others are doing so and are more likely to cheat when they think others are cheating.
JUSTICE, REGULATION, AND CULTURE CHANGE: TRYING TO REFORM AN INDUSTRY
After the savings and loan scandals of the 1980s, over one thousand bankers were convicted of felonies. By contrast, the 2008 crisis—about seventy times larger—resulted in only one criminal conviction among the large Wall Street banks, of a former mid-level executive at Credit Suisse. The judge who sentenced him to thirty months in prison acknowledged that his crime was “a small piece of an overall evil climate within the bank and with many other banks.”
Jesse Eisinger, a Pulitzer Prize–winning financial reporter for ProPublica, traces the lack of postcrisis convictions to the timidity of Justice Department prosecutors. Eisinger blames, among other things, prosecutors’ reluctance to bring hard-to-win cases and a fear that criminally prosecuting large firms could hurt the economy—a too-big-to-indict mentality. An obscure federal agency set up during the bailout has managed to send to prison at least thirty-six bankers, but only from smaller community and regional banks. The head of that agency, Christine Goldsmith Romero, has said that the leaders of the big Wall Street banks are hard to prosecute because they are insulated by a culture that keeps them in the dark about potential fraud. One might say that the psychological mechanisms of denial that keep individuals from feeling responsible for causing harm were successfully institutionalized by the big banks, keeping their leaders from being held criminally liable for the banks’ wrongdoing.
Regulators have brought civil actions, leading to payment of a record-breaking couple hundred billion dollars in fines by various financial firms. This would be more impressive if the crisis had not cost the economy a record-breaking trillions of dollars. Moreover, fines paid by individuals have been virtually absent; Goldman trader Fabrice Tourre, found liable for civil fraud, is a rare exception. In other cases, when individuals were named, their fines were ultimately paid by their companies and insurers. Phil Angelides, head of the Financial Crisis Inquiry Commission, said that “the people who are responsible for the financial crisis have still not been called to account.”
Ameriquest was dissolved in 2007; its founder, billionaire Roland Arnall, died the next year. Countrywide, collapsing in 2007, was bought by Bank of America. Countrywide’s founder, Angelo Mozilo (who still claimed in 2010 his company was “one of the greatest companies in the history of this country”) settled SEC charges with a fine that was mostly covered by Countrywide and Bank of America. A handful of top bank executives were driven out of their leadership positions in disgrace, but like Arnall and Mozilo, most took large fortunes with them. Lehman Brothers’ Dick Fuld, for example, walked away with the hundreds of millions he took in compensation before his firm collapsed into the biggest bankruptcy in history.
The debate over how to regulate the financial industry in the wake of the crisis was robust. A letter accompanying an August 2008 industry report, written by people from several top Wall Street banks, had claimed that “the sobering reality” of emotion-driven financial excesses “for centuries, has given rise to the universal recognition that finance and financial institutions must be subject to a higher degree of official oversight than is necessary for virtually all other forms of commercial enterprise.”
However, this claim ignored the decades of antiregulatory ideology that allowed the excesses, and the crisis certainly did not yield universal recognition of the need for regulations. On the contrary, the crisis and bailout sparked the angry antiregulatory Tea Party movement; deepened political divisions (not just in the United States); and eroded social trust in government (especially on the right), in business (especially on the left), and in US institutions generally. The political impact of the financial crisis may prove to be its most lasting legacy.
In 2010, Congress managed to enact Dodd-Frank, the most sweeping financial regulations since the Great Depression (though, given the polarized era, it did so with virtually no Republican support). Among other things, the law regulated mortgage lending, required banks to reduce their leverage, regulated derivatives, and steered banks toward traditional banking and away from trading and speculation. Bank industry leaders expressed some support for the law but worked to weaken it and the many regulations that followed. Still, Dennis Kelleher, head of the Wall Street watchdog group Better Markets, said that a decade after the crisis, “the evidence is overwhelming that financial reform is working, that finance is more stable, that the risk of a crash or economic catastrophe is greatly reduced, that banks are highly profitable and increasing their lending, that the economy is steadily growing, and that investor confidence has been restored.”
Despite this success—and the fact that Wall Street did not support his candidacy—President Trump has called Dodd-Frank a “disaster” and pledged his administration would be “doing a big number on Dodd-Frank.” Some of its statutory provisions have already been weakened, and the administration is dismantling many regulations considered key to preventing another financial crisis.
As for Wall Street’s exploitative culture, years after the crisis, calls for change are still coming from both outside and within the industry. Some banks have made changes, but it is too soon to tell if they will significantly reduce short-term greed, rampant risk-taking, and the willingness to exploit others, especially as the attention of regulators and the public wanes. Meanwhile, there is evidence that Wall Street’s appetite for risk is rising, as it tries to stretch the regulatory limits put in place after the crisis.
Changing the culture and reckless behavior of entrenched and powerful corporations is hard, even after an undeniable global crisis has so vividly illustrated the need to do so. It is even harder when the global crisis in question is just starting to unfold and is still denied by some, as in the climate crisis discussed next, and when the corporations’ core operations are so intimately tied to that crisis that it is hard to imagine how they can survive in the future without fueling a global catastrophe.
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A “Deceitful, Hysterical, Out-of-Control Rampage”
FOSSIL FUELS, CLIMATE DENIAL, AND DISTRUST BUILDING
“Our world is deficient in carbon dioxide, and a doubling of atmospheric CO2 is very beneficial.”
—1992 video funded by coal producer Western Fuels Association
In 1995, I was surprised to find myself litigating the science of climate change. Although I was an environmental lawyer, I had no background in climate issues. I was a Minnesota assistant attorney general, advising my client agency on day-to-day implementation of clean air laws, none of which focused on climate. I was not expecting to plunge into one of the most daunting—and soon, polarizing—issues of our time.
State law required Minnesota energy regulators to quantify the environmental harms caused by power plants, launching a proceeding that would consider global warming costs. My client agency joined in, presenting the same alarming mainstream science that had already spurred the first global climate treaty. Coal interests intervened, bringing in a handful of scientists to testify that there was nothing to worry about: more carbon dioxide (CO2) in the air from burning coal was actually a good thing; any warming would be mild and pleasant; and those scientists claiming otherwise were politically or financially biased.
When I first heard the industry witnesses’ arguments, I wanted to believe them. Most people want to believe that we and future generations can live our lives on a stable, catastrophe-free planet. Climate change threatens that belief, triggering denial—perhaps the same primal denial mechanisms that let us avoid fixating on our mortality. For those most deeply invested in fossil fuels or most tribally or ideologically opposed to government regulation, that denial reflex will surely be even stronger.
As I was forced by this litigation to confront the evidence and dire predictions of the global scientific community, I saw how starkly it contrasted with the rosy alternate reality presented by the industry witnesses I was cross-examining. I was astonished by how casually these witnesses could wave away such a grave threat and how, with no evidence, they could attribute the warnings of thousands of mainstream scientists to bias.
In the years since, though, I have seen that the claims and denials the industry made in that hearing room were downright tame compared to what was to follow. Over the years, climate denial would become increasingly tribal, ideological, toxic, and detached from both empirical reality and prior norms of civility. And it would help usher in the very same disturbing changes in the nation’s broader political norms.
AN EARLY CONSENSUS: “GLOBALLY CATASTROPHIC EFFECTS”
On February 29, 1980, five members of the US oil industry gathered in a conference room at New York’s LaGuardia Airport for what must have been a very strange meeting. They were part of a special task force formed by the American Petroleum Institute to focus on the issue of climate change. They had invited Stanford’s Dr. J. A. Laurman, described in the minutes as a “recognized expert in the field of CO2 and climate,” to speak. One of the bullet points in Dr. Laurman’s slides was the “scientific consensus on the potential for large future climatic response to increased CO2 levels.” The likely impacts, he explained, would build from 2005 (“barely noticeable”) to 2038 (“major economic consequences, strong regional dependence”), to 2067 (“globally catastrophic effects”).
It was a sobering warning, but even then, not a new one. The scientific basics of climate change had been known since the nineteenth century. When you burn coal, oil, or gas, the carbon in these hydrocarbons transforms into airborne CO2. While CO2 is just a tiny fraction of the natural atmosphere, it plays a key role in warming the planet by keeping heat from radiating out to space (like the glass of a greenhouse, hence the term “greenhouse effect”). If global concentrations of this crucial gas were to change dramatically, so would the climate. Moreover, once CO2 concentrations build up, it can take thousands of years for nature to bring them back down.
By the 1950s, measurements showed atmospheric CO2 concentrations climbing yearly, mostly due to burning fossil fuels. Scientists began sounding the alarm. A 1965 report issued by President Johnson’s science advisory committee warned that humanity was conducting a “vast geophysical experiment” that could lead to “perhaps marked changes in climate” by 2000. In 1979, the White House asked the National Academy of Sciences to weigh in. A blue-ribbon panel of scientists tried to identify any physical effects that might limit the expected warming to negligible proportions. They found none.
Dr. Laurman, talking to the oil task force in 1980, stressed how long it would take to replace fossil fuels. His presentation said, “Time for action? Market penetration time theory says there is no leeway.” In essence, the oil industry’s little task force was being told by their handpicked climate expert that, while there were uncertainties, it appeared that the world needed to immediately commence the long process of replacing fossil fuels to avoid global catastrophe later. The science strongly suggested that either the oil industry was doomed or the world was. After this presentation, as the minutes dryly note, the task force went on to discuss the implications of “introducing a new energy source into world wide use.”
Given what we have seen from other industries, it is surprising that the oil industry did not respond more immediately with denial. The lack of reflexive defensiveness may have had to do with how secure the industry felt, at the very apex of corporate power even after the oil shocks of the 1970s. At the time, of the top ten Fortune 500 companies, seven were oil companies, with Exxon perched at the top, and two more were automakers. Oil prices were still high thanks to the 1979 oil crisis, and policy makers and the public were far more worried about near-term energy supplies than about the twenty-first century climate.
Exxon had done enough of its own research, in coordination with government and other scientists, to know the gravity of the climate threat, both to the world and to the oil industry. The company continued with its own research into the early 1980s, reaching conclusions described in internal documents as “in accord with the scientific consensus” and acknowledging that “catastrophic” effects for a substantial fraction of the earth’s population were “distinctly possible.” (These internal documents became news in 2015 when reporters from InsideClimate News and the Los Angeles Times went through archived company documents and highlighted the contrast with the company’s later public statements challenging the scientific consensus.) Still, so little attention was being paid to the problem that this sobering science did not prompt a denial campaign.
By the late 1980s, though, the regulatory threat to the fossil fuel industry became much more real. In 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) was established under UN auspices. It pulled together the world’s leading climate scientists and gave them the daunting task of conducting ongoing assessments of the growing mountains of data and writing periodic reports to advise world policy makers on the climate threat. The IPCC process would dwarf all scientific review panels that came before, including the ozone assessment panels.
Moreover, the ozone-saving Montreal Protocol, negotiated in 1987, made the prospect of a similar global treaty to protect the climate suddenly plausible. And unlike the companies that made CFCs, which had merely faced losing one of their many products and might profitably sell substitutes, fossil fuel companies were facing the prospect of the world mobilizing against the product at the core of their corporate existence.
THE POLITICAL RESPONSE: CREEPING TOWARD GLOBAL DECARBONIZATION
Now and then I see a movie where a scientist discovers a dire threat to the planet, warns authorities, and triggers some dramatic action that averts catastrophe. The closest we’ve seen to that happening in real life is probably the ozone crisis, which still took years of uncinematic research and committee meetings to go from first warning to final action. In the case of climate change, the process is taking decades to unfold.
The first IPCC assessment, in 1990, was already so compelling that at the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992—then history’s largest gathering of world leaders—nations reached a treaty agreeing to stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations at a level that would prevent dangerous interference with the climate. President George H. W. Bush signed it, the Senate ratified it, and decades of negotiations and data collection were launched.
The IPCC is working on its sixth assessment of the science, due in 2021. Hundreds of scientists work as authors and editors, and thousands are expert reviewers. These scientists volunteer their time to support the most rigorous, sustained, large-scale, transparent, and vitally necessary effort of collective scientific assessment in human history. (The IPCC was corecipient, with Al Gore, of a Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 for this work.) The IPCC’s reports have grown ever more certain over the decades, based on multiple lines of evidence, that humans are changing the climate and that much worse lies ahead unless we dramatically cut our emissions.
The IPCC has concluded that the warming of the planet’s climate is “unequivocal.” The dominant cause is humanity’s greenhouse gases,1 mainly CO2 from burning fossil fuels, and warming has been linked to changes already observed around the world: Extremely hot days and heavy downpours have grown more common. Plants and animals on land and under water are shifting their ranges. The oceans are acidifying as they absorb CO2 from the air, threatening marine life. Arctic sea ice, glaciers around the world, and the massive ice sheets in both Greenland and Antarctica are all melting—and sea levels are rising—at an accelerating pace. These changes will continue, but how severely we destabilize the climate depends on how quickly we can shrink global emissions.
