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From Anti-Government to Anti-Science: 
Why Conservatives Have Turned  

Against Science

Naomi Oreskes & Erik M. Conway

Empirical data do not support the conclusion of a crisis of public trust in science. 
They do support the conclusion of a crisis of conservative trust in science: polls show 
that American attitudes toward science are highly polarized along political lines. In 
this essay, we argue that conservative hostility toward science is rooted in conserva-
tive hostility toward government regulation of the marketplace, which has morphed 
in recent decades into conservative hostility to government, tout court. This distrust 
was cultivated by conservative business leaders for nearly a century, but took strong 
hold during the Reagan administration, largely in response to scientific evidence of 
environmental crises that invited governmental response. Thus, science–particu-
larly environmental and public health science–became the target of conservative 
anti-regulatory attitudes. We argue that contemporary distrust of science is mostly 
collateral damage, a spillover from carefully orchestrated conservative distrust of 
government. 

In 2020, scientists performed an astonishing feat. In less than one year, they 
produced not one but several safe and effective vaccines against the novel 
coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2. Yet, by the summer of 2021, barely half of all Amer-

icans had been fully vaccinated, even though free vaccines were widely avail-
able. By the autumn of 2021, ten thousand deaths following vaccination had been  
reported, and only six positively attributed to the vaccine, with more than four 
hundred and fifty million vaccine doses administered. This is a vaccine-death rate 
of 0.00000001 percent.1 Yet public health officials still struggled to persuade the 
remaining Americans to get vaccinated. 

Commentators have read this opposition as evidence of a crisis of public 
trust in science. Crisis-in-science narratives are widespread in both the scientific  
literature and in mass-media reporting, but the available evidence does not sup-
port the narrative.2 The General Social Survey has long included a question about 
trust in the leaders of major institutions, and its polling shows that most Amer-
icans evince confidence in scientific institutions. In 2021, the largest share of re-
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spondents answered that they had “a great deal of confidence,” rather than “only 
some” or “hardly any” confidence, in scientific institutions.3 In fact, scientific and 
medical leaders are generally second only to military leaders in public estima-
tion.4 Moreover–and contrary to popular impression–overall trust in scientific 
leaders has not changed since the 1970s. A 2018 poll by Research!America found 
that more than 70 percent of Americans believe that government investments in 
science and technology pay off in the long run. A recent report by the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences that analyzed the Research!America poll, as well 
as other data, found that most Americans view scientific research as beneficial, 
support an active role for science and scientists in public life, trust scientists to tell 
the truth and report findings accurately, and believe that scientists should play a 
major role in shaping public policy with respect to health and the environment.5 

These findings do not support the conclusion of a crisis of public trust in sci-
ence. However, available data do support the conclusion of a crisis of conservative 
trust in science. Reaction to scientific findings is highly polarized, with Republi-
can voters and self-identified conservatives far more likely than Democrats and 
self-identified liberals to reject consensus scientific findings, particularly in the 
areas of climate change and COVID-19 response. In 2020, 88 percent of Demo-
crats agreed with scientific findings that climate change was a major threat to the 
well-being of the United States, but only 31 percent of Republicans thought so.6 
Similarly, 94 percent of Democrats believe that the documented increase in global 
temperature is due to human activities (again, consistent with the scientific con-
sensus), but only 69 percent of Republicans do. When it comes to the question 
of whether the globe is warming at all, the proportion of Republicans accepting  
that conclusion has decreased since 2000, from about 75 percent to only about 
55 percent, even as scientists have declared the fact of global warming to be  
“unequivocal.”7 These patterns cannot be linked in any obvious way to who holds 
the presidency. Democratic acceptance of climate science and concern about 
climate change increased during both the Obama and Trump administrations, 
but Republican views were largely unchanged until 2019, when extreme weath-
er events–including the largest fire in California history–may have shifted some 
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effect on society,” from 70 percent in January 2019 to 54 percent in March 2021, 
with no similar decline among Democrats.11

