
Yuck!: The Nature and Moral Significance of Disgust (Life & Mind: 
Philosophical Issues in Biology & Psychology) 
Daniel Kelly MIT Press 208 pp. $30 (2011)
From blood tofu to extreme political views, different people are 
disgusted by different things. Philosopher Daniel Kelly weaves 
together explanations for how physical and cognitive revulsion 
evolved — to protect us from poisons and parasites — and how they 
have since become attached to social mores. Because of the way 
our brains have evolved, he cautions that we should be wary of using 
gut reactions to make moral judgements. 

Urban Green: Architecture for the Future 
Neil B. Chambers Palgrave MacMIllan 256 pp. £18.99 (2011) 
Constructing sustainable buildings that reduce the impact of 
carbon emissions is a key goal for protecting the environment, but 
green alternatives that meet the needs of modern construction 
can be difficult to find. We should bring the architecture and 
conservation movements closer together by looking to nature 
for design ideas, argues green-building expert Neil Chambers. 
Oysters, for example, can filter water at up to 5 litres an hour; and 
mountains hold lessons for improving city layouts and building 
design.

Fatal Invention: How Science, Politics, and Big Business Re-create 
Race in the Twenty-First Century 
Dorothy Roberts new Press 400 pp. $29.95 (2011) 
Although it is not possible to genetically disentangle different 
races among humans, emerging biotechnologies are raising 
questions about how racial labels are used in medicine. In a 
provocative analysis of the emerging fields of personalized 
medicine, reproductive technologies, genetic genealogy and DNA 
databanks, law professor Dorothy Roberts warns that the science 
of genetics in the United States is at risk of being used to obscure 
racism in society. 

The Sun’s Heartbeat: And Other Stories from the Life of the Star 
That Powers Our Planet
Bob Berman lITTle, Brown 304 pp. $25.99 (2011) 
Astronomer Bob Berman admits that, like many of us, he used to 
take the Sun for granted. In his latest book, he puts our nearest star 
back firmly where it belongs, at the centre of our lives. He recounts 
witnessing eclipses around the globe, and describes the latest 
views of the solar furnace taken with advanced space probes that 
are revealing more about the Sun’s birth and its eventual death. He 
covers solar cycles, the influence of the Sun on climate and human 
health, and the physics of fusion and magnetism. 

Free Radicals: The Secret Anarchy of Science 
Michael Brooks ProfIle Books 288 pp. £12.99 (2011)
Scientists are complicit in painting their enterprise as arcane and 
inhuman, argues science writer Michael Brooks. As a result, the 
public is turned off. In reality, research is competitive, ruthless 
and anarchic. Some successful researchers are so driven to get 
their work into the public eye that they will pursue knowledge by 
any means — stealing ideas, taking drugs and following mystical 
beliefs. To regain respect from the public, scientists should rebrand 
themselves as dynamic explorers rather than docile knob-twiddlers, 
Brooks suggests.

that it was merely sleeping. Clever diplomats 
applied the equivalent of morticians’ rouge. 
Nonetheless, it is now plain that, largely for 
reasons of the shifting geopolitical balance 
of power, the Kyoto model will not prevail. 

Victor’s broad approach chimes with that 
of Mike Hulme’s 2009 book Why We Disa-
gree about Climate Change and Roger Pielke 
Jr’s The Climate Fix from 2010 — sadly not 
engaged in this volume. It also resonates with 
the Hartwell paper of May 2010, produced 
by a consortium of 14 scholars (including 
me), which is being used by several power-
ful parties as a template for the way ahead. 

Victor explodes three myths. The scien-
tists’ myth is that research can determine 
‘safe’ levels of global warming, whereas, as 
Victor puts it, “nothing that is really interest-
ing to scientists lends itself to consensus”. We 
are learning bitterly, from loss of public trust, 
the political costs of prematurely dogmatic 
statements about open-systems science.

The environmental diplomats’ myth is 
that global warming poses a typical environ-
mental problem and that Kyoto-type meth-
ods can attain a “mythical legal kingdom”: 
because if it is the law, states obey. Right? 
Wrong, Victor explains. Furthermore, if gov-
ernments are obsessed about compliance, 
they will be prone to under-promise. So it is 
far better to work from the bottom up with 
carbon clubs; with NAMA; and with a mod-
ern form of Japan’s original (and current) 
‘pledge and review’ approach, whereby the 
achievement of declared actions is checked 
before moving on.

The engineers’ myth is that technologi-
cal energy innovation will lead smoothly to 
implementation. Victor has a powerful and 
uncomfortable discussion of the traps here. 
Like Pielke, he concludes that electorates will 
not tolerate artificially raised energy prices. 
Like a widening consensus of his peers, he 
argues that governments will need to fund 
research, demonstration and development 
with low carbon taxes because the mar-
ket is prone to blow corrupt bubbles. And 
Victor contends that it is smart to accrue  
‘co-benefits’ from other popular actions 
— such as the Hartwell goals of increasing 
electricity access for the poor, first tackling 
non-carbon dioxide causes of warming and 
prioritizing adaptation. 

Global Warming Gridlock boosts the case 
that there was always a better way. It is a valu-
able read but also tiring: Victor weaves his 
arguments back and forth like intricate tap-
estry. Although we wonks will work through 
it because it is worth it, most politicians and 
advocates probably won’t, which is a pity. This 
is uncomfortable but essential reading. ■

Gwyn Prins is a research professor at the 
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