The consensus that human actions are causing dangerous climate change is shared by the dozens of major scientific academies, institutes, laboratories, and societies with relevant expertise around the world; many have issued statements explicitly highlighting the urgency of the threat. I am not aware of a single such organization that disputes the climate threat, nor am I aware of another global threat that has provoked such a sustained series of warnings from the scientific community.
In 2015, after decades of climate negotiations constrained by, among other things, powerful opposition from climate deniers,2 the nations of the world finally agreed in Paris that climate change is indeed an “urgent threat” warranting global action from all nations. The Paris Agreement set an extremely ambitious global goal of limiting warming to “well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels,” and beyond that, of trying to keep warming below 1.5°C, which is far safer. Each nation pledged specific actions to work toward that goal; the Obama administration was planning to have the United States further cut emissions from coal plants, improve the fuel efficiency of cars, control leaks from natural gas extraction, and take other steps. (The Trump administration subsequently declared that the United States no longer supports the Paris Agreement and is trying to repeal or weaken these and other climate regulations; so far it appears the nearly 200 other nations remain on board.)
The planet has already warmed by about 1°C, with more warming locked into the system as the climate responds to past emissions. Even if the United States and other national governments keep the pledges they made in Paris, we are on track for a warming of about 3°C—less than was projected a few years ago, but still far beyond the global target. In short, we are still headed deep into the danger zone. Exceeding the 2°C target increases the risk that we will trigger powerful self-reinforcing feedbacks—like, say, releasing large quantities of the methane currently trapped in permafrost—that would catapult us into more catastrophic warming regardless of our emissions. Indeed, we could trigger such runaway feedbacks even below 2°C warming, hence the 1.5°C target.
Limiting warming to 1.5°C is still technically possible, but it will be staggeringly difficult. A sobering 2018 IPCC report estimated the world’s still-rising CO2 emissions would need to drop about 45 percent below 2010 levels by 2030 and then keep falling toward net zero around 2050 (“net zero” means we release no more CO2 than we draw in from the atmosphere). Even to stay within 2°C requires cutting CO2 emissions by about 25 percent by 2030, falling toward net zero by around 2070. (Other greenhouse gases would have to be reduced as well.) This essentially requires replacing the planet’s vast fossil fuel-based energy infrastructure with a virtually carbon-free one in the next few decades. It is basically the same daunting task the oil industry task force meeting at LaGuardia in 1980 was warned was needed, except now time is nearly out. Also, because of the delay, we will have to achieve deep negative emissions in the second half of the century, requiring the creation of an entirely new industry using technologies that are not yet commercial to draw vast quantities of CO2 out of the air and bury it, a challenge we have barely begun to discuss.
Fortunately, clean energy technologies have made tremendous strides over the years, making it easier to imagine replacing fossil fuels, but only with, at a minimum, truly aggressive action and sustained political will. However, nothing collapses political will faster than the perception of an ongoing scientific dispute, as industries facing regulation have long known. Social scientists have seen evidence that this is true in the climate context, too, and climate deniers have been attacking the scientific consensus for years. Myron Ebell, a nonscientist with the far right Competitive Enterprise Institute (recipient of large sums from fossil fuel interests and conservative foundations) and a veteran Washington, DC, climate denier, explained that “if you concede the science is settled and that there’s a consensus, . . . the moral high ground has been ceded to the alarmists.” (To climate deniers, “alarmists” include the IPCC and virtually the entire global scientific establishment.)
DIFFERENT INDUSTRIES, DIFFERENT DENIALS: FOSSIL FUELS AND THE GROUPS THEY FUND
One way climate deniers have attacked the scientific consensus is just by denying it exists. At the 2000 annual meeting of ExxonMobil, after shareholders voiced worries about climate change, CEO Lee Raymond rebuffed them, saying, “At least seventeen thousand scientists” didn’t agree with their concerns, and the company was not going to “follow what is politically correct.” He was citing a 1998 petition saying there was no convincing evidence of catastrophic global warming. The petition would be discredited on many grounds over the years: it had been distributed using misleading tactics,3 and the names included ones from fiction and popular music (including one of the Spice Girls) added by critics to show the utter lack of verification. Moreover, anyone with a bachelor’s degree in any aspect of science, engineering, or medicine was invited to sign it. The august-sounding Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine, which circulated the petition, proved to be a tiny operation that also distributed survivalist literature and a homeschooling curriculum to “take America back from the anti-Christian forces that currently control American public life.”
For a few years, moderate Republicans in the states and in Congress were active in crafting climate protection policies, but then climate change become one of the most polarized issues of a polarized age, even more polarizing than abortion. US conservatives and Republicans are far less likely to accept that climate change is real and human-caused than other Americans and far less likely to support policy action to fight it.
Indeed, it has become politically dangerous for Republican candidates and elected officials to do other than dismiss the climate threat, and President Trump has repeatedly called climate change a “hoax.” More broadly, in 2018 still only one in five Americans recognized that more than 90 percent of climate scientists have concluded that human-caused global warming is happening. (In fact, about 97 percent of studies in the peer-reviewed literature agree with the consensus view.) The overwhelming scientific consensus, accepted throughout the world, has been successfully obscured in the United States.
How did deniers create such doubt about such a broad scientific consensus? One way was by fostering distrust of the major societal institutions embracing that consensus: government, media, academia, leading scientific organizations, and “elites” generally. In their efforts to sow doubt, climate deniers have fueled the political tribalism and vulnerability to partisan manipulation that characterizes the current “post-truth” era.
In his 1997 exposé The Heat Is On: The High Stakes Battle over Earth’s Threatened Climate, investigative journalist and author Ross Gelbspan first described the stirrings of climate denial from what he called “the deepest-pocketed, biggest private interest in history.” Before further exploring the parade of denials the fossil fuel interests have originated or sponsored, it’s worth looking at some of its major players.
The most conspicuous are the publicly traded oil giants like ExxonMobil, powerful icons of the industrial establishment. (ExxonMobil, still one of the biggest corporations in the world, is also the successor of Standard Oil of New Jersey, an early maker of tetraethyl lead.) ExxonMobil played a prominent role in raising doubts about the climate science, particularly during the Clinton and George W. Bush administrations. Big oil companies have generally been more measured in the tone of their denials than other industry segments (or than the advocacy groups they have funded), perhaps because they are more exposed to consumer and shareholder pressures and securities laws. Today most oil companies, including ExxonMobil, publicly accept the need for policies to reduce carbon emissions, though many of the groups and people they funded over the years (and in some cases still fund) continue to dispute it.
Another major player is the privately owned Koch Industries, a conglomerate that is based in oil refining. For decades it had been co-owned and controlled by two brothers, the controversial libertarian billionaires Charles and David Koch. David died in August 2019, leaving Charles, the long-time CEO and chair of the company, to carry on their work of promoting a rigid libertarian agenda that would, among other things, eliminate virtually all environmental, consumer, and other regulation. (Charles has said that “my whole being is dedicated to changing the system.”) This agenda has been advanced through the creation of a powerful network of political donors to elect right-wing candidates and a far-flung network of think tanks and front groups that deny the climate threat. Charles Koch himself has publicly acknowledged that people are in fact causing some global warming, but he still denies it is a problem that demands government action, while David Koch had stressed the benefits of a warmer world.
The growing natural gas industry has not historically been a major player in climate denial; it benefited from some of the early climate policies and is hurt by others. However, some in the gas industry are part of the Koch political network or trade groups hostile to climate protection, and there is substantial overlap with the oil industry (ExxonMobil being the top gas producer).
The coal industry is quite distinct from oil and gas, and competes with gas in the electricity markets. Coal advocates have always felt more threatened by climate policies (rightly so, because coal is the most carbon-polluting fossil fuel) and have been quicker to resort to aggressive tribal rhetoric. The industry includes large publicly traded international coal corporations like Peabody and privately owned ones like Murray Energy, run by the right-wing coal magnate Bob Murray. Many of the largest US coal companies, including Peabody, have been through bankruptcy as the United States has been shifting away from coal power to cleaner energy, creating a growing fury and sense of desperation within the coal industry.
Since almost all coal is sold to power plants, electric companies have over the years sometimes partnered with coal in climate denial. There have always been major regional and cultural differences, though, and many utilities have made serious progress in reducing emissions. (Today, even Southern Company—a utility with a long history of climate denial and whose CEO questioned climate change as recently as 2017—claims to be moving toward low- to no-carbon technologies by 2050.) And—proving that climate denial is not driven by profit motive alone—among the most passionate deniers have been nonprofit, consumer-owned electric cooperatives in the West and Midwest. These cooperatives are a vestige of the New Deal, largely serving rural customers; clean energy advocates joke about them as socialist organizations run by conservative Republicans. Western Fuels Association, a coal cooperative run by electric cooperatives, was at the cutting edge of climate denial in the 1990s (and brought climate-denying witnesses to our Minnesota proceeding in 19954).
After 1990 or so, an array of right-wing, antiregulatory, “free market” groups took up the cause of climate denial, attracting funding not just from fossil fuel corporations but from right-wing foundations. Several such groups, along with a few outspoken members of the coal industry, have been the most unhinged in their attacks on the mainstream science and on those who accept it and want to respond. These groups have become a political force on their own, and under the Trump administration some of the more combative groups, along with the coal industry, are driving US climate and energy policy.5
LAYERED VEILS: THE DEEPENING OF CORPORATE ANONYMITY
In 2014, a room full of oil and gas executives in Colorado heard a sales pitch from Rick Berman, a veteran Washington, DC, strategist who gets paid by corporate clients in various industries to attack their critics. Berman told the executives, who were facing opposition from environmentalists, of the importance of playing hardball, of appealing to the public’s “fear and anger,” and of “taking away people’s moral authority.” Berman’s response to clients who don’t want to stoop to such personal attacks was blunt: “Well, you know, you can either win ugly or lose pretty.” And he assured the executives they could make such attacks without exposure: “We run all of this stuff through nonprofit organizations that are insulated from having to disclose donors. There is total anonymity. People don’t know who supports us.”
One executive in the room taped Berman’s presentation and leaked it (anonymously) to the New York Times, saying that it “just left a bad taste in my mouth.” However, the presentation was warmly received by others in the room who rose to speak, and Berman said that some companies there had already employed him. Although Berman was talking at the time about fracking, not climate change, he had already published a full-page ad in national outlets comparing EPA’s rules limiting carbon emissions from power plants to terrorism; the ad identified only a Berman-created front group as its source, keeping its funders hidden. When coal producer Peabody Energy went bankrupt, Berman and several other climate-denying groups were among the creditors listed in court filings.
Channeling an industry’s arguments through fronts is, of course, a time-honored strategy, grounded in the recognition that the financial interests of the industry make it less credible than a seemingly more neutral party. Fronts were likely used by the slave trade in the eighteenth century and used repeatedly by the tobacco industry in the twentieth. And the fossil fuel industry had been using front groups to undermine climate concerns for years (though usually with less complete anonymity and deploying less blatant personal attacks on the industry’s critics than Berman’s company offered).
In 1991, Southern Company and other power and coal interests launched a front group called ICE, which stood either for “Informed Citizens for the Environment” or “Information Council for the Environment.” (They ultimately picked the latter because test marketing found that technical-sounding sources were more trusted than activist or industry sources). An internal planning document said ICE’s goal was to “reposition global warming as theory (not fact).” Test marketers also found that people were more comfortable assessing motives than science, and they advised targeting certain “older, less-educated males” because they would be “most receptive to messages describing the motivations and vested interests of people currently making pronouncements on global warming.” The whole scheme was quickly leaked to the press, however, after which ICE quickly melted away.
Later in the nineties, Western Fuels launched a group called the Greening Earth Society dedicated to the proposition that coal emissions were good for the environment because CO2 is a plant fertilizer; hence, the more the better. When in 2002 I asked a staffer about who funded this group, he told me that “there’s a large segment of the coal industry . . . that really appreciates” the work it does, but “nobody wants to be associated with us,” so the group described its funders only generically.
The corporate form already introduces a degree of anonymity into human transactions, letting those who own or run a corporation disappear behind the corporate veil, with both legal and psychological implications. And we know that anonymity lets people feel less constrained by the social norms that normally inhibit them. Although the results are not always antisocial, they often are; just look at the Internet. The chance to post anonymous comments brings out a casual viciousness far less common when identities are known and people feel more personally accountable. When a corporation’s actions are filtered through another organization—a trade group, advocacy group, think tank, or front group—it creates another layer of obscurity. Working through an ostensibly independent entity—even when that entity’s members or funders are not completely masked—likely reduces the feeling of moral accountability (not to mention political and legal accountability).
By the late 1980s, Exxon had begun to publicly dispute the climate consensus it once accepted, including through a highly influential business group it helped found and lead called the Global Climate Coalition (GCC). By 2000 the company, now ExxonMobil, started to get heat for disputing the science, including from its own shareholders. By 2003, ExxonMobil was taking a softer public line on climate and was funding low-carbon energy research at Stanford, but it was also quietly ramping up its funding of groups disputing the climate science.
