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					Abstract

					The rejection of evidence is often interpreted as a cognitive error and is frequently associated with irrational traits of the actors. This paper reveals the inconsistencies of this explanatory model, which is based on contradictions of human behavior. Instead, it suggests the interpretation of preference formation according to the social interaction perspective. What is an error in the first model (motivated reasoning) is in fact a bias in human rationality that is best explained by the social interaction model. Rather than a cognitive error, actors justify their preferences by their membership in a specific social network. Through this network, they seek conformity and consistency in social interactions. By considering it a cognitive error, the problem of preference formation is depoliticized, and the agency of individuals is eradicated.
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					Resumen

					El rechazo a las evidencias suele interpretarse como un error cognitivo, lo que se asocia a rasgos irracionales de los actores. Este trabajo muestra las incongruencias de este modelo explicativo, siguiendo las contradicciones del comportamiento humano. En su lugar se propone interpretar la formación de preferencias desde la interacción social. Lo que es un error en el primer modelo (el razonamiento motivado) es un sesgo muy presente en la racionalidad humana que se explica mejor desde la interacción social. Antes que un error cognitivo, los actores justifican sus preferencias de acuerdo con su pertenencia a una específica red social. Mediante esta, hay historias que buscan conformidad y consistencia en las interacciones sociales. Como error cognitivo, despolitizamos la formación de preferencias y erradicamos con ello la agencia de los individuos.
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				Introduction1

				Denialism tends to be interpreted as an individual’s rejection of an empirically verifiable truth (Ceballos, 2021; Specter, 2009). It has usually been treated as a psychological defense mechanism, by which an individual ignores the reality of a given situation. Therefore, it tends to be associated with irrational behavior, the result of “cognitive inconsistency”. Ac-cording to the literature, social crisis peri-ods are especially ideal for the expansion of denialism (Moreno-Muñoz, 2021).

				This association of denialism with the rejection of evidence favors its interpreta-tion as a “cognitive error”, as if it were a correctable fact (preference) that can be righted and that depends on the individ-ual. Thus, denialism is a mental phenom-enon that occurs internally within the indi-vidual. It is produced by the way in which he or she processes information. Given that it is an attribute of individuals, the lit-erature suggests that it may be identified with specific profiles, often conservative (Díaz-Catalán and Cabrera-Álvarez, 2023; Fridman, Gershon and Gneezy, 2021) and having a lower scientific literacy level (Moreno-Muñoz, 2021).

				This work questions the idea that de-nialism is a “cognitive error”. Many of the reflections supporting the existence of denialism tend to oversimplify the mean-

				ing of rejecting evidence. This rejec-tion is a reflection of a widespread bias amongst humans with respect to infor-mation processing: motivated reason-ing, described as “the processing of evi-dence toward the desired interpretation” (Lewandowsky and Oberauer, 2016: 217). Numerous studies have shown that this bias can be displayed by anyone, regard-less of their ideological orientation and lit-eracy level (Dixon et al., 2017; Ditto et al., 2018; Oreskes and Conway, 2022). Based on this widespread presence of motivated reasoning, we argue that the rejection of evidence is closely related to how the ac-tors interpret the facts. This interpretation may be better understood from an inter-actional perspective of behavior, as op-posed to a cognitive one.

				This work reveals that, like any other preference, denialism is generated in so-cial interaction, in which multiple peo-ple participate, influencing the discourse generated. The rejection of evidence speaks more to the search for conformity, the approval of others or the avoidance of social sanctions, etc., than to the internal cognitive processes of the actor in ques-tion. From this more sociological per-spective, denialism is not a state of mind, or a cognitive inconsistency. Instead, it is a political phenomenon and not a me-chanical one (error correction), since it in-volves considering the practices, beliefs and values of one group of people versus another. 

				We begin by presenting the cognitivist interpretation of the rejection of evidence, analyzing the reference works in this field of behavioral sciences, such as that of Kahneman (2011). Here we consider spe-cific studies and experiments, to facilitate the understanding of the mechanisms identified by the cognitivist perspective of this phenomenon. The examples used refer to climate change denialism, in or-der to provide a narrative coherence to 
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				the presentation. Then, we consider this view with a perspective based on social interaction, as found in a specific socio-logical tradition (Goffman, 1975; Collins, 2004). Here we will rely on literature from the areas of social psychology and neu-roscience, in order to explore the mecha-nisms by which the preferences identified by this sociological current arise. This al-lows us to contrast the mechanisms be-hind the rejection of evidence from both perspectives (cognitive versus interac-tional). Third, we show the results of two sociological studies on denialism from this interactional perspective, in which a group of people assumes denialist argu-ments. To conclude, we make a reflection on some of the practical implications of this sociological perspective for work and interpret denialism or the rejection of evi-dence. Here, we consider empirical works that have been conducted on risk percep-tion, providing empirical support for the interactional argument in its attempt to address the rejection of climate evidence on a practical level.

