ENVR E-130 / DHPP-347
Global Climate Change: The Science, Social Impact and
Diplomacy of a World Environmental Crisis

Knowledge, Belief & Behavior:
Can We Change Our Mind?

Timothy C. Weiskel

William R. Moomaw and Timothy C. Weiskel

Harvard University Extension School
Spring Semester - Session 3
e | 15 February 2007




Early Climate Change Science

Joseph Fourrier theorized that atmosphere
must be preventing heat from escaping
and therefore Earth is warmer than would
be predicted by simple solar incidence and
radiation.



Early Climate Change Science

Joseph Fourrier theorized that atmosphere
must be preventing heat from escaping
and therefore Earth is warmer than would
be predicted by simple solar incidence and
radiation.

John Tyndall (1859) discovered CO2
“traps” heat.



Early Climate Change Science

Joseph Fourrier theorized that atmosphere must
be preventing heat from escaping and therefore
Earth is warmer than would be predicted by
simple solar incidence and radiation.

John Tyndall (1859) discovered CO2 “traps” heat.

Svante Arrhenius (1896) asks what if CO2
variation in atmosphere were related to the
procession and recession of continental ice
sheets?

e Calculates how variation in CO2 would affect
temperature

e Notes that human activity adds CO2 to atmosphere
on a scale with natural processes.
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Theory precedes evidence
 Theory generates a “model.”
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e Calculations are used to project future states of affairs
* Projections are tested against collected data.

* Note: data is usually sought only after theory projects
that they should exist.
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What Can’t Happen, Won't Happen...(l think)

Theory precedes evidence
 Theory generates a “model.”
Model stimulates calculations.
Calculations are used to project future states of affairs
Projections are tested against collected data.

Note: data is usually sought only after theory projects that
they should exist.

If theory doesn’t “expect” some state of affairs, it may
not be noticed.

“This isn’t happening because it can’t happen....Or Is it?”

We say, “I'll believe it when | see it”
BUT in fact the reverse is true “I'll see it when | believe it.”
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Scientists €> “Worldview”

Prevailing view of the Earth system and of
human’s role in the ecosystem prevented
scientists (and society) from recognizing the
Importance of Arrhenius’s work.

“Worldview” = “...a view of the natural world that
was so widespread that most people thought of
It as plain common sense.” (Weart, p. 8).

“This view of Nature — suprahuman, benevolent,
and inherently stable — lay deep in most human
cultures.”

Well, not quite... Actually it was a relatively recent
view of the natural world corresponding to the
arrogance and hubris of an expanding,
predatory industrial society.
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What if any one or all of these premises turn

our to be Iincorrect?

What Iif “Nature” turned out not to be entirely
suprahuman? That is, what if collective human
activity on a large scale could alter “natural”
process?

OR what if “Nature” turned out to be not so
“benevolent” to humans? After all, geologists had
Information of climates quite “hostile” to humans
from their evidence of previous ice ages.

OR what Iif the whole system turned out not to be
stable, but perhaps inherently unstable --
perpetually changing, perhaps oscillating,
animated by continuous feedback loops?
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Our Beliefs Inform and Constrain Knowledge

All these premises had much more to do with beliefs than
with knowledge

What do you do when knowledge sytems conflict
with belief systems?

Either you:
Throw out the knowledge that “doesn’t fit.”
Or you
Change your beliefs.

Or you “put it on the back burner” to deal with later...
meanwhile received beliefs persist...

But how can you change received beliefs?
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...only with great difficulty...

That Is, changing beliefs is not easy...

It turns out that changing our cultural beliefs is not
always easy. In fact, it is one of the hardest
things for humans to accomplish.

In some fundamental respects, In fact, it may not
be possible for humans to “change their minds.”

It IS not yet clear, for example, that despite our
best efforts we will ever be able to transcend our
basic anthropocentrism....

Yet, unless we do, we may not be able to survive
sustainably in our complex ecosystem.....

So what are cultural beliefs?
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What are the features of a Cultural Phenomena?

Cultural Phenomena are:

- learned, unconscious, collective patterns of
thought and behavior.