ExxonMobil did not need to create its own front groups to create doubts about climate science. There was already a growing crop of right-wing “think tanks” and advocacy groups opposing government regulation, largely funded by corporations and conservative or libertarian foundations. ExxonMobil’s CEO Lee Raymond was already on the board of the American Enterprise Institute, the largest and oldest such group, but the company also funded many of the newer, smaller, and more combative groups too. And some of these groups and the individuals who worked for them also denied the dangers of tobacco, CFCs, and other harms, reflecting tobacco’s apparent success in cloaking its own anti-EPA efforts behind a “larger mosaic” of EPA-bashing by other industries.
When the New York Times asked about this funding in 2003, ExxonMobil’s spokesperson said, “We want to support organizations that are trying to broaden the debate on an issue that is so important to all of us.” That year the Competitive Enterprise Institute, which would receive nearly two million dollars from ExxonMobil between 2000 and 2005, would try to “broaden the debate” by suing the federal government for the second time (unsuccessfully) to block the release of its landmark, statutorily mandated National Climate Assessment. ExxonMobil—a company actually commended by federal officials for its contribution to climate research a couple decades earlier—was by 2003 helping bankroll litigation to keep from the American public an authoritative description of the dangers they faced.
By 2006 and 2007, ExxonMobil had been getting criticism for funding climate denial groups from Greenpeace, the British Royal Society, two US senators, and the Union of Concerned Scientists (a former employer of mine6). Moreover, public concern over climate change was rising with the release of Al Gore’s Inconvenient Truth and the latest IPCC report. Steve Coll, in his book Private Empire: ExxonMobil and American Power, describes how the company’s new CEO, Rex Tillerson, ordered a reevaluation of its climate policies, think tank funding, and public messaging. The company softened its climate denial without admitting it had ever been wrong and dialed back its funding of denial groups, or at least the most hardline ones.
Many climate-denying free market groups were also getting funding from the Koch brothers’ foundations. In 2010, Greenpeace released a report calling Koch Industries a “financial kingpin of climate science denial,” outspending ExxonMobil in that role. However, by this time, traceable donations from the Koch foundations to climate denial groups were already declining. Picking up the slack were dark money groups, especially Donors Trust. Founded by an ardent libertarian with ties to the Koch policy empire, Donors Trust (and the associated Donors Capital Fund) has allowed those funding climate denial to do so without leaving any fingerprints. The Donors Trust website stressed the value of anonymity, “especially gifts funding sensitive or controversial issues.” Drexel University sociologist Robert Brulle, who has studied the funding sources of dozens of groups that are part of what he calls the “climate change counter-movement” has documented this dramatic shift toward untraceable sources.
The most provocative denier groups, like Heartland Institute and the Competitive Enterprise Institute, benefit greatly from donations rendered untraceable through Donors Trust and Donors Capital Fund. In 2012, Heartland sparked controversy for putting up a Chicago billboard comparing those who “still” believe in global warming to the Unabomber. According to its press release, the group planned to also feature Charles Manson, Fidel Castro, and Osama bin Laden, because “the most prominent advocates of global warming aren’t scientists” but rather these people, and like them, the leaders of the global warming movement “are willing to use force and fraud to advance their fringe theory.” They added that believing in man-made global warming in 2012 was “more than a little nutty” and those who still did “are mostly on the radical fringe of society.” The resulting outcry did bring the billboard down, but the funding coming anonymously to Heartland through these dark money groups only rose the next year.
In late 2017, a rift appeared between Heartland and ExxonMobil, which had stopped funding it a decade earlier. Heartland wanted the EPA to revoke the “endangerment finding” (a finding made years ago that carbon emissions endanger health and welfare, creating the legal requirement for the EPA to regulate greenhouse gases under the Clean Air Act). ExxonMobil was opposed, prompting Tim Huelskamp, Heartland’s new president, to dismiss ExxonMobil as yet another member of “the discredited and anti-energy global warming movement. They’ve put their profits and ‘green’ virtue signaling above sound science and the interests of their customers.” One observer compared the conflict to “Robespierre beheading Danton,” but climate journalist Neela Banerjee, covering the story in InsideClimate News, saw a more recent political parallel: “Just like the Republican upstarts that threaten the party establishment, Heartland is taking climate denial farther than many fossil fuel companies can support.”
Under the Trump administration, groups like Heartland have played a key role in pushing the government to repeal EPA climate regulations and withdraw from the Paris climate deal (over the objections of former ExxonMobil CEO and Trump’s first secretary of state, Rex Tillerson). Among the biggest Heartland donors willing to be named in the last few years has been the Mercer Family Foundation. The Mercer family—whose money comes not from fossil fuels but a hedge fund—is also a co-owner of Breitbart News, the far-right nationalist website that fosters various conspiracy theories, including ones about climate science. The Mercers also played a major role in funding and promoting Donald Trump’s candidacy.
In short, the seeds of climate denial were planted by the fossil fuel companies years ago in rich ideological soil and watered with generous donations. That denial took root in the US political landscape and is now being nurtured—at least in part—by groups with their own tribal and ideological goals that go beyond just profit-seeking through the sale of fossil fuels. Still, the role of fossil fuel companies in supporting these groups over the years (and to some extent today, though often less traceably) means the groups must be included in any discussion of corporate climate denial.
DISTRUST BUILDING: BLAMING “LIBERAL ELITISTS WHO INHERITED THEIR WEALTH”
Solving climate change demands a critical mass of social unity—between nations and within nations. This is hard enough to achieve even when everyone is feeling warmly about our common humanity. It is even harder when opponents of action are fanning both international and domestic resentments.
The 1997 Kyoto Protocol was rejected in the United States partly thanks to an industry coalition stressing the unfairness of exempting poor nations from emissions cuts (even though the United States had already agreed in the 1992 Rio Treaty that rich nations would act first). The Global Climate Coalition (GCC), representing Exxon and other major fossil fuel producers and users, argued that the draft text “gives a UN body—dominated by developing countries” control over US economic growth. Mobil (soon to merge with Exxon) took out full-page ads arguing that “developing countries . . . must participate in the solution.” Meanwhile, Exxon’s Lee Raymond, in a speech in Beijing, applauded the rising oil consumption of China and other developing nations and urged them to join with the oil industry to oppose the protocol.
Climate deniers also appealed to tribal divisions within the United States. Fred Palmer, then CEO of Western Fuels, said in a 1990 speech that environmentalists wanted to “insure that life on Earth becomes as miserable as it can be and lived at the lowest common denominator.” Why? Because they value the earth and other species over humans and want to make sure the “human species does not proliferate.” Joseph Bast in 2004, then head of the Heartland Institute (at the time partly funded by ExxonMobil), told a legislative committee in Iowa that the “real goal of the global warming lobby is rather obvious.” Environmentalists, he said, “believe fossil fuels make possible a life style that is too materialistic, or too much better than what is common in other countries. They feel guilty, and they want us to share their pain.”
Claiming that climate protection advocates really just wanted to cause pain and misery was creative but not terribly convincing. Over the years, though, the rhetoric shifted. Although opponents were still cast as extremists, instead of implying they were hippies fighting materialism while riding the bus, they were more typically characterized as members of a powerful, self-interested, hypocritical “elite.” The denial movement tapped with great success into growing populist resentments, especially after the financial crisis, and exploited cultural fault lines already separating Americans by income, politics, region, and the urban/rural divide. After decades of the left attacking the “establishment,” now something similar was coming from the right.
The identity of the enemy elitists varied. Coal magnate Bob Murray charged in 2014 that President Obama adopted climate policies to appease his constituency of “Hollywood characters, radical unionists, liberal elitists who inherited their wealth or made it the easy way off of somebody else on Wall Street, and radical environmentalists.” (Ironically, during this time Obama was also being criticized by Wall Street for being hostile to the financial industry.)
Don Blankenship in 2009—then the CEO of Massey Energy, later imprisoned for conspiring to violate mine safety laws, and in 2018 an unsuccessful candidate for the US Senate in West Virginia—had a slightly different take on the elitist enemy. At a West Virginia festival, he railed not only against environmental extremists and the US government but against the “warped” climate views of America’s corporate leaders (who, he felt, were too accepting of the climate threat).
Myron Ebell of the Competitive Enterprise Institute spoke in 2012 of deniers’ success reducing the public’s belief in the climate threat. He said, “There are holdouts among the urban bicoastal elite, but I think we’ve won the debate with the American people in the heartland, the people who get their hands dirty, people who dig up stuff, grow stuff and make stuff for a living, people who have a closer relationship to tangible reality, to stuff.” Ebell would later head Donald Trump’s EPA transition team.
A commercial run in Virginia in 2009 by the advocacy group Americans for Prosperity would become a classic in the effort to stereotype those worried about climate change. An actor begins, “Hey there, I’m Carlton, the wealthy eco-hypocrite. I inherited my money and attended fancy schools.” After Carlton mentions his three homes, five cars, and concern for the environment, he says he wants Congress to pass climate legislation even if it “digs people like you even deeper into the recession. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even make money off of it!” The irony of this ad is particularly rich. Americans for Prosperity was founded by the late David Koch, for years the richest person in New York City, who actually did inherit great wealth, attend fancy schools, and own multiple homes and cars. Jane Mayer, in her compelling exposé Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billionaires Behind the Rise of the Radical Right, describes how this group sprang into action when the Tea Party emerged after the financial crisis, holding training sessions, organizing rallies, and channeling the rising anger into the fight against climate protection.
PROJECTION: CHARACTERIZING THE “GLOBAL WARMING INDUSTRY”
A billionaire-founded group accusing climate policy advocates of being rich elitists is not the only example of projection to be found in climate denial. Just like the tobacco industry calling its opponents the “anti-smoking industry,” climate deniers refer to those seeking to mitigate climate change as the “global warming industry,” and onto this industry they project many of the faults climate deniers themselves are more legitimately accused of, including greed, deception, hysterical fear-mongering, persecution, and an extreme ideological agenda.
For the deniers, such projection may be both subconscious and intentional, and it has both psychological and strategic value. Psychologically, if deniers can convince themselves that their opponents have no moral superiority, they avoid the morale-lowering guilt that would otherwise inhibit them in the fight. In fact, by nursing their own resentments (like those in the tobacco industry bunker), they can build an energizing sense of righteousness and comradery. And (as discussed in chapter 7) if they believe everybody indulges in self-serving dishonesty, their own actions feel consistent with the social norm.
Strategically, the deniers benefit from creating a kind of cognitive vertigo in the public. Rather than trying to discern what is true, people might just see a dizzying, discomforting display of mutual attacks. Some will just shrug and wait for certainty, benefiting the deniers with their political inaction. For others, though, the resulting confusion and sense of threat will strengthen their attachment to their own tribe and ideology (a phenomenon discussed in chapter 5). This will make them even more vulnerable to future climate denials, further eroding social trust and society’s sense of a shared reality. The public, or at least the tribe most receptive to climate denial, then also becomes more likely to accept the notion of “alternative facts” and to dismiss formerly trusted sources as “fake news.”
Projecting Greed: Scientists Riding a “Gravy Train”
Climate deniers often claim that mainstream climate scientists—mostly working for universities but getting financial grants from the federal government, like other US scientists—have a financial incentive to exaggerate the risk. For example, Christopher Horner, senior fellow at the Competitive Enterprise Institute, would charge that scientists seeking federal funding make scary predictions to keep the “gravy train” of federal grants chugging. Fear that this funding would be cut off should the “doomsaying” be proven faulty, he once wrote, was driving “the alarmist industry as it scurries to protect its franchise.”
Of course, all people are potentially subject to financial bias, but it is absurd to suggest that such bias is stronger among scientists getting federal funding than among people funded by fossil fuel companies or groups openly devoted to unregulated markets. Most people, including those within the federal government, would prefer to avoid global catastrophe and would welcome evidence that the threat was less than feared. Indeed, when charges against mainstream scientists became commonplace, the president was a former Texas oil man running an administration that was both very pro-oil and antiregulation. It is unlikely the US government—not to mention the other governments of the world struggling to decarbonize—would avoid funding scientists who could find data that legitimately reduced the need to so quickly replace fossil fuels.
By contrast, fossil fuel companies and groups that exist to reduce regulation have strong incentives to fund any research that could plausibly suggest ongoing pollution was safe. Moreover, the alternate gravy train available to scientists disputing the climate threat might offer even more gravy, given the deep pockets of the industries and ideological interests eager to disprove climate change. A blog edited by veteran climate denier Patrick Michaels (and funded by Western Fuels) once boasted that scientists who downplayed climate warnings were envied by other scientists and were good at “commanding hefty honoraria and rarely flying in coach, which is especially irritating to the rank and file, condemned to seat 13E on the way to the Biloxi Regional Assessment of Global Climate Change.” (This statement deviated from Michaels’s more typical claims disparaging money-chasing mainstream scientists, such as his claim that it was “profitable to scream apocalypse.”)
Projecting Deception: The “Hoax”
Climate deniers have been flinging charges of deception at mainstream scientists and others for years, dismissing global warming as a hoax, scam, or fraud, invented by people who were “cooking the books.” These claims came from the more extreme side of the denial landscape, mainly the coal industry and the more provocative front groups and think tanks.