				Motivated reasoning: the cognitive interpretation of preference formation

				Over the past fifty years, the cognitiv-ist interpretation of behavior has devel-oped within the framework of the behav-ioral sciences. An image of human beings has been modelled which is less sophisti-cated and rational than the one emerging from the classic models of rational agents (Kahneman, 2011). Supported by a highly developed experimental methodology in psychology and economics, a perspec-tive of reasoning is assumed, whereby all that we say is derived from an inter-nal rational process. Like the mainstream social sciences, the behavioral sciences assume that in order to explain people’s 

				actions we must refer to their beliefs or attitudes, which, in turn, are the result of cultural socialization (Martín-Criado, 2014). In sociology, this scheme empha-sizes the idea that the main determinant of actions is consequently this structure of ideas -culture, ideology, social rep-resentations- which was previously inter-nalized in the socialization process. This theoretical model makes people’s actions dependent on the internalized contents of consciousness and the mental operations through which these contents are pro-cessed (Martín-Criado, 2014). According to this perspective, discourse and pref-erences are reflections of this internal-ized structure. Individual behavior is “an underlying sign of the internal process of information processing” (Billig, 2009: 4). Thus, the cognitivist method allows us to separate behavior from the social context in which it takes place.

				In this theoretical context, the behav-ioral sciences attempt to provide evi-dence to explain the inner workings of cognitive operations. According to the most widely held interpretation, individu-als face a problem whenever they reason, since this internal processing is blurred or threatened by cognitive biases that operate automatically. According to the behavioral sciences, this leads to poor reasoning. In experimental psychology, motivated reasoning is one of the biases explaining the rejection of evidence that is displayed by many. Due to this cogni-tive error, actors confronted with new in-formation are unable to update their pref-erences or beliefs. Instead, they gather arguments to support their previous pref-erences and behaviors, regardless of the new facts or information available. In other words, individual reasoning is guided by an objective, prior to the ob-served events (Druckman and McGrath, 2019). The resulting preferences would be cognitively inconsistent.
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				The mechanisms behind cognitive er-rors are part of an ongoing debate. The behavioral sciences often dissect these mechanisms into a simple dichotomy, ac-cording to which accurate reasoning is (or is not) favored. In their article, Epley and Gilovich, economist and psychologist, re-spectively, explained the mechanism as follows: 

				[…] the critical point is that the process by which we gather, and process information can systematically deviate from accepted ra-tional standards, since any objective (the de-sire to persuade, agreement with a peer group, self-image, self-preservation) can capture at-tention and guide reasoning at the expense of accuracy (2016: 1). 

				In other words, the actors collect in-formation in a dynamic that extends be-yond observation or interpretation of the facts, since it includes motivations (mostly social) which extend beyond or have little to do with the observed phe-nomenon. For Epley and Gilovich, these (social) motivations are responsible for distorting the objectives pursued when obtaining information. For both of these researchers, the result is that the actor does not accurately weigh the informa-tion obtained from his environment, and consequently, does not update his pref-erences based on the new information re-ceived. This leads to opinions or attitudes that are inconsistent with the observed facts.

				The mechanism of motivated reason-ing proposed by the behavioral sciences assumes that actors can discern what is important from what is not when pro-cessing information. The accepted ra-tional standards mentioned by Epley and Gilovich follow from deductive logic. They are inferences that are valid if their con-clusion follows logically from their prem-ises. The fact that the actor may take into account social motivations once infor-mation processing has begun, such as 

				“persuading, not contradicting one’s peer group, or pleasing”, separates them from this standard rational processing, known as “Bayesian reasoning” (Coppock, 2022: 121). This supposed cognitive deviation has been widely analyzed by behavio-ral psychology. According to Kahneman (2011: 535 et seq.) these “cognitive short-cuts” (the so-called heuristics) facilitate the task of reasoning, but they often lead to “erroneous decisions” from a Bayes-ian reasoning point of view. In this sense, denialism is a mental phenomenon that is a symptom of how the actor processes information. While there is no fully ac-cepted scientific remedy to this cogni-tive error, it is generally agreed to be cor-rectable through will and personal effort (Kahneman, 2011; Matute, 2019).

				To justify the cognitive mechanism un-derlying these shortcuts, such as moti-vated reasoning, and to discuss biases as individually correctable cognitive er-rors, Kahneman (2011: 35 et seq.) and the behavioral sciences defend the exist-ence of two separate cognitive circuits in the human neural network. One of these guarantees the proper use of informa-tion processing and, therefore, ensures good reasoning. It is usually referred to as “system 2”. It is characterized by a more reflective, critical, scientific pro-cessing of information, although it is “ter-ribly slow and costly” (Matute, 2019: 69). “System 1” would be dominated by au-tomatisms which produce the biases that systematically lead to error. However, it is a rapid system that facilitates adapta-tion to the environment. For the behav-ioral sciences, avoiding these shortcuts is a critical issue of individual will: “we can achieve little without considerable effort” (Kahneman, 2011: 542). This ef-fort would give reliability to preferences. It reveals an actress’s ability to reflect on the medium and long-term consequences of an action or her ability to attend to 
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				more contextual information than is usu-ally available at first hand to make a de-cision or directly apply the laws of prob-ability to everyday events. In short, it is an effort aimed at separating what is dis-pensable (social motivations) from what is supposedly essential, according to Epley and Gilovich (2016). Kahneman (2011: 55) described this task of the will as “tiring”.

