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The	Politics	behind	the	Climate	Change	Debate	

	 In	2013,	a	study	by	Skeptical	Science	was	published	that	showed	97%	of	climate	experts	

agreed	 not	 only	 that	 climate	 change	was	 real	 but	 also	 that	 it	was	 caused	 by	 humans.1	 They	

found	this	by	rating	12,000	abstracts	of	peer-reviewed	climate	science	papers,	which	were	each	

rated	 by	 two	 people	 at	 Skeptical	 Science,	 international	 volunteers,	 and	 the	 scientists	

themselves.	This	is	just	one	of	multiple	studies	that	show	that	there	is	a	scientific	consensus	on	

climate	 change	 being	 real	 and	 happening	 now,	 but	 it	 is	 still	 seen	 as	 a	 major	 debate	 when	

looking	 in	the	political	realm.	 In	fact,	 in	2015	the	Center	for	American	Progress,	a	progressive	

think	tank,	found	that	the	53	percent	(131	members)	of	the	Republican	caucus	in	the	House	of	

Representatives	 and	 70	 percent	 (38	members)	 of	 the	 Republican	 caucus	 in	 the	 Senate	 deny	

human-caused	climate	change.2	While	it	may	be	seen	as	fact	due	to	a	scientific	consensus	with	

thousands	of	peer-reviewed	papers,	there	are	many	reasons	why	there	are	so	many	politicians,	

in	their	states,	during	hearings,	and	even	during	the	presidential	debates,	that	force	this	topic	

to	 be	 a	 debate,	 including:	 needing	 to	 represent	 their	 district,	 getting	 funded	 from	 oil	

companies,	and	religious	ideologies.		

	 One	of	 the	more	 severe	cases	on	 the	 state	 level	 in	 favor	of	 keeping	climate	change	a	

debate	happened	in	March	of	this	year.	In	Florida,	there	was	an	alleged	“unwritten	rule”	where	

the	state’s	environmental	officials	at	the	Florida	Department	of	Environmental	Protection	could	

																																																													
1	Nuccitelli,	Dana.	"Survey	Finds	97%	of	Climate	Science	Papers	Agree	Warming	Is	Man-made."	The	Guardian.	N.p.,	
26	May	2013.	Web.		
2	Germain,	TIffany.	"The	Anti-Science	Climate	Denier	Caucus:	114th	Congress	Edition."	ThinkProgress.	N.p.,	08	Jan.	
2015.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
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not	 use	 the	 phrases	 “climate	 change”,	 “global	 warming”,	 or	 “sustainability”	 in	 any	 official	

communications,	 emails,	 or	 reports.3	 This	 ban	 was	 especially	 shocking	 when	 realizing	 how	

susceptible	Florida	 is	to	the	 impacts	that	climate	change	brings	 including	rising	sea	 levels	and	

more	 frequent	 storms.	 In	 fact,	many	scientists	believe	 that	 the	effects	of	global	warming	will	

impact	 Florida	 the	 greatest	 out	 of	 any	 other	 continental	 region	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 with	 a	

predicted	30%	of	 Florida’s	beaches	under	 threat	over	 the	next	85	 years.4	While	 the	ban	was	

denied	 by	 the	 department,	 another	 state,	 Wisconsin,	 followed	 suit.5	 Both	 of	 these	 were	

politically	 based;	 the	 Florida	 incident	 had	 a	 lot	 of	 ties	 to	 the	 climate-denying	 Governor	 Rick	

Scott	and	 in	Wisconsin	 the	banning	was	proposed	by	 the	newly	elected	State	Treasurer	Matt	

Adamczyk.6	This	kind	of	political	overreach	not	only	is	a	case	of	denying	freedom	of	speech,	but	

also	perpetuates	the	idea	that	climate	change	is	not	real	and	should	continue	to	be	debated.	By	

not	 allowing	 their	 environmental	 departments	 to	 use	 these	 every-day	 terms,	 they	 are	 taking	

away	the	defense	against	them	and	just	pretending	that	it	is	not	true.		

	 This	 is	 also	 the	 case	 in	 many	 Congressional	 hearings.	 One	 example	 that	 became	

somewhat	viral	was	the	incident	of	Jim	Inhofe,	the	chair	of	the	Senate’s	Environment	and	Public	

Works	 Committee,	 throwing	 a	 snowball	 on	 the	 Senate	 floor.	 He	 was	 doing	 this	 to	 disprove	

global	 warming.	 His	 exact	 words	 were	 “We	 keep	 hearing	 that	 2014	 is	 the	 warmest	 year	 on	

record…	It’s	very,	very	cold.	Very	unreasonable”	and	then	threw	a	snowball	as	if	to	prove	that	

because	there	is	snow	on	the	ground,	there	could	not	possibly	be	a	change	in	the	temperature	