That Is:

- they are learned -- not genetically inherited or
“Instinctive”

- they are unconscious -- learned long before
and mdependently of reflection. (therefore hard
to get at and ‘see’ in one’s own culture; more
visible in other peoples’s cultures);

and

- they are collective or shared -- not
idiosyncratic.
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What are beliefs?

“Beliefs are those things which control
your behavior when you don’t know
what you are doing.”

Cultural beliefs have both changing content
and enduring structure, so we need to...
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(2) key features:
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and

Content
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Structure i1s more enduring than content...

Of the two features -- structure and content --
structure Is far more important in controlling
belief and behavior and far more enduring
over time. For this reason the structure of
belief Is much less amenable to conscious
change or alteration. It is much more subtle
and difficult to reverse.

Locating the structure of a cultural category is
like searching for the grammar of cultural
discourse beneath the surface utterances of
content.

(The analogy Is to “structural linguistics”
not “comparative literature.” )
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Analyzing the ‘Grammar’ of Cultural Discourse

Consider some examples from the study of the
‘grammar’ of language:

What is the structure of the utterance:
“John went to the store.” ?

IS It the same as:
“Jane went to Los Angeles” ?

We know these as English because we know
the words but also because we know that they
have an English grammatical structure:

[subject-verb-object].
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Encountering implicit structure

Consider the following utterance:

Igglesquiggstrazedwamblyintheharrishgoop

What does this mean?
Is this English?

Does an utterance have to mean something to be
considered ‘English’?

In what way can structure (as opposed to content)
convey meaning? Can the structural meaning of
moral propositions be as important as their
cultural content?



Can you ‘diagram’ the structure of the utterance?

Igglesquiggstrazedwamblyintheharrishgoop



What is its Structure?
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What is its Structure?

Igglesquiggstrazedwamblyintheharrishgoop

Igglesquiggs | trazedwamblyintheharrishgoop

squiggs trazed
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The Changing Content & Enduring
Structure of Belief

Most of difficulties with perceiving new climate
evidence had to do with our inability to believe what
we perceived.

Belief — especially the structure of belief — persists
even when the informational content of scientific
Inquiry changes.

The structure of belief is defended against the
evidence.

Consider the enduring structure of “exceptionalism” in
all Abramic religions....
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Reality Is often denied in defense of the
self-affirming features of a worldview....

In all societies characterized by partial, specialized
or restricted literacy a great deal of intellectual
energy Is always devoted to denying the
Importance of new data and new facts.

Evidence for new phenomena needs to be ‘squared’

with the expectations for what constitutes data in
the existing texts (paradigms). If the new
phenomena does not conform to what Is expected,
they aare often rejected and their importance Is
denie

Consider the evolution of the worldview in grain-
based agricultural societies of the “ancient” Near
East....
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“Western” religions emerge abruptly within the Middle
East in a comparatively short sliver of historical time —
(and they are often “frozen” in their earliest forms because of
the “tyranny of text.”)

But first, remember the scale of the human enterprise.....

Seemingly “ancient” religions are really only recent human
constructions. They are artifacts of writing systems,
dating from only the last five or six thousand years or
roughly 0.5- 0.6% of human history. (5-6,000 out of 1 M
years).

Hence, much of human religious understanding of the
universe is unknown and probably unknowable to us --
although vestigial foraging societies may give us some
clues.

The guestion then becomes:

 Why did western religions “flower” or “explode” all of
a sudden in history?



Anthropological approach:
Emphasis is upon a functional understanding of religions

Formal religions emerge primarily to mediate enduring
anomalies and establish understandings about the
existing world as part of the created order Iin the
universe.

Religions provide plausible accounts of the ultimate
mysteries of existence -- origin of things, the problem
of evil, the reasons for suffering innocence, and the
meaning of death -- through the elaboration of
narratives.

Once narratives are committed to writing, however,
literacy begins to have a radical transformative
Impact on the whole human enterprise for two
contradictory reasons.



Literacy both liberates and entraps human
cultural evolution

Literacy “liberates” cultural evolution in this
sense:

The technology of literacy radically enhances the

capacities of human societies in some respects:
record keeping (taxation, military conscription)

conventions of ownership (land and non-bullion
money)

Inter-generational debt/wealth accumulation,
Inheritance, trans-generational debt collection, etc.
are all enabled or enhanced by the technology of
literacy



But literacy is also a “break” on
the evolution of belief...