Given the scope of the scientific consensus, such charges amount to an allegation that thousands of scientists must have conspired together for over three decades, across a multitude of nations and disciplines, including all the relevant scientific academies and societies, forging the data in thousands of studies to invent a frightening but fake global crisis and tricking every government in the world (except the Trump administration) into believing them. Moreover, they must have chosen to keep up the hoax even though it has thrust many of them into a white-hot public controversy (exposing not a few to death threats and other harassment), driven an unnecessary scramble to transform the world’s energy infrastructure, and forced them to devote their careers to concocting a pretend problem rather than doing something useful with their hard-earned training.
We saw unsuccessful efforts to discredit mainstream science in earlier chapters. In 1986, the Tobacco Institute accused the surgeon general of “censorship and abuse of science.” By 1993, tobacco reached out to other industries to jointly attack the EPA’s scientific credibility, launching front groups to attack purportedly “junk science.” In 1995, S. Fred Singer told the members of a House committee they had been “bamboozled” by federal ozone scientists, even after the CFC industry itself had accepted the science (Singer would also dispute tobacco and climate science). Since the nineties, a chorus of climate deniers have brought such claims to a new level, crying “hoax” so often that they have shattered the social norm of trust in the collective scientific assessments, at least on the political right.
A low point came in 2009, just before world leaders gathered in Copenhagen to negotiate a climate treaty. Hackers stole thousands of emails from prominent British climate scientists and posted them on a Russian server. Climate deniers took a few innocent phrases out of context to make it seem like the scientists were altering data and then declared it a major scandal (dubbed “Climategate”). Patrick Michaels, a scientist with deep ties to fossil fuels, said to the New York Times, “This is not a smoking gun; this is a mushroom cloud.” The Competitive Enterprise Institute’s Christopher Horner would write that the emails affirmed his earlier claims about “the scams being run by the booming industry of Big Academia and Big Science suckling at the teat of the ‘global warming’ panic they are also fostering.”
The climate scientists whose emails were stolen would later be exonerated by multiple independent investigations. But by then the Copenhagen talks had failed, for which this contrived scandal surely deserves part of the blame. The criminals who stole the scientists’ emails have never been found or prosecuted. The use of a Russian server does not necessarily mean the hackers were Russian, and unlike the hacking during the 2016 presidential campaign, there have been no government investigations formally linking the crime to Russia. The parallels, though, between 2009 and 2016—including the release of stolen, mischaracterized emails just weeks before a critical public event, amplified in an echo chamber of bloggers and right-wing media—raise obvious suspicions.
Projecting Hysteria and Fear-Mongering: “Seeking to Stir Up All Kinds of Fears”
Those drawing attention to the dangers of climate change and pushing to cut carbon pollution are continually accused of hysteria. Coal magnate Bob Murray in 2007 warned a House subcommittee that the push for climate policies was a “deceitful, hysterical, out-of-control rampage perpetrated by fear-mongers in our society.”
Murray’s claim encompasses both the charge of hysteria and the charge of selling fear to others. To be clear, the climate science consensus is frightening, and scientists (and others, like me) are indeed alarmed about what lies ahead. But hysteria suggests fear with no basis, driven by an irrational emotionalism; the same charge, with its not-so-subtle sexist overtones, was brought against the extremely rational scientists pointing to the dangers of lead and CFCs. As with ozone, the Chicken Little metaphor would prove irresistible; the short-lived ICE front group would create a print ad in 1991 asking, “Who told you the earth was warming . . . Chicken Little?” The group also wrote a radio ad for Rush Limbaugh to read, that included the command, “Stop panicking!” (Right-wing media outlets have long amplified climate denial.)
The charge of fear-mongering, though, suggests that the mongers themselves are not actually afraid but are just trying to induce fear in others in order to manipulate them. Lee Raymond, CEO of Exxon (later ExxonMobil), warned an audience in 1996 that energy activists were “seeking to stir up all kinds of fears” in order to “force wrenching changes in our lifestyles and in the economies of the world’s industrialized nations, with their real objectives often obscure.”
As someone who worked for years in coalitions with various environmental groups, I can say that those charging fear-mongering have it largely backwards. Rather than cranking up the alarm, we were frequently warned by communications specialists that if we were too blunt about climate risks, people would just get scared and refuse to listen. Journalists covering climate change have also written about the challenge of responsibly conveying the outlines of the threat, including worst-case scenarios, without leaving people despairing and hopeless, or provoking charges of fear-mongering. Surely, some activists and media do exaggerate the risk, but mainstream activists, media, and scientists are subject to some very real pressures to understate it.
As for climate scientists being alarmists, science historian Keynyn Brysse and her coauthors make a compelling case that the culture of science—cautious, skeptical, and dispassionate—actually inclines scientists to err on “the side of least drama.” Fear of being accused of alarmism by climate deniers likely enhances this inclination. As for the IPCC, the summaries it prepares for policy makers must get line-by-line acceptance from over one hundred world governments, making its reports something like the least common denominator of agreed-upon risk. Indeed, the IPCC reports have a history of underestimating many planetary changes, including the astounding speed at which Arctic sea ice has melted, with disruptive impacts for weather patterns around the world.
Meanwhile, many climate deniers are anything but reticent in warning about the risks of climate-protection policies. Western Fuels’ former CEO Fred Palmer once warned a gathering of rural electric cooperatives that climate change policies meant “your future is at stake, the future of rural people is at stake. . . . Your communities, your way of life, the whole thing. They are after us, they want to change America.” When the Obama EPA proposed rules limiting carbon emissions from the power sector in 2014, Joseph Bast, president of the Heartland Institute, said that by the time the EPA was finished, “millions of Americans will be freezing in the dark.”
Obviously, those who claim not to fear climate change are not fearless; they simply fear something else (unless they are just fear-mongering). Dan Kahan, a professor of law and psychology at Yale, studies how culture and identity influence perception of public risk. He dug into what other social scientists have called the “white male effect”—the reported tendency of white men to be less concerned than women or minority men about public risks. Kahan and his colleagues found that it was only a subset of white men—those with a hierarchical and individualist world view—who were more “risk dismissive” than other segments of the population, and among them the effect was dramatic.
Importantly, these men are not dismissive of all risks. Whereas they see far less risk to society from global warming than others do, they see far more risk to society from environmental regulation.
In the case of climate deniers, the threat that clearly terrifies them most is the threat posed by government policies. Of course, worrying about bad government policies is not unreasonable; making sure governments do not abuse their tremendous power is a core function of any society. But believing that the only thing we have to fear is government itself blinds people to the dangers we need government to help us confront.
Projecting Persecution: “Stop Politicizing Science!”
Each of the industries profiled in this book complained of unfair persecution by its critics, with many referring to witch hunts or lynchings. In the case of climate denial, the complaints are coming not just from the corporations but from the scientists they have funded. They claim they are badly treated by mainstream climate scientists, and the resentment seems genuine. Of course, it would be surprising in such a high-stakes context if everyone, even the tiny minority whose views were rejected, felt fairly treated. The process of scientific peer review, which we count on to protect society from bad science, demands that scientists screen each other’s work. When your peers judge your work as subpar, that might feel an awful lot like persecution. Put a few such rejected scientists together, mix in some ideological provocateurs affirming the unfairness of the scientifically ruling tribe, and pretty soon people start muttering about Galileo and how he was badly treated too.
A case in point is Dr. Willie Soon, who claims to be the victim of a “shameless attempt to silence my scientific research and writings, and to make an example out of me as a warning to any other researcher who may dare question in the slightest their fervently held orthodoxy” on global warming. Soon works at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. He has a doctoral degree in aerospace engineering but has written papers far outside the field of his formal training, including ones on paleoclimatology, sea level rise, and even polar bear population forecasts (claiming the bears would actually do better with more warming and less ice).
A few years ago it was revealed that Soon’s compensation came not from Harvard or the Smithsonian but solely from outside grants, and since 2006 the grants had entirely come from fossil fuel and antiregulatory interests, including Southern Company, ExxonMobil, and the Charles Koch Foundation. Moreover, Soon often failed to report this funding in his scientific papers, in violation of conflict-of-interest disclosure standards. Southern Company was even promised that its role as funder would not be revealed without permission. In response to the resulting controversy, the Heartland Institute’s president wrote that Soon’s “critics are all ethically challenged and mental midgets by comparison.”
This was by no means Soon’s first controversy. In 2003, a paper he co--wrote about temperature trends over the past millennium was deemed so flawed that five of the ten editors of the small journal that published it resigned in protest. Soon had argued that the twentieth century was not particularly unusual, in contrast to widely accepted evidence that it was in fact dramatically warmer. He was quickly invited to testify before a Senate hearing held by Oklahoma senator James Inhofe, who would cite Soon as he declared global warming a “hoax” on the Senate floor.
Soon’s study—a reinterpretation of other research—was partly funded by the American Petroleum Institute (disclosed, in this case). A former lobbyist for that group, Philip Cooney, had become chief of staff of the Bush White House’s Council on Environmental Quality. Cooney, who had no scientific training, saw the Soon report as a “counterbalance” to the “dogmatic” views of the IPCC and National Academy of Sciences, according to a later-revealed memo. Cooney tried to force the EPA to cite the Soon paper in an agency report and delete references to the twentieth century’s unusual warmth. The EPA decided to delete the entire climate chapter rather than so misrepresent the science. Two years later Cooney left the White House to work for ExxonMobil.
In short, Soon’s views were rejected by scientific experts but elevated by industry-aligned, scientifically untrained politicians and appointees, who then used his rejected views to censor and attack the mainstream scientists. Despite his success depending entirely on this warm political embrace, Soon would go on to demand, before an audience at a right-wing think tank, that the scientific mainstream “stop politicizing science! . . . just stop!”
Meanwhile, Dr. Michael Mann—the prominent climate scientist and coauthor of the study about twentieth-century warming that Soon claimed to refute—would be subject to years of truly aggressive legal and political harassment by deniers (including conservative politicians). Antiregulatory groups launched a sustained campaign using public-records laws to get scientists’ email communications with colleagues, along with other records normally part of private scientific deliberations. Although Mann was targeted most, the campaign continues to be waged against other scientists around the country. The most aggressive group, Energy and Environmental Legal Institute, pursues these records in the name of transparency while keeping its own funding secret, though some coal company funding has come to light through industry bankruptcy filings.
Some climate deniers have themselves been subject to public-records requests; the documents about Soon’s funding were obtained from the Smithsonian by Greenpeace and the Climate Investigations Center using the Freedom of Information Act. As the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) has pointed out, though, there is a line between seeking funding agreements using narrow requests to “ferret out special interest influence on public institutions” and “intrusive requests for documents that were part of the research process.” UCS has defended that line by publicly opposing requests that crossed into the intrusive, even when they were directed to climate deniers.
Projecting a Political Agenda: “Green Is the New Red”
Climate deniers often blame climate activism on that old standby, the Communist plot. Christopher Monckton, an eccentric British right-wing political activist, told a Tea Party rally that “the scientists who are pushing this scam have a political agenda. It’s a Marxist agenda. Of course, they wouldn’t call themselves that. They call themselves environmentalists. Green is the new red, if you like.” Monckton has no obvious ties to industry but is a policy advisor to the Heartland Institute and frequently speaks at events hosted by industry-funded groups. (He has also carefully calculated that the odds that President Obama’s birth certificate is genuine are “just 1 in 75 sextillion.”)
Others allege different political agendas behind the push to preserve the climate. Western Fuels’ Fred Palmer called the climate warnings part of a “jihad against industrial activity.” Joseph Bast, former head of the Heartland Institute, called global warming part of progressives’ “war on capitalism.” Another Heartland statement would call climate lawsuits part of a strategy “attacking fossil fuels, progress, and modernity.” (The antimod--ernity charge is particularly inaccurate since climate protection advocates are desperately pushing for the deployment of new, high-tech substitutes for old-fashioned fossil fuels.) Claims that an industry’s critics are zealots of some sort go back at least as far as the slave trade and appear in almost every denial campaign. They can take various forms, evolving until they find one that works for the audience and moment at hand.
In the 1990s, charges of a political agenda were more vague, letting the public fill in whatever shadowy political motives they wished. One high-profile dispute erupted in 1996 when the Global Climate Coalition (GCC) and Frederick Seitz accused Benjamin Santer, a highly respected climate scientist and lead author of an important chapter of a recent IPCC report, of editing the chapter to downplay uncertainties with what the GCC called an “obvious political purpose.” Dozens of IPCC scientists came to Santer’s defense, making it clear the edits were entirely proper. Seitz himself, meanwhile, was hardly apolitical. A truly prominent physicist during the Cold War, his ardent anti-Communism inspired him after retirement to cofound a think tank to defend President Reagan’s controversial nuclear missile defense plans. He also had worked for the R. J. Reynolds tobacco company for years, and he and his think tank—which would attract substantial funding from ExxonMobil and Koch foundations—would challenge the science around tobacco and ozone as well as climate.