																																																													
3	Korton,	Tristram.	"In	Florida,	Officials	Ban	Term	'climate	Change'"	Miamiherald.	N.p.,	8	Mar.	2015.	Web.	Aug.	
2015.	
4	Ibid.	
5	McDonnell,	Tim.	"Another	State	Agency	Just	Banned	the	Words	"climate	Change""	Mother	Jones.	N.p.,	5	Apr.	
2015.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
6	Ibid.	
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of	 our	 climate.7	 While	 this	 was	 one	 of	 the	 more	 outlandish	 arguments	 against	 man-made	

climate	 change	 being	 factual,	 there	 are	 many	 occasions	 of	 denying	 and	 debating	 within	

hearings.	Common	arguments	include	siding	with	the	2%	of	scientists	that	deny	climate	change	

or,	 as	 Jim	 Inhofe	 did,	 saying	 that	 they	 cannot	 feel	 the	 effects	 because	 winters	 are	 cold	 or	

summer	are	hot.	There	is	also	a	strong	base	of	using	religion	as	an	argument,	such	as	in	2014	

when	 Representative	 Doug	 LaMalfa	 of	 California	 stated,	 “The	 climate	 of	 the	 globe	 has	 been	

fluctuating	since	God	created	it.”8	

	 There	are	many	reasons	why	our	political	members	continue	to	view	climate	change	as	

a	debate	even	 though	 there	 is	 a	 large	 amount	of	 scientific	 research	proving	otherwise.	 First,	

they	have	to	represent	their	districts.	 In	2014	there	was	a	study	by	Pew	Research	Center	that	

showed	that	only	half	of	the	American	public	believed	in	human	activity	driving	global	warming	

and	in	2013	only	33%	believed	that	it	was	a	serious	problem.9	Since	50%	of	the	population	does	

not	ascribe	to	the	idea,	that	means	they	vote	for	those	who	represent,	or	pretend	to	represent,	

their	beliefs.	This	may	be	part	of	 the	 reason	why	people	 like	 Jim	 Inhofe	or	Doug	LaMalfa	are	

able	to	deny	man-made	climate	change	but	still	have	support	from	their	constituents.		

	 This	phenomenon	of	both	politicians	and	citizens	denying	climate	change	was	recently	

analyzed	by	Think	Progress,	who	found	that	a	major	reason	was	because	of	“echo	chambers”.10	

As	Think	Progress	explains,	 this	 is	 the	phenomenon	“where	people	surround	themselves	with	

																																																													
7	Bump,	Philip.	"Jim	Inhofe’s	Snowball	Has	Disproven	Climate	Change	Once	and	for	All."	Washington	Post.	The	
Washington	Post,	26	Feb.	2015.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
8	Germain,	Tiffany.	"ThinkProgress."	ThinkProgress	The	AntiScience	Climate	Denier	Caucus	Comments.	N.p.,	26	June	
2013.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
9	Vaidyanathan,	Gayathri.	"Big	Gap	between	What	Scientists	Say	and	Americans	Think	about	Climate	Change."	
Scientific	American	Global	RSS.	N.p.,	n.d.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
10	Atkin,	Emily.	"If	You’ve	Wondered	Why	So	Many	Politicians	Deny	Climate	Change,	Science	Has	Your	Answer."	
ThinkProgress.	N.p.,	27	May	2015.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
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information	that	they	want	to	hear,	and	block	out	the	rest.”	Cases	for	the	general	public	include	

watching,	reading,	or	listening	to	news	sources	that	they	know	share	their	ideological	beliefs.	It	

is	also	a	large	reason	why	politicians	believe	that	the	2%	of	peer-reviewed	literature	that	denies	

climate	 change	 is	 real	 –	 because	 they	 hear	 the	 same	 science	 repeated	 over	 and	 over,	 it	

becomes	 ingrained	 in	 their	 opinions.	 Echo	 chambers	 are	 inevitable	 in	 certain	 ways,	 and	 do	

happen	on	both	sides	of	the	debate,	but	since	there	are	many	more	peer	reviewed	articles	that	

agree	 that	climate	change	 is	occurring,	people	on	 that	 side	have	more	sources	and	examples	

while	people	that	disagree	have	very	few	to	adhere	to.		

	 Another	large	reason	has	to	do	with	funding.	As	many	of	you	know,	there	are	traditional	

sources	that	have	been	funding	campaigns	for	climate	change	deniers,	including	Koch	Industries	

and	Exxon	Mobile.11	This	recently	became	an	even	 larger	 issue	after	the	Supreme	Court	case,	

Citizens	 United	 v.	 FEC	which	 allows	 corporations	 and	 unions	 to	 spend	 unlimited	 amounts	 of	

money	on	campaigns	or	other	political	endeavors.	With	this	as	a	backing,	organizations	that	are	

known	 to	 push	 for	 denying	 climate	 change	 can	 support	 political	 candidates	 that	 share	 their	

views.	In	fact,	during	this	upcoming	2016	election,	Koch	Industries	has	claimed	that	they	will	be	

spending	close	to	$900	million	dollars	on	their	candidate(s)	of	choice.12	Campaigns	rely	heavily	

on	money	and	donations	so	having	this	amount	could	push	a	candidate,	even	one	who	has	a	

minority	opinion,	to	the	front.		