				The association of reasoning with the internal processing of information favors the treatment of denialism as a trait linked to an individual’s cognitive characteris-tics. This makes the fundamental error of causal attribution plausible (Ross and Nisbett, 2011). In line with this view, ob-served actions and their outcomes are seen as a product of an actor’s personal dispositions, rather than derived from sit-uational factors and the individual’s in-terpretation of those factors. Thus, we can expect some individuals to be better prepared than others: more intelligent or more hardworking, with more self-control or less lazy, capable of avoiding rejecting evidence and, therefore, more capable of addressing facts from theoretically more precise positions. By means of causal at-tribution, we believe that those who re-ject evidence “reveal some sort of unbal-anced or malevolent personal disposition” (Ross and Nisbett, 2011: 52). According to this epistemic scheme, the behavio-ral sciences suggest that actors having certain psychological characteristics (re-flective, analytical, calm, etc.) may avoid the worst cognitive biases, obtain reliable preferences and steer clear of cognitive inconsistencies.

				Research in the behavioral sciences, however, has led us to doubt this possi-bility. Studies on the use of heuristics as mental shortcuts has revealed the high sensitivity with which individuals are influ-enced when forming their preferences by minute details existing in the context. Em-pirical research has suggested that indi-

				viduals (regardless of their qualifications) may change their preferences depend-ing not only on the specific situation, but also due to numerous other (non-rational) motives that influence reasoning (Kunda, 1990). 

				Experiments conducted on the in-fluence of different motivations on be-liefs and preferences regarding climate change, a classic denial phenomenon, have shown the significant impact of dif-ferent frameworks on the acceptance or rejection of facts about the phenomenon. Thus, in contrast to the suggestion that denialism is a more conservative phe-nomenon, Gillis et al. (2021) stated that discussing the measures implemented by companies to mitigate climate change in-creased support amongst conservatives for the government to act to mitigate the climate emergency. Talking about climate change as a national security threat in-creased conservatives’ recognition of sci-entific evidence and support for govern-ment intervention (Cole et al., 2023). On the contrary, Kahan (2013) found that lib-erals in the US increased their denial of evidence when said evidence was pre-sented within a plan of nuclear energy ex-pansion. Ditto et al. (2018) showed that motivated reasoning was a universal phe-nomenon, affecting both conservative and progressive profiles. Some research-ers go further and suggest that the fact that the literature shows that denialism is a more characteristic trait of conserva-tives may be a reflection of the larger lib-eral population in academia, since they also have a tendency to fall into this bias and to “attribute” such characteristics to conservatives (Cole et al., 2023).

				It is evident that the behavioral science experiments suggest a more complex re-ality than the image of the voluntary tran-sition from “system 1” to “system 2” that is derived from our neural network. The supposed cognitive effort associated with 
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				this second system does not appear to prevent the worst of motivated reasoning. Experiments have also revealed that this bias affects experts and laypeople alike (Guay and Johnston, 2022). Some stud-ies have shown that more educated indi-viduals, those earning higher scores on cognitive reflection tests, those who are theoretically more cognitively prepared and more likely to use “system 2”, are the most likely to engage in motivated reasoning (Kahan, 2013). Other studies (Taber and Lodge, 2016) have revealed that actors who are motivated to be pre-cise (Bayesian reasoning) were more bi-ased by their prior attitudes than those who relied more on their first impressions. Given that they do not have a clear opin-ion, these individuals were more open to updating their preferences in the direc-tion suggested by new information. This is also the case with political representa-tives. The influence of prior attitudes in-creased among them when more evidence was added, the opposite of what would be expected with the two-system frame-work (Baekgaard et al., 2019). 

				The difficulty in empirically demon-strating the mechanism by which an ac-tor or actress uses system 1 or 2 is not only caused by experiments on informa-tion processing. For years now, neurosci-ence has been referring to a multiplicity of parallel circuits in the neural network, call-ing into question the two-system schema. All of these would also operate simulta-neously and “incognito” or outside of the actor’s consciousness (Gazzaniga, 2012; Eagleman, 2013). According to Mercier and Sperber (2017) or Keren and Schul (2009), there is no evident to show the empirical existence of the two neural cir-cuits. This makes both systems more of a metaphor for human behavior than an em-pirical reality. But as a metaphor, the be-havioral sciences pose an epistemic di-lemma that is both difficult to resolve and 