These patterns cannot be attributed to scientific illiteracy. Researchers have 
found that scientific literacy and educational attainment do not predict attitudes 
related to specific science controversies. In general, higher education correlates 
with positive perceptions of science, yet highly educated Republicans are more 
likely than less educated ones to reject climate science or think that scientists 
are exaggerating the threat.12 People who reported in the spring of 2021 that they 
would “definitely not” get the COVID-19 vaccine–as compared with those plan-
ning to “wait and see”–were not so much uneducated as overwhelmingly Repub-
lican (67 percent versus 12 percent Democrat).13 During the summer and autumn 
of 2021, this partisan gap grew, even as the scientific evidence of vaccine safety 
and efficacy also grew. These patterns of partisan polarization confirm an argu-
ment we have already made elsewhere: the sources of science rejection lay not in 
the science itself, but in prior political and ideological beliefs and commitments. 

In our 2010 book Merchants of Doubt, we showed that climate-change denial was 
grounded in conservative hostility toward “Big Government,” in particular the idea 
that government regulation of the marketplace–whether in response to environmen-
tal issues, public health crises, or other social problems–was a step on a slippery slope 
toward socialism.14 Also in 2010, Aaron M. McCright and Riley E. Dunlap proposed 
that American conservatives tended to reject “impact” sciences–those concerned 
with identifying environmental and health damages–but not “production” sciences, 
those that support business and industry.15 In other words, conservatives are not re-
jecting science tout court, but rejecting sciences that undergird or might be perceived to 
demonstrate the need for government action. The problem with the “impact” fram-
ing, however, is that any science can become an impact science if scientists discov-
er something that points to the need for government regulation. The scientists who 
discovered the ozone hole and acid rain did not think of themselves as environmen-
talists, or even environmental scientists. But they discovered problems created by ac-
tivities such as burning fossil fuels, driving cars, and using refrigerants that could only 
be fixed by measures to reduce or otherwise control those activities. The solutions in-
volved national government regulations and international treaties. The “merchants 
of doubt” did not oppose these laws and treaties because they doubted the science; 
they doubted the science because they opposed these laws and treaties.

Citizens protesting COVID-19 mandates have not for the most part questioned 
the science but have carried placards equating mask mandates with government 
tyranny and denial of personal liberty.16 When they have questioned the science, 
it has often been in the context of questioning the basis for government mandates 
that they oppose on other grounds.

All of these challenges lead to the question: Why do American conservatives 
distrust government? It is not obvious that conservatives, who historically have 
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each other, supported each other intellectually and financially, and used this mu-
tual support to expand their influence. 

In this essay, we identify four instances when conservative businessmen and 
intellectuals purposefully advanced distrust in government to influence public 
opinion: a propaganda campaign launched in the 1920s by leaders in the electric-
ity industry to fight government involvement in electricity markets, and contin-
ued in the 1930s and 1940s by the National Association of Manufacturers to fight 
the New Deal; the promotion by private philanthropists of pro-market, anti-gov-
ernment ideology at the University of Chicago; the transmogrification of Ronald 
Reagan from New Deal Democrat to anti-government Republican under the in-
fluence of General Electric executives, and the launch of his political career with 
the financial support of those executives; and, crucially, the Reagan presidency, 
during which science became collateral damage of this anti-government ideology.

In the early twentieth century, electricity was mostly monopolized by the entre-
preneurs whose for-profit business made the required machinery–famously,  
Thomas Edison and George Westinghouse–and the private utilities that ex-

ploited that machinery, including Edison Electric. Their companies and utilities 
were extraordinarily successful: Edison and Westinghouse became household 
names as electricity lit up cities and urban homes across the country.25 

Rural customers wanted electricity as much as their urban counterparts–and 
many observers argued that they needed it more–but electrical utilities had ne-
glected them. In Pennsylvania in the 1920s, only about 10 percent of rural resi-
dents had access to an electricity grid.26 Moreover, country folks who were for-
tunate enough to have access paid much higher rates–often double their urban 
counterparts’–leaving many farmers unable to afford electricity even when it was 
offered.27 