BUT literacy also radically arrests and
freezes the nature of human thinking in
other respects. Ideas not only can be
preserved, but soon a social class

emerges that insists that certain ideas
MUST be preserved.



But literacy is also a “break” on
the evolution of belief...

BUT literacy also radically arrests and freezes the
nature of human thinking in other respects. ldeas
not only can be preserved, but soon a social
class emerges that insists that certain ideas
MUST be preserved.

Writing Is a form of culture that takes an effort to
learn. Some people must teach it, others learn it,
and much of this depends upon the fidelity of
replication. Success Is, in the first instance,
measured in terms of faithfully replicating the
thought of others.
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With writing, narratives can become fixed,
and frozen in time; ...orthodoxy cripples perception.

Those in charge of teaching literacy become the guardians of
the acceptable narratives.

It is in this manner that orthodoxy is born. Whole groups of
people are recruited to defend its claims of truth.

Once a particular narrative has become ‘canonized,” mere
experience cannot over-ride it. Experience is checked
against the authority of text, the narrative, the orthodox
understanding of truth.

More often than not, the text — not reason, not observation,

not experience, -- becomes the arbiter of the truth about
reality.

Truth claims which ignore the text are labeled ‘blasphemy.’
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Thus, the emergence of literacy marks a radical disjunction in
the relation of humans to the natural world.

The sensibilities of foraging societies toward their
environment are proverbial and profound -- deep seated
habits of mind, heart and behavior, linked to the rhythms
and cycles of nature.

Alas, the sensibilities of these societies stand only as a
distant memory or perhaps as wistful hope for the (as yet
unrealized) potential of human sensitivity toward the
environment.

Since the emergence of writing and the wealth accumulation
and state formation that accompanied it, our knowledge
systems and our belief systems have been torn apart.

What you know to be true can be -- and often is -- radically
different from what you profess to believe.
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Abramic religions see humans as separate from nature
and potentially in charge of it....

All of Western culture -- influenced by the Abramic religious
worldview -- seems, in the last 1% of human history, to
have become convinced that as a species we are In
charge of the whole ecosystem.

This worldview would have been a silly -- even laughable --
outlook to any foraging culture of the kind that
characterized over 99% of human history.

But foraging cultures have been wiped out or marginalized
In the last 1% of human history by expanding grain-
based agricultural societies. Ever since this ecological
process began the illusion of human control over the
ecosystem has become the dominant public worldview.



This has often led to what
David Ehrenfeld has called the
I “arrogance of humanism” —
TH Y examples abound....

| | \ This thinking is often driven by
| an unqualifled commitment to
iIdeologies and worldviews

OF derived from the late-bronze
age/early-iron age experience

In the Palestinian hill country.*
These cultural assumptions
need to be reexamined in our

) day. We need to move beyond
DENI ] EI lel]fel the exceptionalism inherent in
anthropocentrism if we wish to
survive as a species in a
complex ecosystem
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Our Real Uniqueness...

Our sense of “control” and entitlement is largely
an illusion in ecosystemic terms, sustained,
not by our knowledge, but by the enduring
structure of our religiously held beliefs —
particularly the belief in techno-scientific
salvationism. (“While Angels Weep...")
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Our Real Uniqueness...

Our sense of “control” and entitlement is largely
an illusion in ecosystemic terms, sustained,
not by our knowledge, but by the enduring
structure of our religiously held beliefs —
particularly the belief in techno-scientific
salvationism. (“While Angels Weep...")

We need now to overcome the deep seated
“exceptionalism” at the core of this cultural
myopia. ( The Need for Miracles...” )
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Our Real Uniqueness...

Our real uniqgueness lies not in our status as a species
set apart from nature but rather in our ability to see
ourselves as a species embedded within natural
processes -- which we can potentially come to
understand and learn to live within.

This understanding is both unigue to our species and
uniqgue to our cultural moment in evolutionary
history. As scientists have pointed out: ‘It Is the
first time that human beings have known...”

But do we believe this? Can we change our beliefs to
accommodate our new knowledge in time to change
our behavior?
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