				difficult to accept. The cognitivist per-spective leads to viewing the mind as if it had been designed “inconsistently”. This led Kahneman (2011: 500), for example, to express the little confidence that ac-tors may have that their preferences re-flect their interests. This disconnection, which in theory is caused by cognitive bi-ases with good reasoning, generates an uncertainty that tends to naturalize a seg-regation between individuals, between those who can control biases and those who cannot, who can, ultimately, aspire to have reliable preferences. However, if a subject’s preferences are unreliable, the agency of a good group of humans in its sociological dimension ceases to be con-sidered, since it is believed that many people are driven by automatic and poorly reflective cognitive circuits (“system 1”). This is seen in the collective work of Sustein and Thaler, who proposed the de-velopment of devices (called nudges) in-tended to modify the framework by which actors make decisions in order to “help them” make correct decisions or those benefitting their interests given that often times, “the choices that they make cannot reasonably be considered the best means to promote their wellbeing” (Sustein and Thaler, 2003: 1168). Sustein and Thaler’s “nudges” not only question the sense of the agency of many individuals, but they also create an image of the actors that is very similar to one of irrationalism in the face of subjects capable of having re-liable preferences. In this way, prefer-ences cease to show their political side, based on their interactional origin, reveal-ing themselves as logical artifacts disas-sociated from their social contexts.

				Within the behavioral sciences, this framework has sparked reactions against the inevitable assumption of irrational-ism that follows from the logic presented. Through his new experiments, Alexander Coppock (2022) defends the impossibility 
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				of asserting the perpetual cognitive error in information processing. Given the diffi-culties in interpreting what happens inter-nally in this cognitive process, the results lead him to suggest that when exposed to information, an individual is affected by it, in one direction or another. That is, in both Bayesian and motivated reason-ing, the actors appear to modify their atti-tude in the direction indicated by the new information received (ibid.: 138). Other researchers within the framework of be-havioral sciences have moved away from irrationalism by highlighting the adaptive functions that biases have had in human evolution, distinct from calculation and precision (Haselton et al., 2009; Todd and Gigerenzer, 2012). 

				However, these interpretations do not take into account the contributions that an interactional perspective of behavior has made from sociology (Martín-Criado, 2014; Russel Hochschild, 2016; Cramer, 2016), social psychology (Ross and Nisbett, 2011) and even neuroscience (Gazzaniga, 2011; Mercier and Sperberg 2017). These studies offer an alternative to the theory of causal attribution and the cognitivist perspective to explain the for-mation of preferences, beginning from an interpretation of social action that is fo-cused on people’s agency and their in-teractional contexts. Nickerson (1998: 209), for example, suggested that regard-less of the response to the prevalence of such biases that tend to privilege the ac-tor’s perspective (such as motivated rea-soning), this should be recognized as a force majeure “working against easy and frequent change of opinion”. Ultimately, consistency is a key feature of psycho-logical well-being, since people appear to be happier, less depressed, more con-fident, and even more successful if they think they are right and can gather out-side evidence to support their beliefs (Dunning et al., 1989: 1082). The impor-

				tance of this actor’s perspective transfers the explanation of biases to a different field, where, as we will see below, so-cial interaction is crucial. As emphasized by social psychologists Dardenne and Leyens, behind cognitive biases there is a social world in which individuals interact: 

				Sometimes, cognitive laziness can lead to errors and biases. However, these may also result from the attempt to achieve interpersonal goals. By fo-cusing almost exclusively on a purely cognitive analysis, one may overlook the fact that people in-teract with other people. What appear to be errors and biases from a strictly rationalist perspective are, in fact, very pragmatic and therefore, far from being errors (1995: 1237).

				Preference formation from social interaction

				The behavioral science research that we have seen may be analyzed as attempts to display the “internal” mechanisms by which people act based on already inter-nalized preferences. As we have pointed out, the problem is the difficulty that this version of behavior has in reasona-bly explaining the ambivalence and in-consistencies into which the actor often constantly falls, without belittling, segre-gating, or degrading a large group of peo-ple (Martín-Criado, 2014).

				The problem arises when interpret-ing this human ambivalence according to a model that describes reasoning as a phenomenon that occurs in isolation within an internal mental process. This is something that has been refuted exper-imentally and has given rise to an entire alternative current of sociology that fo-cuses on the social origin of preferences and attitudes. Goffman (1959) revealed that dishonesty is a structural feature of everyday interaction. Sincerity may be a stumbling block when attempting to maintain our “facade”, since individuals 
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				belong to several groups and it is impos-sible to be honest in all of them simulta-neously. The sociology of Erwin Goffman (1975) allows us to understand discourse, not as an expression of the opinions that we have formed internally, but as strate-gic moves in an interaction in which we present ourselves to others. This soci-ological perspective invites us to con-sider behavior from the social situation in which individuals find themselves and not the other way around. As Randall Collins (2004: 5) affirmed, the logical sequence in social behavior is not “individuals and their interactions, but rather, interactions and their individuals”. According to so-ciologist Russel Hochschild (2016), peo-ple’s cognitive strategies always depend on their objectives, which are the result of the meaning given to the situations faced, as opposed to the internal processing of information, which requires consider-ing the social situation in which an action takes place. 