Outside the United States, electricity was generally not viewed as a commodity 
like corn or pork bellies to be bought and sold at a profit, but as a public good like 
water or sewers that demanded government engagement to ensure equitable dis-
tribution. In Germany and France, electricity generation was developed as a public 
utility; in the United Kingdom, Parliament nationalized electricity generation.28 
The contrast in outcome was stark: by the 1920s, nearly 70 percent of Northern 
European farmers had electricity, but fewer than 10 percent of U.S. farmers did.29 

Against this backdrop, reformers such as Pennsylvania Governor Gifford Pin-
chot argued the need for greater government involvement in electricity markets. In 
response, the National Electric Light Association (NELA) launched a massive pro-
paganda campaign that included, among other things, the hiring of academics to 
rewrite textbooks and develop curricula to promote pro-market, anti-government  
perspectives in emerging business schools and economics programs across the 
country. They also recruited experts to write reports “proving” that private elec-
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tricity was cheaper than public electricity, despite available facts that showed 
otherwise. 

NELA also promoted the larger argument that private property was the foun-
dation of the American life, so any attempt to interfere with the private electricity 
industry threatened to undermine that way of life. Opinions to the contrary (they 
claimed) were unsound, socialistic, and fundamentally un-American. 

When the Federal Trade Commission later investigated NELA’s activities, they 
concluded that “private utilities, led by [their] industry trade group, the National 
Electric Light Association” had “mounted a large and sophisticated propaganda 
campaign that placed particular emphasis on making the case for private owner-
ship to the press and in schools and universities.”30 Historian David Nye concurs: 
“The thousands of pages of testimony revealed a systematic covert attempt to 
shape opinion in favor of private utilities, in which half-truths and at times out-
right lies presented municipal utilities in a consistently bad light” and private util-
ities in a good light.31 Historian Ronald Kline calls the campaign “underhanded” 
and “unethical.”32

The Federal Trade Commission found that the “character and objective of 
these activities was fully recognized by NELA and its sponsors as propaganda,” 
and that, in their internal correspondence, they “boasted that the ‘public pays’ the 
expense.”33 Ernest Gruening, a journalist at the time who later served as the terri-
torial governor of Alaska and then as U.S. Senator, noted that when the presiding 
judge in the hearings asked if NELA had neglected any form of publicity, its Direc-
tor of Public Information replied: “Only one, and that is sky-writing.”34

I n the 1930s, as the Great Depression unfolded and the failures of the market-
place seemed to demand government response, the National Association of 
Manufacturers (NAM) reprised the NELA effort with a multimillion-dollar 

propaganda campaign to convince the American people that–despite all the ap-
parent evidence to the contrary–American business and industry were working 
just fine. They argued that the real causes of the Great Depression were the unrea-
sonable demands made by unionized labor, coupled with excessive government 
interference in the affairs of business and federal taxation that starved industry of 
the monies it needed to expand productive capacity. 

Using print media, radio, and film, NAM ran a propaganda campaign that last-
ed into the 1940s to influence what newspapers had to say about the economy and 
American life, what teachers taught in the classroom, and what the American 
people came to believe about the federal government. NAM’s president cited the 
famed tobacco industry strategist Edward Bernays as the sort of authority whose 
help NAM should (and later would) seek.35 NAM sent pamphlets, leaflets, comic 
strips, and push surveys to newspaper editors and radio stations across the coun-
try, as well as materials to member companies to help them persuade their work-
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Despite these exceptional efforts, and despite NAM’s advancing steps to-
ward their goal, some American businessmen thought NAM had not been 
aggressive enough in fighting government encroachment in the affairs of 

business. One was Harold Luhnow, a businessman from Missouri and head of the 
libertarian Volker Foundation. Another was Jasper Crane, a former DuPont ex-
ecutive. Crane felt that NAM focused too much on the details of commerce and 
not enough on the vision of the society they wanted to build and sustain. They 
were also too willing to compromise. The battle for a free society needed to be car-
ried forward by “a cadre of intellectuals and businessmen that would be absolutely 
committed to the market.”51 Historian Kim Phillips-Fein quotes Crane: “I have been 
wondering whether we ought to attempt to mobilize a few men who are absolutely  
sound in the faith and will not compromise, who are earnest in thinking, talking and 
writing for freedom, and who are resolved to uphold it at any personal sacrifice.”52 