Charges that those pushing for climate policies are actually driven by a political agenda other than climate protection never made much sense given the wide range of people involved. Within the United States, they have included not just Democrats and the left, but some prominent Republicans prior to about 2009, when climate denial took over the party. Most were moderate Republicans, but one conservative—former congressman Bob Inglis of South Carolina—lost a primary after admitting he believed people were changing the climate. Inglis dates the shift in his party’s mood to the financial crisis, telling Frontline that the crisis “made it possible for some well-spent money to blow doubt into the science because, you know, the bankers failed us, the federal government is failing us, it’s spending too much money, and these scientists who are funded by that federal government, they’re probably in it, too. And besides, they’re godless liberals.”
Globally, the goal of limiting global warming is supported by people of virtually every political stripe in the world outside of American conservatism/libertarianism. Indeed, it is remarkable that all the nations of the world (except now the United States) were able to overcome their ideological differences to adopt the Paris Agreement in 2015. Climate protection may be the most nonideological—or at least ideologically inclusive—effort in history. It currently excludes only those who enshrine unfettered market activity as the centerpiece of their political beliefs, as the most vocal climate deniers have done.
THE HUBRIS OF DENIAL: RISK, DOUBT, AND THE BURDEN OF PROOF
There are many reasons why the risks of climate change would not fully register in the human mind. In addition to the denial-provoking gravity of the threat, climate change is not the type of risk our minds evolved to detect. It is gradual, and it derives largely from the familiar and widespread practice of burning fossil fuels. It is something we all contribute to and cannot just blame on enemy evildoers. And it manifests as natural phenomena like heat waves, droughts, fires, storms, and floods; we need experts, assessing global data and long-term trends, to tell us if what is happening is truly unusual. As such, climate change just does not provoke the sense of threat we would get from a stalking tiger, a hostile attacker, or an eerie and unrecognizably novel situation. All these factors surely make it easier for climate deniers to internally deny the risk and to convince others to do the same.
But what exactly are they still denying? The Heartland Institute has for years hosted conferences where climate deniers talk to each other and the media (events known to critics as “denial-paloozas”). At one such event in 2014, speaker Christopher Monckton surveyed the room and declared that everyone there agreed that humanity’s “emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases have contributed to the measured global warming since 1950.” His point was to make it clear that “we are not climate change deniers.” Monckton also predicted additional CO2-emission-driven warming in the decades ahead, though less than the consensus predictions. (He undermined his bid to appear reasonable, though, when he went on to berate the media for ignoring facts that “go against the climate Communist party line.”)
What continues to define these people as “deniers” in my book is their unshaken belief that climate change is simply no big deal and there is no reason to go out of our way to prevent more of it.7 “There is no need to reduce carbon dioxide emissions and no point in attempting to do so,” as one recent Heartland document succinctly put it.
One reason people might be confused about how much climate deniers actually accept about the science is the vitriolic rhetoric of so many of them. Only two years before this conference, Heartland had issued its press release saying that manmade global warming was a “fringe” view (held by mass murderers, etc.) and that still believing in it was “more than a little nutty.” After this conference, in 2016, Heartland’s science director gave a speech entitled “Man-Caused Global Warming: The Greatest Scam in World History” (rather than one called, say, “Man-Caused Global Warming: We Agree We’re Causing It But Predict Less Warming Than Others Do.”)
Charles Koch is among the deniers who accept that our CO2 emissions are causing global warming, but he is confident the climate is “changing in a mild and manageable way.” It is worth noting here that evidence from psychological studies suggests that the experience of power promotes “illusory control”—that is, a belief among power holders that they can control outcomes that are actually beyond their influence.
Contrast Charles Koch’s view with that of one of the pioneers of climate science, Columbia’s Dr. Wallace Broecker. He is winner of the President’s National Medal of Science for, among other things, shedding light on the abrupt climate changes of earth’s distant past. The “paleoclimate,” he says, shows that the “Earth tends to over-respond. . . . The Earth system has amplifiers and feedbacks that mushroom small impacts into large responses.” He does not view climate change as mild and manageable. On the contrary, he says, “The climate system is an angry beast and we are poking it with sticks.”
It is worth pausing here to appreciate the breathtaking hubris of this now-dominant strain of climate denial. These deniers accept that humanity’s pollution has disrupted a fundamental, complex, and awesomely powerful planetary system with a history of violent shifts, yet they express complete confidence that the global changes we are inadvertently unleashing will be harmless, even beneficial. It is a bit like a pregnant woman who, after learning that a drug she is consuming causes sometimes devastating chromosomal changes, especially as it accumulates in the body, continues to consume it in ever greater quantities, somehow confident her baby will only benefit from the resulting genetic mutations.
Maintaining such wholly unfounded confidence (and selling it to others) requires spinning every uncertainty your way by keeping the burden of proof perpetually on those pointing to a climate threat. Sometimes this spin is explicit, like when the Global Climate Coalition argued in 1996 that “the scientific community has not yet met the ‘burden of proof’ that greenhouse gas emissions are likely to cause serious climatic impacts.” More often, it is implicitly built into the conversation, as it was in so many other public debates, like those over leaded gas, ozone, and tobacco. And because there is no discussion of who should initially bear the burden of proof, there is also no discussion of whether to revisit the question and shift that burden once the evidence reaches a certain point.
Whoever does not bear the burden of proof gets the benefit of the doubt and thus has an incentive to exaggerate or manufacture doubt. The tobacco industry responded to this incentive (“doubt is our product”) as do climate deniers. A recent analysis of decades of ExxonMobil’s climate change communications by Harvard science historians Geoffrey Supran and Naomi Oreskes found that while 80 percent or more of the company’s internal documents and peer-reviewed papers acknowledged that climate change is real and human-caused, only 12 percent of its paid “advertorials” aimed at the general news-reading public did so. Instead, 81 percent of these ads raised doubts.
Oil and gas executives were recently reminded of the value of raising scientific doubt by Rick (“win ugly or lose pretty”) Berman who explained in his secretly taped 2014 presentation that “people get overwhelmed by the science and [think] ‘I don’t know who to believe.’ But, if you got enough on your side you get people into a position of paralysis about the issue. . . . You get in people’s mind a tie. They don’t know who is right. And you get all ties because the tie basically insures the status quo. . . . I’ll take a tie any day if I’m trying to preserve the status quo.”
Imagine how different the climate debate would be if—after decades of analysis and mountains of data pointing to extreme danger—we now finally shifted the burden of proof and started demanding that climate deniers prove the safety of continued pollution. Where is the proof that we can safely raise atmospheric CO2 to levels not seen on earth for millions of years, since long before humans existed, when the earth was much warmer and seas far higher? What is your alternative explanation for the melting ice, shifting ecosystems, growing extremes, and other evidence of warming? Show us the sophisticated computer models that accurately simulate the climate system, that factor in ongoing pollution, and that still show a stable future climate with no significant risk of catastrophic changes. Demonstrate precisely how we can be confident that pushing CO2 levels higher will not trigger the feedback systems that in Earth’s past have repeatedly amplified small changes into extreme planetary transformations.
Those urging us to heedlessly continue down our current polluting path would need to show evidence of virtually complete scientific consensus, including assurances from all the major scientific academies and relevant scientific societies throughout the world, that pushing CO2 concentrations ever higher was safe. (We would not, however, insist on agreement from all scientists, even those who were the most financially and ideologically invested in the opposite conclusion, because that would be ridiculous.) And wherever there was a gap in our knowledge—about exactly how our complex climate and life on earth would react to these unprecedented changes—that uncertainty would not make us feel safer. We would understand that it increases risk because what we don’t know can hurt us.
IT ISN’T POLLUTION: “OUR WORLD IS DEFICIENT IN CARBON DIOXIDE”
Climate deniers have tried to raise doubts about the science in more ways that I can list, but a few arguments warrant mention here. One approach has been to trivialize humanity’s impact on the natural world. A 1998 Exxon pamphlet has a pie chart showing that only a small amount of CO2 emissions come from fossil fuels compared to natural sources, and it asks, “Does the tiny portion of greenhouse gases caused by burning fossil fuels have a measurable effect on worldwide climate? No one knows for sure.” As Exxon well knew, there is a big difference between natural CO2, which is emitted and absorbed as part of a balanced natural cycle, and fossil CO2 which disrupts that balance by building up in the atmosphere over the decades. Exxon’s argument here was similar to the arguments of those who minimized the threat of humanity’s CFC emissions by pointing to nature’s greater chlorine emissions.
Deniers have often questioned whether the world is really warming. Exxon CEO Lee Raymond claimed in 1997, for example, that “the Earth is cooler today than it was twenty years ago.” He was ignoring ground level temperature readings, which clearly showed warming, in favor of records derived from satellites which, for a time, seemed to show cooling. But inferring temperatures indirectly via satellite is a complex process. Various errors in that process have been discovered, and once corrected, the satellite records have shown warming.
More recently, many deniers claimed that warming has not progressed in the twenty-first century. This claim depended on starting with 1998, a particularly high spike in the annual surface temperature record, rather than looking at the multidecade trend. In fact, the warming trend was continuing, just at a slower pace. Then after 2014 the speed of warming accelerated again, returning to the fast pace of the late twentieth century. As of this writing, the years from 2014 through 2018 were the five warmest years on Earth since records began in 1880.
A more dramatic means of creating doubt about the climate risk has been to try to radically reframe rising CO2 levels not as a threat but as a global blessing. Western Fuels’ CEO Fred Palmer was an early evangelist of the idea that the world needs us to emit more CO2, not less. Plants need CO2 to carry out photosynthesis, so, the argument goes, more CO2 makes plants happier, the world greener, and life better. Western Fuels even funded a video released in 1992 in which a narrator explains that “our world is deficient in carbon dioxide, and a doubling of atmospheric CO2 is very beneficial.” Western Fuels later launched the Greening Earth Society to spread the message.
Palmer has called adding CO2 to the air “doing the work of the Lord,” not unlike Goldman Sachs CEO Lloyd Blankfein claiming bankers were doing “God’s work.” However, Blankfein reportedly said it with an impish grin, while Palmer describes CO2 pollution as literally part of a divine plan. And he thinks calling a warmer, high-CO2 world a bad thing is “preposterous. Warm is good, cold is bad.”
A witness for coal giant Peabody Energy (for which Palmer worked after Western Fuels) testified in a Minnesota proceeding in 2015 that the benefits of CO2 exceed its harms by “orders of magnitude” and “there is no limit for the foreseeable future to these benefits as CO2 emissions increase.” Craig Idso, a researcher whose work has long attracted industry support, has even stressed the danger of not emitting CO2, claiming that it will be “next to impossible to meet the challenge of feeding Earth’s population without a rise in the Earth’s temperature,” adding, “CO2 is not a pollutant. It is the very elixir of life.”
All this is not quite as insane as it sounds, but close. CO2 is indeed a plant fertilizer. Net plant growth appears to have increased with rising CO2 levels. However, the fact that CO2 levels directly affect plant growth and physiology does not make it wise to haphazardly crank up global CO2 concentrations, any more than it’s wise to crank up global levels of rainfall, solar radiation, or heat. In fact, the CO2 fertilizer effect just means we are destabilizing the world’s ecosystems in yet another way, triggering another chain of unintended planetary consequences we cannot predict or control. Higher CO2 advantages some plants over others, including several fast-growing weeds, threatening agricultural production and altering natural landscapes; poison ivy, for example, seems to really love the extra CO2 and grows extra big and toxic.
Moreover, while higher CO2 stimulates plant growth and carbohydrate production, it actually lowers the nutritional value of most food crops, reducing protein and minerals levels, with frightening implications for a rising population. By burning fossil fuels we are turning yesterday’s hydrocarbons into tomorrow’s carbohydrates, effectively putting the whole planet onto a higher-carb diet. And even if all the impacts of higher CO2 on plant life were somehow positive, those benefits would come hand in hand with the more severe heat, droughts, storms, and floods and the more acidified ocean of a high-CO2 world—a combination that truly threatens food security.
The strongest advocates for more CO2 pollution have long displayed not just a financial stake in the issue but a passionate ideological streak. Botanist Keith Idso (part of a father-and-two-sons team devoted to singing the praises of CO2) once ended an article describing the benefits of CO2 with this less-than-scientific observation: “This good news is not what those intent on destroying our freedoms and imposing their will on the nations of the earth want us to hear, and they skillfully promote alternative voices to confuse the issue. The truth, however, will not be suppressed.” The article was published in the magazine of the ultraconservative John Birch Society.
THE FUTILITY DEFENSE: MOTIVATED TECHNO-HELPLESSNESS
There are many psychological barriers to feeling truly responsible for climate change, including the fact that everybody contributes to it and there is not much a single person, business, or even nation can do to slow it. Among the arguments that deniers have successfully used to block efforts to reduce our carbon emissions is claiming that such efforts were simply futile: small steps will have a trivial climate impact, and major strides will be impossible because humanity is tied to rising fossil fuel use and emissions for the foreseeable future.
This is an easy argument for the deniers themselves to believe, and it likely reduces any sense of guilt for stopping action on carbon emissions. Steve Coll, in his history of ExxonMobil, describes how CEO Lee Raymond did not believe there were any cost-effective steps yet available to ease the climate change problem. ExxonMobil’s long-term energy modeling kept projecting rising fossil fuel use and rising emissions, and after 2004 the company presented its projections to various audiences as a “reality check.” Coll quotes a UK environmental activist writing in 2005 that Raymond was no longer questioning the science; he “simply predicts an endless rise in the demand for the fossil fuels his company sells, and maintains that there is nothing that can be done to alter that.”