				As seen earlier, much of the evidence presented by behavioral sciences relies on attribution theory to explain the be-havior of actors based on attitudes, since these are considered to be an underlying sign of the internal mental process. It is assumed that an individual’s personality and attitudes, internalized in the primary process of socialization, guide their ac-tions, to the point that they are justified by an actor’s personal characteristics. However, the actor’s social behavior may be interpreted very differently, since it is the actions taken by the actors that justify an attitude, and not the other way around. This was shown by Goffman and Collins’ situational sociology, although it also has a psychological basis that tends to be ignored by behavioral sciences.

				Social psychologist Daryl Bem (1972) presented his theory of self-perception to demonstrate that “individuals are what they do” since they ignore the internal 

				processes that lead them to perform an action. Individuals know the results of their internal mental processes, but not how these results were attained. The in-dividual’s access to their own information processing is similar to that to information processing in third parties—basically none (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977: 249). Based on the results, the individuals assess, judge and defend the stimuli that they believe to have had (how they interpret the stimuli that they believe third parties have had). This implies creating a subsequent narra-tive to make sense of what happened. For this, individuals typically use causal theo-ries derived from cultural rules that explic-itly link stimuli to responses, or from prior empirical observations between stimu-lus and response, or even from a newly created causal relationship (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). In any case, this narrative by which the individuals justify their ac-tions does not come from their knowledge of the internal reasoning processes, but rather, from the social network in which they are immersed. This network provides the individual with arguments and values to justify their actions. From this perspec-tive, Ross and Nisbett (2011) defended that oftentimes, the causes and reasons given by the individual to explain what has taken place are more revealing with re-spect to the social situation in which the explanation occurred than a precise cal-culation of certain specific actions. Rather than making calculation errors due to la-ziness, the mind immerses us in justifica-tions that connect us to a social network, because it is alongside this network that they arise. From this perspective and in line with Goffman (1959), motivated rea-soning, rather than an error caused by an internal cognitive process, may reveal a process of social interaction, through which the actor or actress positions her-self in a specific framework before some interlocutors.
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				This narrative is constantly used to make sense of what has taken place (Storr, 2020). However, it has its limits. From the social interaction perspective, not everything is acceptable, because what is said must respond to culturally accepted behavioral expectations. These expectations change from one situation to another, depending on the interlocu-tors. Therefore, no narrative will be ac-cepted, which, as Goffman (1959) sug-gested, threatens the prestige of the actor himself. Based on these expecta-tions, we resort to motives to explain our actions to ourselves and to others, and to negotiate their meaning. As Martín-Criado (2014: 122) suggests, “justifications will be valid if our interlocutors accept them”. 

				Historically, the interactional perspec-tive of behavior has faced many diffi-culties in revealing the mechanisms that would justify the influence of interaction on preference creation. Here, we can re-fer to some neuroscientists (Mercier and Sperber, 2017) and discursive psychol-ogy (Billig 2009, Harré and Gillet 1994) to show how our mind is more strongly characterized by an argumentative func-tion linked to social interaction. Con-trary to the idea that rationality is only appropriately expressed in Bayesian terms (using deductive logic), neurosci-ence studies have suggested that the mind is a receptacle that receives infor-mation from the exterior and then pro-cesses it to generate a result. According to Mercier and Sperber (2017) or Sigman (2022), the mind behaves like an attorney. Psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2012: 281) stated that the brain is “a narrative pro-cessor and not a logical one”. The mind recruits the arguments and causal the-ories that suit it to render accounts to its specific audience. Therefore, the ac-tor’s consistency over time and between different actions is not a logical-deduc-tive requirement, but rather “an inter-

				actional requirement, since we are con-sistent when we anticipate that we will have to account for our actions” (Martín-Criado, 2014: 122).

				According to Mercier and Sperber (2011: 67), neurologist and anthropolo-gist, respectively, when someone thinks about an object that she has had past positive or negative feelings about, she actually is thinking less about the ob-ject and more about defending her in-itial attitude regarding the same. From the cognitivist perspective of the mind, this would be an error, since the actress moves away from the precise considera-tion of the new evidence before her. Ac-cording to both researchers, it displays the argumentative tendency of the mind, which attempts to respond to a social sit-uation. Understanding the reasoning pro-cess in this way, biases would not gen-erate this uncertainty and disconnection from good reasoning. To be able to argue adequately, Mercier and Sperber suggest that it is necessary to begin from a spe-cific position that is sufficiently consistent to allow a judgment to be made. Thus, this first step of reasoning, which projects the actor’s motivated bias to reinforce his positions, would not be a mistake. It is er-roneous for behavioral sciences because it considers the actors outside of their so-cial interaction, disassociated from a con-text. Daniel Dennet (1995: 24) called this traditional model of the mind “Cartesian theater”. However, if we consider it from the social interaction perspective, rea-soning takes a second step, which is the search for the validity of the arguments used. According to Habermas (1999), this process justified the importance of com-municative action. Individuals negotiate and adjust their actions based on the reactions of others (Goffman, 1959). In other words, rather than understanding biases as shortcuts that systematically lead to errors, these biases allow us to 
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				understand what happens according to our social network. This, in turn, facili-tates the exchange of arguments. Inter-preted in this way, motivated reasoning would be an aspect of social interaction. Therefore, when actors attempt to explain what happens following the facts, they are structured according to the interloc-utors with whom the actor interacts, re-gardless of whether or not they are allies (Goffman, 1975).

