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Partisanism, sustainability and new narratives 
Pyro Suarez Caro 

 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the science of climate change didn’t have the asymmetrical 

scepticism we find today which is aligned with general political views. That is, it was likelier 

to find groups with different political views engaging in these discussions and endorsing the 

scientific results of anthropogenic climate change. It was George H. W. Bush himself during 

his administration in the late 1980s who aimed to fight the greenhouse effects with the “White 

House Effect”. As it is known, the polarization of this topic was a later phenomenon whose 

consequences have been challenging the progress of effective policies worldwide.  

 

We can now easily infer with some confidence that if a person has some positive beliefs 

regarding the truthfulness and rigour of some climate change papers, then she has some specific 

political views—and the other way around when holding opposite political views. This is an 

instance of a more general issue: the epistemic impact of partisanism. That is, our 

partisanism—political, religious, or of other kind—typically correlates with how we engage 

with other types of beliefs. It was not a coincidence that the scepticism toward the severity of 

COVID-19 had great prevalence among right-wing partisans, whilst some of these leaders even 

questioned health authorities by claiming that it was just as harmful as the flu.  

 

In this short article, I want to explore the role that this partisanism has in how ideas of 

sustainability are taken by different groups in society. From these insights, I later propose how 

paying close attention to our partisan cues might help us in this task. 

 

Different social groups have different linguistic markers that help members recognise other 

members. We can think about how the use of specific slang words is able to give us a lot of 

information regarding the generation of some speakers. Social groups in general tend to 

develop a common language that plays a big role in the strengthening of their social identities. 

But these languages don’t only give us information about our groups so that we can recognise 

our partisans, we can also use these linguistic traits to recognise the groups we don’t belong to. 
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And given the role that language plays in our whole conceptualisation of the world, the depth 

in which these social markers can paint us a different reality is very large.  

 

Let’s observe the following example. During Obama’s administration, the social program 

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act was made available to the public. People 

colloquially referred to this programme with the label ‘Obamacare’. Later, when the popularity 

and success of this programme were to be tested, surveys showed that the popular approval of 

the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act was way higher than the approval of 

Obamacare—despite being the same thing. The name used to refer to the program played a big 

role in the outcome of the survey.  

 

There are, of course, many ways to read these outcomes without suggesting any kind of 

irrationality in those surveyed. Likelier than not, many people didn’t know that the Patient 

Protection and Affordable Care Act, and Obamacare were the same thing. Also probably, 

members of groups that saw Obama as a political rival had their normative beliefs already 

conditioned against things associated with Obama’s name. This example can help us picture a 

more general epistemic issue which we can summarise with the following questions: How 

much of our opinion about something is more conditioned by the groups we associate with it 

than by the thing itself? How much of a problem is this?  

 

On the other hand, sustainability policies are controversial and pretty much debated due to the 

different ways in which evidence regarding anthropogenic climate change is taken. However, 

it’s also worth noticing that even when some pieces of evidence regarding the same issue are 

accepted, sustainability policies remain controversial when the communication of the actions 

we aim to take is not compelling. Here, I want to import the previous epistemic issue. How 

much of the controversial nature of sustainability policies is a consequence of our epistemic 

partisanism? In the following, I explore how different views on Partisan Epistemology might 

approach these questions.  

 

Regina Rini (2017) is one of the epistemologists who argues that the role of our partisanism in 

our generation of beliefs is not a problem per se. She argues that it’s, in fact, a consequence of 

epistemic virtues. To explain this, Rini relies on the notion of normative peer. Whereas an 



 

 

Pyro Suarez Caro, July 2025 - Page 3 

 

epistemic peer is someone we consider to be in the same position to us regarding the reliability 

of specific descriptive beliefs, Rini suggests that a normative peer is someone we can reliably 

consider to share our same values. It is perfectly rational to accept the testimony of people who 

we consider—at least—peers about the specific domains they testify about.1 In that sense, a 

normative peer is whoever is in the same (or a better) position to us to correctly grasp what we 

think is right in normative domains. For instance, in normal circumstances, a neighbour is an 

epistemic peer regarding information about happenings in our neighbourhood, and without 

specific reasons to mistrust them, it is absolutely rational to accept their testimony about these 

topics.  