Coal advocate Fred Palmer stated in 2000 that “the current batch of renewables (the solar and wind) I really do not believe, long-term, are going to be viable,” adding that “we’re not going to reduce coal or gasoline consumption in the United States.” He called those worried about climate change the “ultimate pessimists,” while claiming for himself the mantle of technological optimism, which he associated with keeping the existing coal plants running while working on a “new generation of clean coal technologies.” The technology he was referring to was carbon capture and storage (CCS), a costly and still developing technology that collects carbon emissions from a power plant and sequesters it in geologic formations underground (though Palmer’s preference for a world with more rather than less CO2 surely undermined his enthusiasm for carbon capture).
In the years since, solar and wind have delivered far more cause for optimism than carbon capture technology (and US coal consumption has fallen significantly). Solar and wind power costs have plummeted and installations have skyrocketed, in no small part due to government policies around the world that stimulated innovation by guaranteeing a market or providing a direct subsidy. These policies have drawn wind and solar into the marketplace, creating the critical opportunity to “learn by doing”—gaining the efficiency lessons available only from real-world deployment—and to achieve economies of scale. Meanwhile, despite government support, carbon capture technology progress has been slow at best.
Kenneth P. Green, of the free market American Enterprise Institute (AEI), argued before a House committee in 2010 that we should basically stop even trying to reduce carbon emissions. Even if you think there is a looming disaster, he said, “there is no rational argument for continuing to focus on mitigating greenhouse gas emissions in the near and even mid-term. It is time policy makers recognize that despite the claims of renewable energy and efficiency hucksters, we do not have the technologies needed to significantly curb greenhouse gas emissions without causing massive economic disruption.” He was urging, in essence, that we give up trying to reduce emissions, not unlike the writer secretly funded by the tobacco industry, who told smokers to give up trying to quit. In claiming the futility of policies to reduce carbon emissions, Green was deviating from the position of one of AEI’s funders, ExxonMobil, which since 2009 has publicly supported a carbon tax. ExxonMobil stopped funding some denier groups around 2006, but it has continued to fund other denier groups like AEI that work against carbon taxes.
Also unlike some of the groups it supports, ExxonMobil did not support abandoning the Paris Agreement. In fact, the company actually joined the Oil and Gas Climate Initiative, a group of oil companies that support the Paris Agreement’s “agenda for global action and the need for urgency.” And yet the company’s latest annual long-term global energy projection, on which it bases its investment decisions, still shows carbon emissions continuing to rise until 2035, staying at a high plateau until 2040, the outer edge of the forecast. This projection is alarming because the latest IPCC analysis finds that even by 2030 global emissions need to fall by about a quarter just to give us a decent chance at limiting warming to 2°C, and by roughly half for a chance at achieving the much safer 1.5°C limit. So despite ostensibly supporting the Paris Agreement, the company is planning on a world that utterly fails to meet the Paris goals. And despite the climate turmoil that would result from this failure, ExxonMobil’s forecast blithely assumes a doubling global GDP. The company still effectively denies the essential conflict between a thriving world and high carbon emissions, decades after that conflict became apparent.8
ExxonMobil has apparently little confidence in humanity’s ability to find ways to live without fossil fuels, but it has expressed in the past complete confidence in society’s ability to adapt to the irreversible harms associated with a destabilized climate. As then-CEO Rex Tillerson put it in 2012, “We [humans] have spent our entire existence adapting, OK? So we will adapt to this. Changes in weather patterns that move crop production areas around—we’ll adapt to that. It’s an engineering problem, and it has engineering solutions. . . . It’s not a problem that we can’t solve.”
This self-serving blend of techno-pessimism and techno-optimism is similar to what we saw in chapter 3. GM executives claimed little confidence in engineers’ ability to design more crashworthy cars but had lots of ideas about how society could reengineer the nation’s millions of miles of roadways, even imagining roads built upon city rooftops. In the same way, it is much easier for those in the fossil fuel industry and the deniers they support to imagine the world reengineering itself around a dangerously destabilized climate than to imagine engineering a world without carbon-emitting fossil fuels.
A BLINDING IDEOLOGY: “THIS IS WHO I AM”
Climate denial is clearly fueled by both profit-seeking and tribalism. It is also fueled by ideology—especially the passionate libertarianism of the sort embraced by Charles and David Koch. Over the decades the brothers built a political infrastructure to promote the idea that virtually all of society should be governed by unfettered market forces.
The Koch brothers were steeped in the politics of the paranoid right from an early age. Their father, Fred Koch, had built refineries in the Soviet Union during Stalin’s rule. According to Daniel Schulman’s book Sons of Wichita: How the Koch Brothers Became America’s Most Powerful and Private Dynasty, Fred’s “firsthand experiences witnessing a society fully under the boot heel of government was regular table talk for the Koch boys.” Fred would become a founding member of the ultraconservative John Birch Society, a group whose leader suspected Eisenhower of being a secret Communist. According to one person who attended Birch Society meetings in his youth, the group used phony front groups, ironically modeling itself on the subterfuge of the Communist Party.
Charles and David would join the Birchers in the early 1960s, but by the mid-1960s, Charles had embraced an extreme libertarianism, declaring that the government’s role in a capitalist system should be “only to keep a check on those who might attempt to interfere with the laws of supply and demand.” (Charles would reportedly consider both Alan Greenspan and Milton Friedman sellouts for trying to make government more efficient rather than trying to tear it out at the root.) Charles set out in the 1970s to build a movement that would bring about wholesale social and political change, founding and funding a host of libertarian groups, projects, and publications. Charles was so contemptuous of government that a fellow libertarian said he “seemed to me to be an anarchist.”
David Koch became the Libertarian Party candidate for vice president in 1980 in a largely Koch-funded campaign. The Libertarian platform that year advocated, among other things, abolishing virtually all regulations (environmental, consumer, worker safety, nuclear safety, antitrust, food and drug), dismantling the social safety net (Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, all aid to the poor), privatizing virtually all traditional government functions (schools, roads, mail, water systems, even the issuance of money), and eventually eliminating all taxation. In its ideological rigidity and utopianism, it was a movement reminiscent of Communism, except instead of destroying the private sector, it wanted to virtually destroy the public one.
Over the next three decades the Koch brothers contributed over $100 million to dozens of groups advancing their views. As New Yorker writer Jane Mayer put it in her book Dark Money: The Hidden History of the Billionaires behind the Rise of the Radical Right, their “front groups demonized the American government, casting it as the enemy rather than the democratic representatives of its citizens. . . . Cumulatively, the many-tentacled ideological machine they built came to be known as the Kochtopus.” The Kochs and their foundations gave more to climate-denying groups than ExxonMobil. The Kochs would also acquire tremendous political power as the hub of a network of like-minded wealthy political donors capable of doling out hundreds of millions of dollars per major election. The head of the most powerful Koch-affiliated group, Americans for Prosperity, would take credit for driving out of office the remaining Republicans who took the climate threat seriously and for a significant role in defeating climate legislation early in the Obama administration.
Charles Koch has said that “market principles have changed my life and guide everything I do.” This view is not incompatible with fighting climate change; however, markets are essentially blind to the problem as long as greenhouse gases can be emitted for free. Companies that pollute more will outcompete those that use newer, cleaner but costlier technology. The point of a cap-and-trade law or a carbon tax is to correct this glaring market failure by creating a price signal that markets will respond to by innovating cleaner technologies and practices.9 Some libertarians recognize this, which is why a branch of the movement (including refugees from the Koch’s Cato Institute) supports a carbon tax.
Charles Koch does not. When pressed by Fortune magazine to explain how markets can solve climate change without any financial incentive, he said that there is an incentive because customers worried about climate change will pressure companies to act, like Walmart has apparently been pressuring Koch Industries. But of course, customer pressure depends on sophisticated and powerful customers who understand the urgency of the threat, which would require utterly rejecting everything the Kochs and the groups they fund say about the climate science. The nation’s loudest evangelists for the miraculous power of markets are inhibiting those markets from helping solve climate change both by blocking a market price signal and muting customer pressure.
Charles Koch adamantly insists his political agenda is in no way driven by a profit motive—on the contrary, he says, his company benefits from today’s corporate welfare and even by regulations, and it will lose out by eliminating them (a view that glosses over his company’s deep involvement in refining and distributing oil). He fights for libertarianism, he says, because “I’d rather die for something than live for nothing. So there’s no alternative for me. This is who I am.”
An ideology that defines who you are could blind you to many things, like the fact that government bestows some “special favors” through inaction rather than action, such as letting the fossil fuel industry keep shifting the costs of pollution onto the world rather than building it into the cost of its products. An ideology you would die for could let you believe you are fighting corporate “cronyism” and “special interests” and trying to fix a system rigged by the wealthy, as Charles Koch claims he is doing, even while building a political operation that gives unprecedented power to a handful of rich donors. Such unshakeable ideology could even give you the confidence that humans can disrupt the planet’s climate and somehow keep that climate change “mild and manageable.”
NEW FRONTS IN THE BATTLE: FIGHTING CLIMATE CHANGE WITHOUT FEDERAL SUPPORT
One could conclude that climate change is a problem humans lack the psychological ability to address. The long-term risk is too hard to perceive, the diffused responsibility is too hard to accept, and our innate tribalism makes it too hard to build the needed trust and cooperation. At the very least, these factors help explain why climate deniers have been so successful in stalling progress.
Another way to look at it is to recognize just how much humanity has achieved despite these psychological barriers and the decades of well-funded climate denial. The climate threat has been acknowledged by people around the world who have indeed taken action in both the public and private sectors to advance new carbon-free or low-carbon technologies. Globally, hundreds of billions of dollars are being invested in renewable energy every year. The clean energy revolution is finally underway; it just needs to grow at a much faster pace given how little time we have left to make the needed emission cuts.
Unquestionably, climate denial has slowed humanity’s progress in this race against time. US CO2 emissions from fossil fuels kept rising for more than a quarter century after the oil industry’s sobering meeting at LaGuardia in 1980, not peaking until 2007. Without the industry’s denial campaign, US emissions might well have peaked in the early 1990s, as they did in some other advanced nations where denial never took root. In that case, today’s US emissions would be far lower and clean energy even more widely deployed and technologically advanced. The United States could have pushed more ambitious targets in global climate talks, rather than so often weakening them, meaning global emissions would be lower; global concentrations of greenhouse gases would be lower; and we would have a better chance of avoiding catastrophic future warming.
In the United States, today’s climate policies are being set by yesterday’s most-hardline deniers, especially from the coal industry. (Andrew Wheeler, the current head of the EPA, was until recently a lobbyist representing coal magnate Bob Murray.) The Trump administration is working to dismantle the Obama-era regulations driving pollution cuts, and US energy-related carbon emissions rose in 2018. Indeed, the administration has even tried to force the purchase of power from uncompetitive old coal plants. It tried to justify this unprecedented market interference using national security arguments, even though those who oversee power grid reliability see no need to keep those polluting old plants running. At the same time it is trying to slash critically important federal research and development funding into renewables and energy efficiency technologies.
Fortunately, a rising tide of US states and cities are stepping up to drive climate action using their own authority. State and local standards have been pushing emissions down for years, but now they are getting far more aggressive. As of this writing, five states have new laws requiring 100 percent carbon-free electricity by 2045 or 2050, led by California (the world’s fifth largest economy), and many other states are moving toward such a commitment. Locally, over one hundred cities have made similar or more aggressive pledges. One major American electric utility, Xcel Energy, has voluntarily committed itself to 100 percent carbon-free electricity by 2050.
Some states and cities are also turning to the courts, challenging the dismantling of federal regulations or suing big oil companies for compensation for climate damages. The New York and Massachusetts attorneys general have been investigating ExxonMobil to see if its years of downplaying climate risks amounted to fraud upon investors, and New York sued in 2018 alleging “a long-standing fraudulent scheme.” ExxonMobil—represented by a lawyer that earlier defended the tobacco industry against government claims—responded aggressively even by litigation standards, seeking court authority to question the attorneys general for evidence of “bad faith.” ExxonMobil has complained—with no apparent sense of irony—that it is the victim of a “campaign of misinformation,” of “fake journalism,” and of politically motivated foundations “funding a conspiracy against us.”
While trying to avoid responsibility for its past denials, ExxonMobil stepped up its claimed support for climate action. ExxonMobil (and many other major corporations) have endorsed a carbon tax plan, authored by elder statesmen of the Republican Party from earlier administrations, with significant bipartisan backing. The plan would eliminate EPA climate regulations, block litigation of the sort oil companies are facing, impose a gradually rising tax on carbon emissions, and give revenues back to taxpayers. ExxonMobil has even contributed money to promote the plan, though at the same time it and other oil companies spent heavily to defeat a 2018 Washington ballot initiative establishing a carbon fee.