	 One	 last	 reason	 for	 denying	man-made	 climate	 change	 is,	 as	 stated	 before,	 religious	

purposes,	specifically	Christianity.	This	argument	is	not	seen	just	in	the	political	realm,	but	it	is	

																																																													
11	Fischer,	Douglas.	""Dark	Money"	Funds	Climate	Change	Denial	Effort."	Scientific	American	Global.	N.p.,	23	Dec.	
2013.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
12	Confessore,	Nicholas.	"Koch	Brothers’	Budget	of	$889	Million	for	2016	Is	on	Par	With	Both	Parties’	Spending."	
The	New	York	Times.	The	New	York	Times,	26	Jan.	2015.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
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widely	 used.	 Once	 again,	 Jim	 Inhofe	 shows	 up	 in	 this	 discussion.	 He,	 as	 well	 as	many	 other	

conservative	Christians	believes	that	God	would	not	allow	creation	to	be	destroyed	and	ruined	

by	human	activities.	This	was	noticed	when	he	said,	“God’s	still	up	there,	and	the	arrogance	of	

people	 to	 think	 that	 we,	 human	 beings,	 would	 be	 able	 to	 change	 what	 he	 is	 doing	 in	 the	

climate,	 is	 to	 me,	 outrageous.”13	 While	 there	 are	 many	 Christians	 and	 religious	 officials,	

including	the	Pope,	who	believe	that	you	can	use	religion	as	even	more	reason	to	protect	the	

Earth,	 others	 believe	 that	 no	 change	 is	 necessary.	 They	 disagree	 that	 climate	 change	 is	

happening	or	pressing	or	created	by	human	activity.	

	 With	all	of	these	reasons	together,	it	is	no	wonder	why	the	climate	change	“debate”	is	

still	 so	 apparent	 in	American	politics.	However,	 going	down	 the	 list	 of	 climate	 change	denial	

that	 has	 been	 touched	 on,	 including	 district	 representation,	 echo	 chambers,	 funding,	 and	

religious	reasoning,	there	are	strong	arguments	or	ways	to	change	the	other	side	of	the	debate.	

With	 following	 constituent	 ideology,	 education	 may	 be	 the	 first	 step.	 A	 large	 reason	 why	

citizens	deny	climate	change	 is	because	they	are	not	educated	on	the	facts	or	have	not	been	

told	 the	harmful	 every	day	 effects	 that	 climate	 change	has	on	people.	Many	 are	 taught	 that	

science	 is	not	 always	 truthful	or	 correct,	 such	as	being	 told	 that	evolution	 is	 a	 farce	while	 in	

school.	 With	 more	 trust	 in	 science	 comes	 more	 agreeance	 with	 climate	 change	 and	 more	

people	working	together	to	create	necessary	changes.	The	next	reason,	echo	chambers,	can	be	

helped	by	increased	conversations.	Once	again,	this	is	a	problem	with	both	party	lines,	but	all	

politicians	can	benefit	by	learning	more	about	the	other	side	instead	of	just	their	own.	Funding	

is	trickier	because	the	Supreme	Court	case	allows	for	any	company	to	donate	as	much	money	

																																																													
13	Mooney,	Chris.	"How	an	Evangelical	Christian	Climate	Scientist	Gets	Evangelical	Christians	to	Care	About	
Climate."	Slate.	N.p.,	4	May	2014.	Web.	Aug.	2015.	
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as	 they	want,	 so	 there	 is	 no	 real	 solution	 other	 than	 changing	 the	 decision	 of	 the	 Supreme	

Court.	 Lastly,	 religious	 ideology	 can	only	be	 changed	 if	more	people	 like	 the	Pope	and	other	

religious	officials	continue	to	speak	their	opinion	about	the	problems	of	climate	change.	While	

all	of	 these	 solutions	are	 rather	 simplistic,	 they	are	 the	base	 start	of	ways	 that	 change	could	

happen	and	the	United	States	could	benefit.	

	 Freedom	of	speech	and	the	right	to	debate	are	parts	of	the	cornerstone	of	America.	It	is	

what	this	country	is	founded	on	and	hopefully	how	it	will	continue	to	be	run	for	years	to	come.	

For	this	reason,	the	climate	change	“debate”	may	never	cease.	However,	with	more	time	and	

education	and	a	growing	population	of	people	that	are	passionate	about	saving	the	resources	

we	have,	progress	can	and	will	happen.	