Crane and Luhnow decided to develop and fund a project to move the pub-
lic conversation–and thereby American society–in the spirit of Karl Marx, but 
in the opposite direction. They despised Marx, but thought that he was correct 
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like-minded economists was George Stigler, who would produce an edited ver-
sion of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations that expunged nearly all of Smith’s  
caveats, including his discussion of the need for bank regulation, for adequate 
wages for workers, and for taxation for public goods, like roads and bridges. 
Another was Aaron Director, who developed a project making the case against  
anti-trust enforcement.56 A third was Milton Friedman.

Hayek never wrote the American Road to Serfdom, but Milton Friedman did. 
His best-selling book 
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divisible, so any government action in the marketplace–even if well-intentioned 
and seemingly warranted–would put us on the slippery slope to socialism, or 
worse. In effect, American manufacturers had manufactured a myth.

But despite the hard sell, for the most part, Americans weren’t buying. FDR 
was the longest serving president in American history, elected and reelected four 
times, and in 1948, his vice president, Harry Truman, had won reelection in his 
own right. When Dwight Eisenhower was elected in 1952–the first Republican  
president since Herbert Hoover–it was as a centrist seeking to avoid excessive 
power concentration in either state or private hands.59 Eisenhower not only sup-
ported Social Security, but expanded it. With respect to the New Deal, he famous-
ly wrote that “should any political party attempt to abolish social security, unem-
ployment insurance, and eliminate labor laws and farm programs, you would not 
hear of that party again. . . . There is a tiny splinter group, of course, that believes 
you can do these things,” but “their number is negligible and they are stupid.”60 
Barry Goldwater was one of that small number, and in 1964, he had suffered a 
crushing defeat.61 Ordinary Americans–especially working- and middle-class 
Americans–saw the government as their ally because, for most of the twentieth 
century, it was.62 

Twenty years later, however, the picture was different, and the person who did 
the most to change it was Ronald Reagan. The “Gipper” flipped the national nar-
rative from one in which government existed to address the needs of the people to 
one in which government blocked people’s aspirations. In the 1920s, Americans 
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anti-union, pro-management, right-wing Republican. Moreover, while the Amer-
ican people knew Reagan as the host of GE Theatre, that was only half of his job. 
The other half was as the public face of a massive PR program designed to con-
vince GE’s workers and citizens in their communities of the greatness of Ameri-
can capitalism and the threat represented by Big Government.

Reagan’s mentor in this work was GE executive Lemuel Boulware, whose  
anti-union tactics were so extreme they earned a name: Boulwarism. (They also 
earned GE several indictments for federal labor law violations.) Boulware’s poli-
tics became Reagan’s politics, and GE’s vision Reagan’s vision.70 Reagan’s political  
fortunes were transformed as well, as he emerged from GE with powerful backers 
in corporate America who helped him launch his political career. 

In later years, Reagan would assemble a forceful coalition of business lead-
ers, social conservatives, evangelical Protestants, and disaffected blue-collar  
Democrats that would propel him to the presidency, but this was not the coalition 
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hole, Reagan eventually signed the Montreal Protocol, the international treaty 
that controlled ozone-destroying chemicals, but not before some of his advisors 
and cabinet members disputed the science behind stratospheric ozone depletion; 
later, they would question the emerging evidence of global warming.