 

According to Rini, political parties group people whose normative beliefs—beliefs about what 

is right to do—align to a significant degree. Hence, it makes sense to take political co-partisans 

to be epistemic peers but specifically in the domain of normative beliefs. In turn, this would 

mean that it makes sense to trust the testimony of our co-partisans as there’s a significant 

chance that their testimony is in sync with our values and evaluations. Rini admits, 

nevertheless, that even though this partisanism is in principle compatible with epistemic virtue, 

it can also be behind problems like the consumption of fake news. With respect to how 

sustainability policies—and information about them in general—are communicated, if Rini is 

correct, there is a sense in which some general public is “justified” in rejecting these whenever 

co-partisans—as normative peers—reject its value.  

 

Other epistemologists, like Boyd Millar (2023), plainly disagree with approaches like Rini’s. 

Millar argues that even granting some sort of normative similarities between us and our co-

partisans, we cannot simply outweigh competence. That is, even if it’s true that our partisanism 

points us in the right direction when evaluating testimonies aligned with our values, the relevant 

competence of the testifier is certainly a paramount variable for the truth of the testimony. 

Whereas Rini holds that there is no rationality failure in partisanism, Millar defends that the 

rational mistake might rely on a failure to discern where to put trust: in allegiance instead of 

competence.  

 
1 As Rini (2017:51) suggests. 
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Through a process of directional motivated reasoning, the aim of our search for evidence is not 

related to accuracy of the belief—our reasoning ends up aiming at something else instead. We 

can imagine that these critical approaches to partisanism, like Millar’s, might diagnose our 

contemporary highly politized discussions on sustainability policies precisely as the failure of 

not knowing where to allocate our trust. And this is the case given that the failure to recognise 

what constitutes a credential for speaking with property about some topics causes us to trust 

different sorts of sources.  

 

Despite the nature of the political polarisation associated with climate policies, it wouldn’t be 

a surprise to think of it as an unsolvable problem. After all, there are at least two layers in this 

problem concerning the assignment of credentials. First, we have the problem of different 

groups allocating trust to different sources by virtue of co-partisanism, in some cases, and 

competence, in other cases. And second, we have the problem of discerning what constitutes 

competence. That is, even though we aim to follow and trust sources which exhibit the right 

competence regarding some topics—e.g., climate experts—we might not be able to tell which 

traits constitute an expert in climate science.  

 

Partisanism can also take us to trust the traits of competence that our co-partisans recognise, 

which in turn would take us to ignore the right kind of evidence regarding some topics. Take 

the role of the World Health Organisation (WHO) during the beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Even though pursuing competence would plausibly suggest that we take the WHO 

to have high credentials regarding what to do during the COVID-19 pandemic, partisanism 

might cause us to disregard the WHO as a reliable source. Hence, is not clear that epistemic 

agents have an easy task when they want to avoid that partisanism ends up outweighing 

competence. In that sense, we can easily imagine how some sceptics about anthropogenic 

climate change can be considered the right kind of experts given their political location.  

 

Moreover, as it’s happened, entire institutional bodies—such as the WHO, or specialised 

climate organisations—might be disregarded as sources because of this partisan reasoning as 

they become associated with the other groups. As mentioned, this paints a very bleak outlook 

with respect to the successful development and communication of sustainability policies and 

investigations. 
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Given the role our co-partisans have in the testimonies we end up accepting, we constantly 

develop ways to identify co-partisans via salient elements associated with the group. That is, 

we detect partisan cues. In the following, I sketch a view where the navigation among partisan 

cues might help with the communication of some of these politically sensitive contents. 