Even if the oil industry truly supports this federal carbon tax plan (and the litigation immunity is a substantial incentive), it has virtually no chance of passage until there is a dramatic shift of political power. The alternate reality created by decades of corporate-sponsored climate denial is now entwined with the larger US political polarization. Meanwhile, those racing to prevent global catastrophe must do so over the opposition of the world’s most powerful national government. It is the most vivid example yet of how industrial-strength denial can put blinders on enough people to endanger the entire world and why efforts to overcome such denial are so important.
Conclusion
SHIFTING THE SOCIAL NORM TOWARD THE PUBLIC INTEREST
Let’s begin by looking at what went right. This book recounts eight case studies where people stepped forward and drew attention to a grave social harm caused by profit-seeking commercial enterprises. These problem solvers confronted ignorance, falsehoods, and powerful interests, bringing evidence forward in the enlightened belief that public opinion and policy could be shaped by facts and reason. They urged people to work toward solutions in the name of the greater good, and they often kept at it for decades.
These scientists, journalists, activists, doctors, lawyers, judges, legislators, regulators, diplomats, and others rallied society toward change by appealing to the better angels of our nature: our reason and our concern for others and the future. Their efforts, in many cases still underway, made the world safer, healthier, less cruel, and more sustainable.
The people confronting corporate denial in the past built on social norms that elevate the pursuit of truth and the public good. These norms were developed over centuries and manifested, if only imperfectly, in society’s support of science, a free press, civic activism, the rule of law, representative democracy, and international cooperation. As we consider the norms and incentives that promote corporate denial and touch on some ways to confront it, remember the countervailing forces that have already helped us overcome it in the past and will help us in the future. We are not starting from scratch.
IF YOU WERE A SUPERVILLAIN: A SYSTEM DESIGNED TO EVADE MORAL ALARMS AND TRIGGER COGNITIVE BIASES
As I mentioned in the introduction, my interest in this topic derives from confronting climate denial and wondering with some astonishment what was wrong with the people doing the denying. And while my frustration was directed at the individuals involved, my curiosity was drawn to the larger social context that seemed to promote the denial. My subsequent research confirmed my suspicion that corporate denial is a powerful and dangerous social phenomenon that can be understood and overcome only with social forces in mind.
It is hard to see past the individual deniers and focus on the social context, perhaps due in part to the fundamental attribution error discussed in the auto safety chapter. We seem naturally inclined to overattribute the causation of an event to a person’s choices or disposition, rather than to situational factors, whether we are discussing an auto accident or an instance of corporate denial. In America, this tendency may be strengthened by our enhanced cultural emphasis on individualism and a lurking suspicion that looking at the role of social forces on personal behavior represents a dangerous collectivism. And of course our instinct to morally judge each other discourages the consideration of social context; looking at factors contributing to people’s bad behavior feels too much like we are excusing them from personal blame. This is especially difficult when the wrongdoers are powerful people.
When a dangerous behavior appears again and again through history, though, manifested in similar ways by so many people, it is critical to look past the individual if you actually want to break the cycle. To do so does not mean exoneration or abandoning the push for accountability, but it might require stepping outside a judgmental framework and recognizing that people’s innate moral instincts evolved to resolve very different challenges. These instincts are insufficient to prevent many ordinary people from causing and denying the kind of inadvertent systemic harms so often resulting from competitive group economic activity, at least when other social incentives and messages discourage them from worrying about such harms.
In fact, if you were trying to design a society that would encourage people to impose grave risks on each other and the planet—because, say, you were a supervillain hoping to get our civilization to destroy itself—you would look for ways to evade people’s moral instincts and trigger their cognitive biases. The society you would design would look a lot like the modern, corporation-dominated global economy.
You would have people work in groups, the larger the better, because that would promote moral disengagement, but that is just the starting point. You would divide their labor into many narrow roles, encouraging people to feel responsible for just their role (to mind their own business). You would create a steep hierarchy. The people not at the top would feel powerless, prompting them to mentally yield responsibility for the group’s actions to those above. The power of those at the top, meanwhile, would tighten their focus on their own and the group’s goals, leaving less brain space to consider the risks their goal pursuit may impose on society.
Then—and this is particularly creative—you would encourage all the humans to pretend that this group is actually a distinct person, morally separate from each of them, with its own name, rights and responsibilities, as if it had its own body, or corpus. You would call it a corporation. This imaginary person could own property, enter into debts, hire people, sell goods, and take all other economically relevant actions in its own name.
Even better, you would divide official control of the corporation into tiny shares so that an entirely different and distant group of humans could own little pieces of it. The existence of these “shareholders” would reduce managers’ sense of moral responsibility for the corporation’s social impact, since they would feel a stronger duty to the shareholders than to society. The shareholders, meanwhile, would not feel morally responsible for the corporation’s social impact either, given their ignorance of its activities and the abstract, anonymous, transactional, and often temporary nature of their connection to it. For good measure, your laws would say that shareholders could not be held liable for whatever damage the corporation does.
You would make the corporations legally immortal with no limit on size, letting some of them accumulate tremendous wealth and power. Those profiting from the corporation would naturally come to feel that their enterprise has a right to exist in perpetuity and would fight to ensure its survival. Even though they are socially created pretend persons (which were once formed solely for specific purposes), modern corporations would not need to pursue a socially beneficial goal. They could pursue any legal purpose, and you would give them great influence over society’s process of deciding what remained legal.
You would have the corporations compete with other corporations. In fact, this formation would echo the tribes-in-conflict-with-other-tribes setting within which our social and moral instincts first evolved, making it easier to trigger tribal loyalties, animosities, and biases. Competition would occur in far-flung market environments that emphasize short-term anonymous transactions rather than sustained human relationships. As global markets became more entwined and as supply chains became longer and more obscure, the humans working for the corporations would feel ever more distant from the other humans affected by their activities. Each link in the economic chain would reduce their awareness of and sense of responsibility for what happened elsewhere in the chain.
You would reward corporations for innovation, and with their accumulating wealth they would often operate at the cutting edge of technology, inadvertently creating new and unknown risks from new products or pollutants. The competitive setting would mean that if they spent more on safer practices, they would lose out to competitors employing cheaper, more dangerous practices, creating a constant downward pressure toward socially costly behavior. And each corporation would know that even if it stopped the risky behavior, its competitors would just pick up more market share with no net change in harm. This sense of the futility of trying to reduce social costs would further drain any sense of responsibility for those costs.
You would set up corporate systems that kept humans tightly focused on money. Shareholders would come to expect a continuous flow of short-term profits, and managers would feel pressured to deliver. In fact, you would tell managers they had a legal obligation to maximize shareholder profit. The time pressure and fixation on the bottom line would keep everyone in a transactional mindset that discourages awareness of the human impact of their actions. Corporate profits would be frequently and publicly announced, widely celebrated by society at large when high and bemoaned when low. Money would be treated within some corporations as the sole measure of social status, competence, worth, and dominance. In a way, money would become a substitute for the social relationships around which their moral instincts first evolved.
You would still need to help many humans reframe their behavior to avoid moral qualms when harms caused by their corporate activity came to light. So you would immerse them in an ideology that assured them that their corporation’s pursuit of profit would automatically, as if through an invisible hand, result in the public good. This ideology would exonerate and amplify their natural greed while muting their natural concern for others and help reduce the fear that society might condemn them for their actions. If society got too comfortable with the idea of a government check on corporate activities, you would promote a more extreme ideology that had an almost religious faith in the power of markets to solve any problem and condemned government interference in those markets as immoral. This sort of market fundamentalism would be particularly popular with people who had financially benefited from markets, and they would use that wealth to further promote this ideology.
Your courts would give corporations key constitutional rights originally put in place to protect the most vulnerable individual humans. These rights would ensure corporations could use some of their accumulated wealth to influence the democracy and to delay societal efforts to reduce corporate-caused harms. This would further help the humans associated with your harm-causing corporations to avoid feeling immoral because they would remain comfortably within the social norm. The flow of information through your society would also be given mostly to media corporations with their own profit motives, and most would be heavily dependent on advertising revenues from other corporations, making it hard for them to criticize corporate activity.
With these features in place, it is easy to imagine what would happen when a corporation was charged by outsiders with causing harm. Those who run or own it will not feel morally responsible, and because their moral alarms are not ringing, their minds will find ways to explain why the charges must be wrong. They will experience a jolt of tribalism, intensifying their defensive confirmation bias. They will exalt their own tribe’s character and contributions, attack critics’ motives, convince themselves they are defenders of freedom and the victims of unfairness, and nurse a sense of injured entitlement if society’s judgment rises against them. This cultivated resentment will help them rationalize the use of front groups and other deceptions to, in their minds, level the playing field. They will deny causal links between their actions and the harm in question, express baseless confidence in their future exoneration, exaggerate any shred of doubt to maintain the status quo, minimize the alleged harm, shift blame for it to other causes, and/or find ways to justify the harm by viewing it as unavoidable or surely better than the alternatives.
And these approaches will succeed in perpetuating the harm in question for decades, even to the point of endangering the entire world.
But corporations were not created by a supervillain hoping to see the world destroy itself. They were created by us, or rather our governments, hoping among other things to help the world build itself. They were formed to stimulate collective economic action outside the confines of government by harnessing the personal profit motive and reducing personal financial risk, and their success has brought astounding wealth and social benefits. The question is how to reduce the social costs that also come from corporate activity while hanging on to as many of the benefits as possible or even enhancing them. We can’t change human nature, but we don’t need to. We can change the social structures and norms that we, by nature, are so profoundly influenced by.
This book recounts several dramatic shifts in the social norms. Societies were persuaded that the slave trade was a respectable industry, and then that it was evil. They were persuaded that consuming radium was healthful, and then that it was deadly. They were persuaded that smoking could be harmlessly integrated into public life, and then to socially discourage this deadly addiction. And so they can be persuaded that despite all the wealth created by corporations, their activities pose particular threats that we must address.
TACKLING CLIMATE DENIAL FIRST
I first conceived of this book years before I actually began to write it. Climate denial was on the rise in the United States, but so was climate awareness and action. I remember naïvely assuming this denial fever would soon break, if only because it was so obviously and dangerously delusional. Once our reason was restored, I imagined the nation would quickly launch an aggressive drive to protect the climate and replace fossil fuels. This book would then contribute to climate denial’s postmortem, as people asked, “How did that happen?” and “How do we make sure it never happens again?” You might say I was in denial about the strength and persistence of denial.
Instead, this book is emerging into an America still dangerously hindered by climate denial, with federal climate policies being dismantled when they need to be strengthened. This crisis cannot wait for us to figure out long-term social changes that will reduce the risk of future rounds of dangerous corporate denial. We must use all the tools now at our disposal across all segments of society to rebuild our energy infrastructure and reduce emissions, just as an earlier generation of Americans, after some delay, finally threw everything it had at transforming the economy to fight World War II.
What lessons do past sagas of corporate denial offer in the fight against climate change and its denial? One is that there is little reason to believe that presenting the fossil fuel corporations with more scientific proof of the urgency of the threat will help. The one time when science played an apparently direct role in overcoming denial and prompting a corporate decision to stop making the dangerous product was when DuPont and other chemical companies finally accepted the threat to ozone and agreed to phase out CFCs. But that is not a good historical analogy for climate denial, because the stakes for the industry were so much lower. CFCs were a small share of the chemical industry’s profits, and its makers could also profit from selling substitutes; admitting causality and walking away from their product posed a relatively small threat to the industry.
A closer analogy for the fossil fuel industry would be tobacco, where an entire global industry revolves around the dangerous product and where laws restricting that product threaten the industry’s long-term existence.1 Both tobacco and big oil companies have abandoned their most blatant denials—likely due more to external pressure than new evidence—and it has made little direct difference to the size of the threat. The troubling lesson from tobacco is that an industry’s begrudging admission of its product’s dangers after decades of denial does not necessarily diminish the industry’s eagerness and ability to sell it; you can strip away the cognitive denial about causation but the moral denial about responsibility persists. Tobacco companies may now admit they kill half of their most loyal customers, but they still market cigarettes as aggressively as the law allows. Oil companies may now admit their product causes irreversible warming, but they still pursue long-term investments to extract and sell as much of it as they can.
Moreover, such admissions do not remove the social and political obstacles to a policy response that have been nourished by decades of corporate denial and have taken root in the body politic. Hence the need to focus on the social norm. History shows that changing social norms is arduous but possible using the many tools our pluralistic society provides—including social activism informed by an attentive media and catalyzed by effective advocacy groups; litigation bringing evidence to light and focusing attention on corporate-caused harm; state action to drive technology improvements and build momentum for federal action; congressional hearings to build awareness; and international diplomatic efforts to push global solutions.
Electing people who respect science and are willing to regulate industry in the name of the greater good is obviously critical. And so is supporting and respecting science itself—from the individual researchers pursuing evidence and confronting powerful industries, to the agencies that fund and organize independent research, to the panels of scientists brought in to assess the evidence and inform the world of the threats it faces. Most of the preceding chapters also tell of sweeping federal legislation or rules, and those are absolutely needed to fight climate change too. Meanwhile, much can be done through these other avenues until we have a Congress willing to pass strong laws and a president willing to sign and enforce them.