Reagan’s successor, George H.W. Bush, tried to balance the demands of en-
vironmental protection and the marketplace. He championed the 1990 Clean 
Air Act amendments that instituted a market mechanism–emissions trading–
to control the pollution that was causing acid rain. He also established the U.S. 
Global Climate Research program to improve scientific understanding of climate 
change, and agreed to a complete ban on the chemicals responsible for strato-
spheric ozone depletion. But Bush was a one-term president, in part because his 
moderate and fact-based positions were out of step with an emerging Republican 
ideology that took no prisoners when it came to climate change. Under Reagan, a 
precedent had been established: to question science that illuminated any problem 
that invited (or worse, seemed to demand) government action. 

Conservative resistance to scientific findings emerged originally in environ-
mental and public health domains, where markets had created the problems, like 
diseases caused by tobacco use, acid rain caused by electric power generation, or 
the ozone hole caused by chemicals used in refrigeration and propellants.73 But it 
would be wrong to say that the trigger was “regulatory” science or impact science, 
because much of the relevant science emerged in the context of basic research, 
such as the work in forest ecology and soil science that established the problem 
of acid precipitation.74 Some of it emerged in the context of applied science that 
conservatives supported, such as the work in the 1950s and 1960s on weather mod-
ification–much of it funded by the U.S. military–that contributed to predicting 
global warming. But in time, animus toward specific scientific findings spilled 
over into animus toward science, generally. One telling example involves the Big 
Bang theory, which Christian conservatives once welcomed, as it seemed (in con-
trast to steady state theories) to affirm that the universe had a beginning. But then 
Christian conservatives turned against the theory.75 From the 1990s onwards, to 
be an American conservative increasingly meant being distrustful of science. 

By the 2020s, Republicans leaders were rejecting factual evidence on a host of 
problems that pointed to the need for the government to act in ways that could in-
fringe upon business or personal liberty–from gun control and the opioid crisis 
to the safety of vaccination and efficacy of mask mandates. They were also attack-
ing scientists–particularly those engaged in climate research–subjecting them 
to hostile congressional inquiries, Freedom of Information Act requests, and even 
subpoenas. Conservative activists used lawsuits to try to obtain scientists’ corre-
spondence, hoping to catch them in embarrassing statements.76 Climate scien-
tists were also subject to attacks in conservative media. The message was not that 
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ment. From the 1940s to the 1990s, they worked to embed free-market economic 
thought into the curricula of Protestant seminaries, and placed it in the hands of 
individual ministers and lay readers, so that market fundamentalism became part 
of the identity of American religious fundamentalism. The rise of market funda-
mentalism in America is directly tied to the rise of conservative religion to po-
litical power in the late twentieth century, and vice versa.87 The timing of the  
observed changes in public opinion are consistent with this interpretation.

Because regulatory regimes are located in secular government–and, in the 
United States, typically in the federal government–conservatives encour-
aged by dominant ideologies of the past half-century express broad ani-

mus toward “the government,” and not just toward specific regulatory regimes 
or policy instruments. Yet this does not necessarily imply animus toward science.  
After all, it is logically possible to accept scientific claims–for example, about the 
threat of climate change or the efficacy of masking–and still believe that the gov-
ernment should not do anything about it. And it is logically possible to accept the 
reality of problems identified by scientists, and accept market-based mechanisms 
to address them, as President George H.W. Bush did with acid rain. Thus, conser-
vative distrust of science requires additional explanation, and we find that expla-
nation in the efforts of American business leaders to turn Americans against gov-
ernment regulations, efforts that met success in the Reagan administration and 
have informed conservative thinking since. In short, contemporary conservative 
distrust of science is not really about science. It is collateral damage, a spillover 
effect of distrust in government. Therefore, to rebuild trust in science, we cannot 
simply defend science as an enterprise or demonstrate the integrity of scientists. 
We must address–and counter–prevailing conservative narratives of a govern-
ment that smothers prosperity and threatens the liberties of its people, when it is 
in fact working to sustain and equitably distribute prosperity and protect its peo-
ple from grave threats like climate change. 

authors’ note
This essay is derived from the authors’ forthcoming book, The Big Myth: How Amer-
ican Business Taught Us to Loathe the Government and Love the Free Market (New York: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023).
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