 

Partisan cues and new narratives 
Some philosophers of language have tried to explain where the pejorative content of slurs 

comes from. Where the classical literature on slurs focused on the semantics of these terms, 

Geoff Nunberg (2018) proposed a novel approach to study by focusing on group memberships. 

 

 It was not the case that bigots used slurring terms because they conveyed offensive content, 

according to Nunberg, these terms were offensive because they were the ones that bigots 

used—e.g., racists using the N-word. This way, Nunberg was able to account for the nature of 

the offensive feature of slurring terms, they were signals that, when used, would associate the 

speaker with belonging to a particular group—and in this case, a group with specific hates. The 

conflictive nature of the use of slurring terms can be successfully explained by what he called 

their “ventriloquist effect” as it brings to the conversation the implication that the speaker 

belongs to the bigot groups. Hoping that this detour to the philosophy of language is of use, I 

want to propose that partisan cues might work in a pretty similar way.  

 

If we take the language of the political arena, we can find linguistic cues that might help us 

link some speakers to specific parties. Simplifying reality a bit, if political speech about family 

or freedom creates an association with some political orientation, speech about and around 

sustainability or climate change becomes associated with the other political avenues in a clear 

way. How these partisan cues are taken has consequences for the nature of the development of 

sustainability policies.  

 

The very language in which we aim to communicate ideas is already bringing the implication 

of our belonging to specific groups and that determines that, from the start, we are part of a 

rival group only for touching some subjects. Micha Narberhaus (2024) shares a similar insight 

when reporting the consequences of using terms like ‘climate change deniers’ when referring 

to groups that don’t respond to the same pieces of evidence. Narberhaus suggests this way that 
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much of how we communicate information about climate change shouldn’t trigger the tone of 

people moralizing others. I argue, along similar lines, that communication about climate change 

can be improved if the message doesn’t trigger the idea that the messenger belongs to a different 

group than the people it aims to convince. This, nevertheless, is harder than it sounds because 

partisan cues are sent in so many ways, such that the landscape of available languages is already 

a minefield. In the following, I suggest a couple of possible manoeuvres. 

 

The goal is the successful communication of scientific information regarding climate change, 

or the urgency of sustainability policies. And for this, we require as much as possible to avoid 

making our interlocutors feel part of a different group. Part of the key then is to think about 

narratives that trigger the implication that we are in the same group—as we happen to be in 

reality. Perhaps even suggesting that we are in the same group which, in turn, is the group of 

the solution—and not only the problem.  

 

Van Bavel et al. (2020) brilliantly suggest that even though our aim for accuracy is affected by 

the partisanism of our social identities, there are identities that are built precisely around the 

aim for accuracy. The identity as a scientist, they argue, conveys epistemic virtues that are 

compatible with outweighing other biases. Their main interest is to argue that the epistemic 

doctrines that are part of the social identity scientist are reasons to think that our scientific 

research in general is not that vulnerable to partisanism. However, I think we can take as a 

valuable lesson the idea that the way in which we communicate ideas about climate change can 

precisely appeal to the scientific spirit of the public. This is different from saying that we should 

communicate ideas about sustainability in a scientific way; what could really have an effect on 

breaking the partisanism associated with these topics is to find a way to share the scientific 

motivation with the interlocutors.  

 

This is, nevertheless, just one of the possible avenues of narratives that could be taken. In 

principle, any narrative that triggers the tone of shared group identity—e.g., the narrative of 

global cooperation—is already an improvement. 

 

Even though this schematic way of suggesting new narratives pretty much lacks more content 

regarding how to implement this communication, I think that it’s important to unravel the 
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nature of the barriers we face when trying to beat these very barriers. I’ve tried to argue that 

partisan thinking is the base of many obstacles that we face when communicating ideas about 

sustainability. And, based on this, taking into consideration how to include our target public in 

one and the same party through cooperative and integrative narratives can contribute to the 

success of communication efforts aimed at promoting a more sustainable future.  
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