In the fight to protect the climate, people are already pushing all these levers of change and the social norm is indeed shifting as the public increasingly recognizes the urgency of the threat. Author and long-time climate activist Bill McKibben sees this as a “remarkable moment, when, after years of languishing, climate concern is suddenly and explosively rising to the top of the political agenda.” Democratic voters are starting to list climate change as their top political concern for the 2020 presidential election, and many of the Democratic presidential candidates are offering aggressive climate protection plans that would truly herald a new era if implemented. The proposed Green New Deal, which brought a new level of ambition and urgency to the issue, has not only proven remarkably popular in concept among Democrats but also among the more moderate Republicans, though the latter’s views are not reflected by their party’s elected officials.
History suggests we will eventually reach a tipping point when climate denial will no longer have enough political support to delay action; hardline climate deniers will still exist but they will be outvoted. This tipping point may or may not be reached in time to keep climate change from spinning utterly out of our control, but larger trends are bringing it closer, including high-profile climate-related disasters, a younger generation more alarmed than the older ones, expanding clean-energy technologies, and the rising power of clean energy corporations. Climate change may be an epic disaster for some corporations, but it is an epic opportunity for others. This book stresses the dark side of the profit motive, but that motive is also a force we can harness to help us rebuild our global energy infrastructure as fast as possible.
The new industries developing new low-carbon technologies may, of course, also pose new societal and environmental dangers (though likely much less dire threats than climate change, given the inherently cleaner technologies gaining momentum). The people running and owning the corporations in question will be subject to the same denial-promoting corporate structure, incentives, and norms as in other industries, though other cultural changes may mitigate that denial. Some of these changes may even unfold voluntarily within corporations.
REDUCING DENIAL BY CHANGING CORPORATE CULTURE AND STRUCTURE
Power corrupts. Studies suggest it can make people more egocentric, more tightly focused on their own goals, less risk aware, and less aware of others. But other research finds that power can promote prosocial action in the right context, especially among those with a more communal mindset and a stronger moral identity. This suggests the corrupting influence of power can at least sometimes be countered by culture, and if culture can influence the powerful—who are generally less susceptible to outside influence—it can surely influence the powerless too.
The corporate power structure is already paying attention to cognitive bias, thanks to so many research findings drawing attention to it, and there is a corresponding interest in “debiasing” business decisions. A 2014 survey of eight hundred corporate board members and chairpersons by the consulting firm McKinsey found they ranked “reducing decision biases” as their top aspiration for improving performance. Of course, they likely meant overcoming biases that threaten the corporation’s financial performance, not biases that threaten their ability to recognize the harms they inflict on society, but awareness of bias is a good step.
Business school educators and others are also trying to draw attention to the role of unconscious bias in undermining corporate ethics. Max Bazerman and Ann Tenbrunsel, business school professors at Harvard and Notre Dame, have written about how business ethics are undermined by biases and propose tactics to reduce those biases. Business writer Margaret Heffernan has similarly tried to raise awareness of psychological bias and how it can lead to business disasters. One multidisciplinary effort by psychologists and others, most of whom are on the faculties of America’s business schools, is called Ethical Systems. It focuses on training businesses in strategies to confront the ethical risks posed by motivated reasoning, among other things. Some of the strategies are as simple as setting up formal devil’s-advocate processes to identify what the group is inclined to believe and then deliberately trying to believe the opposite. I do not know if such processes can significantly reduce or prevent the kind of denial this book describes, but I consider it a worthy part of any corporate effort to improve its social responsibility.
The exact nature of a corporation’s social responsibility will always be hard to define, but it surely helps if executives at least accept that they have some responsibility beyond increasing profits. This was once uncontroversial, at least in theory; no less of a corporate icon than GM’s Alfred P. Sloan Jr. argued in the early 1940s that corporate leaders needed to expand their horizon of responsibility to consider the welfare of the economy and community broadly (though as we saw earlier, GM fell far short when it came to designing more crashworthy cars). Later the very notion of corporate social responsibility was contested, as free market advocates defined as immoral any corporate motive other than chasing profits. Whether maximizing shareholder profits is indeed a corporation’s only legitimate goal is very much debated—Lynn Stout, a corporate law professor at UCLA, argues that this narrow view of the law is in fact a myth—but it remains a widely held view.
Clearly, though, many shareholders themselves want the corporations they invest in to factor social concerns into their operations. Socially responsible investing as a movement has been around for a long time, motivated by an array of issues including concern over apartheid, tobacco, firearms, worker rights, and the environment. Today over thirty trillion dollars’ worth of the world’s professionally managed investment assets are managed using some form of social responsibility criteria, and of course many major corporations claim to pursue social responsibility goals. One driver of the field’s remarkable growth recently has been the rising understanding of climate change and of humanity’s overriding need to replace its existing fossil-fuel based energy infrastructure with a clean and modern one as soon as possible.
The fact that serious investment dollars are pushing corporate social responsibility provides some counterpressure to the notorious push for short-term profits. It surely gives those individuals within a corporation who want to implement antidenial social-responsibility strategies more room to do so.
What would be a more socially responsible corporate reaction to evidence that it is causing harm? Some things are obvious. Corporate representatives would stick to debating the facts they dispute without attacking their critics’ motives, and they would resist the temptation to glorify their own motives or believe themselves victims of a witch hunt. They would not deceptively channel their views through front groups. They would recognize that their corporate interests inevitably create bias, so they would try to find and support truly independent expert assessments of the issue. They would not exaggerate doubts about the threat or expect to be able to continue the suspect behavior until all doubts are resolved, recognizing that at some point they should cease the behavior unless they can prove it is safe. And they would respect the legitimacy of efforts by other segments of society—like scientists, activists, media, and government—to investigate the threat and take steps to reduce it. Accepting the legitimate role of others will require a conscious effort to see beyond the corporation’s interests to consider what is good for society, and we should recognize that this broader perspective will be hard to achieve given the financial incentives, tribal instincts, and other denial-promoting factors at play.
Some people are trying to create businesses that have a built-in social perspective using what are called “benefit corporations.” These are corporations formed under laws already on the books in most US states allowing corporations to explicitly embrace not just the pursuit of profit but the pursuit of a general public benefit. Benefit corporations also have higher transparency standards and must publicly report on their social impacts with reference to third-party standards. Still other corporations around the world call themselves B Corporations because they have amended their corporate charters to incorporate broader social goals and have been certified by the nonprofit B Lab as creating value for stakeholders other than shareholders. These are all encouraging experiments in how the corporate form might be used in more publicly beneficial ways, reflecting an important threshold recognition that corporations are human constructs that could be creatively altered to enshrine a different social norm. However, these altered forms are voluntary, and those most prone to causing harm and denying it will not adopt them.
What about mandatory changes in the corporate structure? We might be seeing the beginning of a long-overdue reimagining of the corporation, revisiting the terms of the social contract that creates them. For example, Germany requires large corporate employers to have on their boards members elected by the workers rather than just by the shareholders, and legislation promoting something similar has been introduced in the US Congress. This particular reform would not necessarily reduce corporate denial about social and environmental impacts—in my experience, coal miners deny climate change just as reliably as coal mine owners—but it is an example of how corporate law might be altered to promote not just shareholder interests but something broader in exchange for the benefits of incorporation. Future generations may look back at today and wonder why we accepted so uncritically for so long a basic institutional structure devised for an earlier century, despite profound changes in our values, our technologies, and the challenges we face.
Deep reform of the corporate structure, if it happens, will likely unfold slowly. To reduce the damage of corporate denial in the meantime, we will need pressure from forces outside the corporate world—the countervailing social norms, institutions, and laws that have long confronted corporate denial. History shows that these forces assert themselves in waves, which then ebb until problems reach a level that prompts the next wave.
THE NEXT WAVE: CHANGING THE BALANCE OF POWER
Every few decades, America grows alarmed at the accumulation and abuse of corporate power and pushes back. The abuses of the Gilded Age, for example, prompted the Progressive Movement and Theodore Roosevelt’s trust-busting campaigns. Roosevelt warned in 1910 that “one of the most sinister manifestations of great corporate wealth during recent years has been its tendency to interfere and dominate in politics.” He also reminded Americans that “the corporation is the creature of government, and the people have the right to handle it as they desire; all they need pay attention to is the expediency of realizing this right in some way that shall be productive of good and not harm.”
Later, the Great Depression led to New Deal laws governing securities, banking, and labor. And the post–World War II economic boom created new industrial threats that eventually led to the environmental and consumer laws of the 1960s and 1970s. Critics in all these eras labelled these limits on corporate power socialism or communism and warned of the demise of capitalism. As both fans and critics of capitalism have long argued, though, these reforms more likely preserved capitalism by reducing the public harms and increasing the public benefits of corporate activity.
Unlike these earlier eras, the recent financial crisis has not yet led to a reduction in corporate power, except somewhat within the financial industry. On the contrary, corporations have continued to concentrate their economic and political power, thanks largely to the constitutional rights courts have granted them over more than a century and especially in the last decade. Until recently, states could regulate corporate political spending to curb what the Supreme Court recognized as “the corrosive and distorting effects of immense aggregations of wealth that are accumulated with the help of the corporate form and that have little or no correlation to the public’s support for the corporation’s political ideas.” But that view was rejected in the Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision granting protection to corporate campaign-related spending under the First Amendment.
The Citizens United decision has proven strikingly unpopular. A 2015 poll showed nearly eight in ten Americans opposed it (proving that the social norm alone does not automatically determine policy), and nineteen states have called for a constitutional amendment to overturn it. More significantly, capitalism itself is becoming increasingly unpopular, especially among young people. A 2018 Gallup poll found that only 45 percent of Americans between eighteen and twenty-nine have a positive view of capitalism, compared to 68 percent in 2010. Among respondents over age fifty, 60 percent had a positive view of capitalism in 2018, a still surprisingly low endorsement of this pillar of American life and mainstay of political rhetoric. As with so many other things, there is a partisan divide: among US Democrats in 2018, Gallup found 47 percent had a positive view of capitalism, compared to 71 percent of Republicans.
This poll found that Americans under age thirty were actually more positive about socialism (51 percent) than they were about capitalism, though given how the term socialism has been splashed around over the years, it is hard to know precisely what this means. Still, although the sustained effort by libertarians to delegitimize government regulation of market activity has been remarkably successful in influencing policy, it has clearly not led to a widespread public embrace of unfettered markets.
The growing dissatisfaction with capitalism might be traced to growing income inequality, demographic changes in employment due to globalization and information technologies, the decline of unions, and the trauma of the financial crisis. For many, it also reflects alarm over climate change and our inability to address it. The need to both slash emissions and cope with a rising toll of climate-related disasters is driving calls for a broader shift away from the values of the marketplace and toward, in the words of author and social activist Naomi Klein, “an alternative worldview to rival the one at the heart of the ecological crisis—embedded in interdependence rather than hyper-individualism, reciprocity rather than dominance, and cooperation rather than hierarchy.”
The shrinking support for capitalism and the growing popularity of political candidates embracing the socialist label suggest that another wave of reforms reducing corporate political power may be on its way. Truly limiting that power in the United States may have to wait for major changes on the Supreme Court or even a constitutional amendment, but laws in the meantime could reduce the political influence of corporate money through greater public funding for elections. Laws could also require corporations to reveal just how much they are spending to influence public policy, or otherwise shine a light on the influence of dark money.
Reducing corporations’ power over our democracy will not necessarily reduce the incidence of corporate denial, but it will reduce the likelihood such denial can succeed in perpetuating the harm in question. It would surely mean more restrictions on harmful activities like pollution, and it could lead to more systematic oversight and reform of industries found to pose particularly grave threats. Reducing corporate political power might also result in corporations playing a smaller role in our economy, with more human needs met by other organizations. The role of nonprofits could grow, especially in education and health care, and we may decide that some services are better delivered by the public sector. People working in nonprofits or the public sector will not be immune to pressures to deny any harms they may cause, but that denial will not be amplified by the fiercely competitive mindset, the tight focus on profit, and the justifying market ideology that give corporate denial such force and momentum.
The current political divisions in the United States make it hard to imagine truly sweeping political changes, and we are in political waters so uncharted that predictions are particularly speculative. But clearly, social norms are in flux, and we should try to imagine how they might be shifted to advance the greater good.
• • • • •
One pattern illustrated in this book is the rise of social harms caused by corporate denial, followed much later by a social response to reduce those harms. If that pattern holds, social efforts will eventually repair some of the damage corporate denial has done to the public’s faith in science and government. Society will find ways to overcome the political polarization to which corporate denial has contributed, including by slowly rebuilding trust in a more broadly shared, evidence-based reality. We will reduce the threat posed by corporate denial by striking a better balance of power between corporations and other social forces, and we may even reduce the frequency of corporate denial by reforming corporate culture and structure.
I hope that efforts to reduce corporate denial and its impacts will benefit from growing insights about human nature and how the world we build can bring out the best in us or the worst. The history of corporate denial shows that people can be morally and cognitively blinded by the social norms they collectively embrace, but it also shows that people can change those norms in a collective push toward enlightenment.
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CHAPTER 6. “PSYCHOLOGICAL CRUTCHES”
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