				Addressing denialism and the rejec-tion of evidence as a problem of “cogni-tive inconsistency” of individuals prevents us from understanding the reasons why people reject scientific evidence in a spe-cific situation or, better yet, prevents us from understanding the cultural limits or the processes of identity and commitment present in an individual’s preferences. From the social interaction perspective, all of these explanations lead us to consider motivated reasoning as an expression of the social environment with which a per-son is linked and the interactions in which the person is immersed, which is where meaning is acquired, and behavior is ne-gotiated. As Ross and Nisbett suggested: 

				When people fail to change old patterns of beha-vior despite persuasive evidence, we are forced to resist the temptation to attribute their intransi-gence to stubbornness, stupidity, or other ulterior motives. Instead, we are compelled to think more deeply about the dynamics that sustain the status quo. We must consider the non-obvious functions that this pattern of behavior appears to serve and the forces we do not see which are conditioning that change (2011: 296).

				The existing literature on risk percep-tion, closely related to the denier phe-nomenon, highlights the importance of an individual’s social network with re-spect to how that person perceives risks (Gattinger, 2023). From this perspective, it is understood that what we say and what we justify are connected to the so-cial network from which we obtain the 

				values and positions that we insert into our arguments. But this does not mean that no one can change how they inter-pret facts; rather, change is not neces-sarily induced by an impartial assessment of the facts. Goffman spoke of a “moral career” to illustrate this mechanism by which actors modulate and change their behaviors and beliefs based on the con-straints of the social situation and their interaction with other actors. Through the moral career, we can analyze the dynamic relationship between the objective char-acteristics of positions and:

				The regular sequence of changes that the career introduces into a person’s self and into the system of images with which they judge themselves and others (Goffman, 1970: 133).

				The social complexity behind denialist preferences

				When considering preferences from this interactional perspective, we can refer to sociology, which analyses very specific situations in which a group of people ap-parently denies a fact that is clearly evi-dent to the majority. These are facts that are also supported by objective data, which apparently leads them to vote against their own interests (Achen and Bartels, 2017). These situations appear to be implausible from a cognitive perspec-tive, but when investigated, the denial at-titude is actually a complex phenomenon, and not simply the reaction of someone who deliberately lies or fails to tell the truth to obtain a benefit. 

				Arlie Russel Hochschild (2016) exam-ined this paradox in Louisiana, a south-ern US state. He wondered how it was possible that the inhabitants of this state, the second most polluted in the coun-try according to official statistics, with widespread poverty amongst its inhabit-
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				ants and receiving the most federal subsi-dies for public aid program development, could support political representatives in the elections who defended policies con-trary to the environment, rejected fed-eral efforts to prevent corporate pollu-tion practices and directly advocated for the elimination of federal subsidies which offered vital support to a large portion of its population. Faced with the idea of disqualifying Republican voters for their cognitive inconsistencies, the American sociologist performed an ethnography to value the actor’s perspective on po-litical attitudes. In this, she listened to how people articulate, structure and jus-tify their preferences to others, just as Katherine Cramer (2016) did with respect to the Tea Party vote in rural Wiscon-sin. One of the keys of the paradox (the Republican vote, more contamination and poverty in Louisiana) was the repe-tition of a story that had been heard in many places and from different people, which she called the “deep story” (Russel Hochschild: 135). This story did not asso-ciate support for Republican candidates in Louisiana with their environmentalist measures or the threat of eliminating so-cial services, or even with the fact that their voters despised the pollution re-sulting from the new fracking companies. But rather, it this support was associated with the dignity that many felt was be-ing continually questioned and violated by the voters (and leaders) of the Dem-ocratic Party. According to Hochschild, these people felt that they were being treated as ignorant and reacted against this. The denialism of Republican vot-ers, far from responding to an obtuse ir-rationalism, was linked to social recogni-tion. Hochschild highlights, for example, the dignity with which many Republican voters demanded a culture of effort that they considered to have been trampled by liberal policies that prioritized identity. 

				For her, social recognition meant self-es-teem, which implied attributing significant importance of social behavior to others’ view of one’s life. According to the US sociologist, denialism cannot be under-stood in Louisiana without considering the social relations and interactions tak-ing place in the environment where Re-publican voters lived. 

				Throughout her work, Hochschild pro-poses an understanding of the environ-ment in which we live, based on the sto-ries and tales told to each other, resulting in an accumulation of facts within a sys-tem that is coherent for a social group, and which ultimately justifies a myriad of disparate behaviors that are quite dis-tanced from the standards of others (in this case, the intellectuals, artists and politicians of the large Eastern US cities or California). This testimony presented by Hochschild (2016: 179) in her book re-veals the tensions and complexity lying behind the denial of evidence. The Tea Party voters ultimately justified the result-ing pollution in their environment as a po-litical option: “pollution is the sacrifice we make for capitalism”.

