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controversies that have been fabricated. 
From tobacco smoke to global warming 
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ABSTRACT 
The text is a short note on a book entitled “Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured 
the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming”, written by Naomi Oreskes and Eric  
M. Conway. 
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In 1992, 25% of Americans did not believe at all 
that smoking is harmful for your health [1, pp. 33, 241]. 
Between 2007 and 2011, the percentage of Americans 
convinced that burning fossil fuels causes climate change 
dropped from 71% to 44%. As the Pew Research Center 
underlines, it was one of the biggest changes of public 
opinion ever documented, that happened in such a short 
time [2]. How was it possible? 

To answer this question, we need to familiarize our-
selves with the spectacular examples of successful disin-
formation campaigns, exposed and analyzed within the 
last decade by scientists, mainly within the field of the 
so-called Science and Technology Studies (STS). As they 
conclude, the activity of tobacco industry and global 
warming denial movement represent a broader phenom-
enon called “product defense industry”, “merchandizing 
of doubts”, and “fabricating controversies” [3, 4]. 

‘Merchants of Doubt: How a  Handful of Scientists 
Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to 
Global Warming’ [1] provides us with rich and well-doc-
umented empirical material referring to this subject. 
Two brilliant historians of science, Naomi Oreskes and 
Eric M. Conway, spent several years analyzing thousands 
of pages of documents to expose the mechanisms, finan-
cial conditions, and the main actors of the most harmful 
denialisms of the XX century. 

Research of this kind have become possible after 
a series of court trials against the tobacco industry in the 

USA. In the 90. of the XX century, the Legacy Tobacco 
Documents Library was made available to the public by 
the University of California, San Francisco. It is current-
ly an archive of 14 million documents created by tobacco 
companies about their scientific research and cooperation, 
advertising policies, manufacturing, and marketing [1]. 

Today we know that the representatives of tobacco 
industry were perfectly aware of a carcinogenic effect of 
smoking tobacco as early as in the 50. of the XX century. 
In case of U.S. vs. Philip Morris Inc. et al., the sentence 
was passed exactly because the corporation kept this 
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knowledge secret (RICO Act: Racketeer Influenced and 
Corrupt Organizations) [1, pp. 31-33]. 

Oreskes and Conway depicted the manufacturing 
of doubts and fabricating controversies in relation to 
a variety of problems: the highly addictive nature of nic-
otine, the problem of passive smoking, the toxicity of 
acid rains, the health risks of DDT and asbestos, and the 
negative effects of CFC on the ozone hole. Their book 
describes the antiregulatory discourse in the USA and 
the rhetoric undermining the activity of Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA). 

American scholars disclose the disgraceful role of 
experts, media, think tanks and quasi-scientific insti-
tutes, financed by corporate money of Exxon Mobile or 
Philip Morris Corporation, such as Cato Institute, Com-
petitive Enterprise Institute, Heartland Institute, Fox 
News and “The Wall Street Journal” [1, pp. 216-239]. 

What the most important feature of the book is that 
both the authors defend the authority of science, its 
basic epistemological rules of peer review, and institu-
tional mechanisms of professionalism. While writing 
about denial strategies, they revealed the negative role of 
the leading conservative media in the USA. Journalists 
fail to remain impartial, mislead by the ethical rule of 
impartiality and symmetry of opinions, which in many 

cases constitute a  serious informational bias. There is 
practically no controversy among climate scientists. 
97% of them consider the anthropogenic climate change 
a fact, but for a long time the issue had been presented 
as a problematic one. At least 50% of time and space in 
press, radio, and television had been offered to climate 
sceptics, who represent only 3% of the scientific commu-
nity of climatologists.
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