				Hochschild’s work reveals the impor-tance of the meaning of events for indi-viduals in explaining our behavior. Their positions are part of a social framework against which they take a stance. They are counterarguments to those who de-spise them. The mind is a narrative pro-cessor, “a lawyer” according to Mercier and Sperber (2017). It constantly looks for arguments to give consistency to the behaviors existing within a group. These arguments ultimately mold the position-ing of the individuals. Cramer (2016) also demonstrated this in her ethnographic studies carried out in Wisconsin. In ru-ral areas, many people expressed polit-ical preferences that fit in with the pub-lic opinion surveys such as support for a small government, lower taxes and 
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				conservative representatives. However, Cramer (chap. 6) shows how these atti-tudes were not based on ideology, but were related to specific experiences, ac-tors and objects. The problem of rural voters was that their experience led them to conclude that the government would not spend enough public money in ru-ral areas, favoring cities and suburbs, and the public employees who live there. One of Cramer’s interviewees (2016: 69) summarized the anti-urban and anti-gov-ernment sentiment of rural communi-ties: “I don’t have facts, but this is how I see it”. In both Louisiana and Wisconsin, Hochschild and Cramer believe that the population’s attitudes toward voting Re-publican, even when it goes against their interests, has a rationality that extends beyond ideology. It considers identity to be a vehicle that helps generate counter-arguments and a sense of coherence be-yond the evidence. 

				The importance of groups in the be-havior of actors relates to their ability to define the meaning of objects in the world, conditioning others’ perception of them (Cohen, 2003: 819). If the social sit-uation is crucial in explaining individual behavior, it is because people often pres-sure the actors to adopt a shared point of view (Achen and Bartels, 2017: 219). As Martín-Criado (2014) suggests, consist-ency is not a logical attribute, but an in-teractional one. 

				Agency and motivated reasoning

				The normative model of behavioral sci-ence assumes that people collect and evaluate new evidence independently of their past behavior and the social network in which they are immersed. This allows them to update their initial preferences, aligning them with the new evidence. 

				Therefore, people with different views should converge on the same issue when exposed to the same information (Beck et al., 2023: 33). However, this does not take place. It is not because people are inconsistent or irrational, but because they wield their preferences within a dis-tinct social network and, in turn, have dif-ferent “moral careers”. It is this network and “moral” past that provides the ac-tor with the meanings of the objects in the social world, and therefore, it is from them that their preferences are formed. Attributing a cognitive error to an individ-ual because their preferences apparently reject scientific evidence implies reduc-ing the social world to a cognitive deter-minism, which disregards human agency. First, this is the case since an actor’s per-spective, and the meaning of event to an individual are integral parts of the rela-tionships established with the world. It is this actor’s perspective that opens up the variety and conflict inherent to human societies. Second, by classifying prefer-ences as cognitive errors, we are failing to consider the evolution, adaptation, and innovation that human beings are capa-ble of with respect to the phenomena tak-ing place. Taking for granted the mate-rial reality, which appears to be impartial with scientific data, implies neutralizing the varied and conflicting meaning that this reality has from a social perspective, since there are different “moral careers” having distinct objectives.

				According to the literature on risk perception, the problem is not whether someone denies evidence, but whether or not they feel connected to the sci-entific narrative. Motivated reasoning is a crucial element of political dynamics since it aims to facilitate the actor’s and actress’s consistency. Without this con-sistency, it is difficult to modify the per-ceptions of risk. Thus, it is crucial to po-litically respect the reasons for reasoning 
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				in order to reach agreements. This sug-gests the need to avoid labelling an ac-tor’s rejection of evidence as “irrational” and instead, accept their reasons for sus-taining the situation in which they find themselves. Motivated reasoning is im-portant because it allows the actor to achieve three goals (Beck et al., 2023: 36): 1) to present oneself in a way that is consistent with one’s beliefs; 2) to show consistency with one’s relationships with previous identity groups; and 3) to show consistency with one’s prior value com-mitments. Clinging to prior beliefs, val-ues, or identity groups is not, in itself, a goal of motivated reasoning. When pro-cessing new evidence, the aim is to align the actor’s position “with that of a rele-vant social group in order to maintain and express membership in the same” (ibid.: 36). Kahan’s study (2013: 419) on the ide-ological influence on motivated reason-ing suggests that, at an individual level, this influence is rational “since it conveys the belonging and loyalty of individuals to groups on which they depend for various forms of emotional, material and other types of support”. 

				The social interaction perspective of human behavior does not imply that an-ything can happen simply because there is no accurate projection of future behav-ior. If motivated reasoning connects facts to a social network, influencing the nar-rative that we create for them, this must be validated by the interlocutors. This is a limit, since the reasons for condi-tioning the information received depend on the actor’s ability to reasonably jus-tify them. “People will believe what they want to believe as long as reasons per-mit this” (Kunda, 1990: 483). According to the work on risk perception (Gattinger, 2023), the existence of motivated reason-ing does not prevent changes in appreci-ation. These changes may be achieved if the actors are included in a new narrative 

				of the facts, which includes the initial so-cial situation of all interlocutors. This oc-curs because it is more difficult to accept a situation when the ties and links that supported your interpretation of the facts have disappeared.

				Scientists often disqualify the ability of lay people to participate in public de-bates, because they believe that they are less capable of following Bayesian rea-soning or that they will more easily fall into biases that may systematically lead to cognitive errors. However, the idea of dispensing with people because of their limited capacity to neutralize cognitive bi-ases lacks foundation. As we have seen, it is precisely the most prepared people and those who are the most closely linked to a specific social network who display more sophisticated motivated reasoning (Kahan, 2013; Taber and Lodge, 2016; Erisen et al., 2018). On the other hand, it is necessary to consider people’s val-ues, prior beliefs, and identities in public decision-making processes about risks such as climate change in order to de-velop effective solutions and increase the scope and legitimacy of policies (Beck et al., 2023: 48). Therefore, a better under-standing of the motivated reasoning of the agents involved in a political reform would permit a better identification of the values and identities that shape peo-ple’s beliefs about risks. This would re-sult in the establishment of more trans-versal frameworks for action. As we saw previously, motivated reasoning initiates an argumentative process that can in-volve changing and modulating the initial preferences of a group of actors. How-ever, it cannot be done directly in con-trast to an individual’s preferences since precisely the opposite effect is achieved. Psychology experiments have shown that in these situations, the reasons for de-fending one’s own position become more complex (Erisen et al., 2018). Accepting 
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				social interaction as a crucial element of actors’ behavior implies considering hu-man agency as a key element in politics. Therefore, it is important to consider the plurality of social situations in the defini-tion of political problems. If someone de-nies evidence, we should consider their reasons for sustaining their rejection. If we do not consider these reasons to be legitimate, it will be difficult to generate a narrative to which the actor will feel con-nected.

				Conclusions

				The cognitivist perspective aims to de-couple human behavior from the social contexts in which it arises, analyzing it in a kind of attribute-less vacuum. Here, preferences are manifestations of inter-nal information processing. This allows us to believe that two individuals receiving the same information have a significant probability of achieving similar outcomes (preferences). This work suggests the rel-evance of an interactional perspective of human behavior. According to the lat-ter, preferences should be understood as interactional manifestations or strategic moves in an interaction in which individ-uals present themselves to others. From this interactional perspective, the rejec-tion of scientific arguments has nothing to do with science, but rather, is caused by a narrative to which the actors feel no connection. Attempting to belittle these actors as “inconsistent” prevents us from considering the reasons why they do not feel connected. 

				The problem is not cognitive. As we have seen throughout this work, cognitive errors are almost universal phenomena affecting both lay and educated people alike. Therefore, it is not about accept-ing only the preferences of those whom we believe to be trustworthy. Everyone 

				has their own circle of trustworthiness, to whom we justify our actions. This hides an entire validation process that favors certain discourses over others. Dismiss-ing this presentation as a mistake under-mines the individual’s agency, which of-ten encourages attitudinal opposition. In a world filled with echo chambers (such as digital social media), this validation mechanism exacerbates discursive po-larization. But this same mechanism also allows us to believe that interactions be-tween diverse groups may lead to dif-ferent arguments. The need to seek ac-ceptability for arguments implies seeking narratives that allow different people to connect discursively. The biggest mistake is to label, even metaphorically, an indi-vidual as irrational merely because we do not share their discourse. 
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¢ Negacionismo y errores cognitivos? El origen social de las preferencias

Ernesto Ganuza and Alfredo Ramos

Key words Abstract

Behavior The rejection of evidence is often interpreted as a cognitive error
Social Interaction and is frequently associated with irrational traits of the actors. This
Denialism paper reveals the inconsistencies of this explanatory model, which
Preferences is based on contradictions of human behavior. Instead, it suggests
Cognitive Bias the interpretation of preference formation according to the social

interaction perspective. What is an error in the first model (motivated
reasoning) is in fact a bias in human rationality that is best explained
by the social interaction model. Rather than a cognitive error,

actors justify their preferences by their membership in a specific
social network. Through this network, they seek conformity and
consistency in social interactions. By considering it a cognitive error,
the problem of preference formation is depoliticized, and the agency
of individuals is eradicated.

Palabras clave Resumen

Comportamiento El rechazo a las evidencias suele interpretarse como un error
Interaccién social cognitivo, lo que se asocia a rasgos irracionales de los actores.
Negacionismo Este trabajo muestra las incongruencias de este modelo explicativo,
Preferencias siguiendo las contradicciones del comportamiento humano. En su
Sesgos cognitivos lugar se propone interpretar la formacion de preferencias desde

la interaccion social. Lo que es un error en el primer modelo

(el razonamiento motivado) es un sesgo muy presente en la
racionalidad humana que se explica mejor desde la interaccion
social. Antes que un error cognitivo, los actores justifican sus
preferencias de acuerdo con su pertenencia a una especifica red
social. Mediante esta, hay historias que buscan conformidad y
consistencia en las interacciones sociales. Como error cognitivo,
despolitizamos la formacién de preferencias y erradicamos con ello
la agencia de los individuos.
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