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Challenging the neutrality myth in climate
science and activism

Christel W. van Eck, Lydia Messling & Katharine Hayhoe Check for updates

We argue that Büntgen’s (2024) claim that climate
science must be separated from activism is
fundamentally flawed. Activism does not inherently
lead to biased science and striving for value-free
science is both unattainable and undesirable.
Instead, we advocate for redefining the boundaries
of acceptable influence of values in scientific
communication and offer practical strategies to
move beyond the misleading myth of neutrality.

The myth of a scientist as a purely rational thinker, a “brain in a jar”
devoid of emotions and values1, still exists in some scientific circles.
However, philosophers of science have long shown that it is a funda-
mental misconception to believe that science can be entirely free of
social, political, and ethical values, and function as a neutral entity2–4. As
Lynda Walsh explains compellingly in “Scientists as Prophets,” the
question of how scientists ought to engage with society is a value jud-
gement itself 3. This is particularly true in complex crises like climate
change where traditional democratic debate alone cannot ascertain the
optimal course of action. Scientists often play a crucial role in such crises,
not only through conducting rigorous research, but also through
engaging in dialogue with society by framing their research in terms of
societal values - which includes rejecting the notion of morally neutral
engagement.

This school of thought was recently challenged in a comment in
Nature Climate Action titled “The importance of distinguishing climate
science from climate activism5.” In it, Ulf Büntgen, a Professor of
Environmental Systems Analysis at Cambridge University, commu-
nicated his personal concerns about climate scientists engaging in
activism. The comment sparked considerable debate on social media,
particularly among climate scientists, many of whom reject the views
presented by Büntgen.

We believe a response is necessary, as many of Büntgen’s assumptions
are unnuanced or unjustified. It is difficult to provide a full critique when
Büntgen has not clearly definedwhat hemeans by ‘climate activism’, ‘quasi-
religious belief’, or ‘a priori interests’, nor explicit examples evidencing what
sort of interaction he finds to be objectionable. However, whether scientists
consider certain activities to be activism, and their opinions on colleagues
who engage in such activities, along with the general public’s perception of
these activities, has been the subject of multiple research studies6–12. While
the opinion of an individual scientist is interesting, we argue it is not
representative of the broader community’s views nor does it reflect the
efficacy of such actions. Furthermore, by making unilateral value-based
judgements, we propose that Büntgen is engaging in precisely the activity he
deprecates.

Advocacy versus objectivity is a false dichotomy
Büntgen recommends that “a neutral science should remain unbiased and
avoid any form of selection, over-attribution and reductionism that would
reflect a type of activism,” adding that scientists “should not have a priori
interests in the outcome of their studies.” However, motivations for enga-
ging in research, advocating for funding, being interested in achieving a
successful outcome (including rejoicing when the experiment actually
works), and wanting to contribute to scientific knowledge are all forms of
having ‘interests in the outcome of studies.’ What scientist undertakes
research where they have no interest whatsoever in the outcome? Many of
these are legitimate interests, and part of what makes for ‘good science’.

Instead, we argue that engaging in activismdoes not inevitably result in
biased science, which we define as per Douglas & Elliott (2022 p.202)13 as “a
systematic deviation from truth (or from accuracy).”Moreover, we contend
that reaching a state of ‘neutral’ science (communication) is not only
impossible but undesirable. Neutrality here refers to “science free from
values,” which should not be confused with objectivity, which has been
defined as “science free frompersonal biases of scientists” (e.g., Schroeder)14.

There is one important exception, of course. If Büntgen is referring to a
formof biased sciencewhere political values directly determine the scientific
method and disregard scientific norms to produce research outcomes that
align with the scientist’s ideology, we agree that this type of biased science,
and those who create it should be rejected13. Examples of this type of biased
science being conducted to discredit the detection and attribution of climate
change to human causes have been identified by various studies (e.g.,
Benestad et al.)15. We also agree that those Büntgen describes as “activists
who pretend to be scientists” are misrepresenting their expertise.

However, to date, there is no evidence that engaging in climate activism
necessarily results in crumbling the credibility of the science or of the sci-
entist. While the evidence is still preliminary, recent research on public
perception generally finds that climate-policy advocacy and civil dis-
obedience does not diminish the credibility or trustworthiness of these
scientists6,9,11. Indeed, scientists who deny the existence of the biases all
humans are prone to, or fail to consciously and transparently acknowledge
these biases, could be argued to be at risk of producingmore biased research.
Openly acknowledging their biases shows that scientists are aware of them
and allows readers to judge for themselves the extent to which these biases
may have influenced the outcomes, a practice known as reflexivity. More-
over, the scientific method and peer-review process, while imperfect and
subject to error andmisuse (e.g., submitting biased analyses to journals that
are not topically relevant, where reviewers would not be familiar with the
nuances of the science11), is designed andconstantly being refined toprovide
a system of checks to identify and filter out overt biases that overly influence
the results of the study. For example, pre-registration and positionality
statements are becoming more common in the social sciences as methods
for acknowledging and minimizing biases.

So in conclusion, Büntgen’s argument that climate scientists
should not become climate activists because to do so means they have
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“a priori interests in the outcome of their studies” is flawed in multiple
ways: it assumes it is possible to conduct science with no a priori
interest; it assumes such interest automatically creates biased science;
and it disregards the role of the scientific method and peer-review in
identifying and filtering biased science.

Neutral science isn’t a holy grail: it’s an undesirable myth
Büntgen proposes neutral science as a way forward from ill-formed rea-
soning based on the desire for a ‘neutral science’ that is devoid of values,
achieving the so-called ‘value-free ideal’. As described above, however, it is
clear thatfirst, values are inherently interwoven in the scientific process; and
second, this is desirable. For instance, societal and political values shape
research questions, ensuring that policymakers can make informed deci-
sions in addressing societal challenges2,4. Similarly, ethical values guide data
collection methods, preventing researchers from conducting intrusive stu-
dies on vulnerable populations2,4. Social, political, and ethical values even
indirectly influence the conception of the norms for scientific inquiry2,16,
such as ‘reproducibility’, ‘transparency’, and ‘generalisability’.

Values in science help create and evaluate good science. Value judge-
ments shape the production and framing of physical climate science, such as
the selection of the 1.5 °C and 2 °C thresholds or the design choices in the
composition of climate models17. These same values also help the scientific
community to identify when there is the unacceptable influence of political
values in creating biased science12, as outlined above. Numerous instances
demonstrate how scientific research is directed, shaped, and constituted by
values2,4,13,16. In fact, Büntgen himself is not free from obvious value-
ladenness in his comment, as indicated by statements such as “an alarming
recent rise in surface temperatures [emphasis added]”. The alarmhere is not
from inbuilt sirens in the data, but from Büntgen’s own judgement that the
recent rise should be alarming. This perspective on the alarming nature of
observed change aligns with that of many climate scientists with recognized
expertise in physical or social sciences.

Acknowledging that reaching a state of ‘neutral’ science is impossible
and that striving for it is undesirable does not imply that it is acceptable to
allow all values to pervade all aspects of science, resulting in biased science.
As Büntgen outlines, along with many others18,19, this matter of values is
becoming increasingly important when communicating climate science,
especially as it is beingused to inform large societal changes.Weconcurwith
Büntgen - as would most climate scientists - that over-attribution, reduc-
tionism, or exaggerationof scientificfindings isunjustified.This includes the
mischaracterization of uncertainties, which should always be commu-
nicated and appreciated as part of scientific accuracy and integrity.

Nonetheless, it should also be noted that science communication
inherently involves making language and framing choices. This is particu-
larly the case when communicating to non-experts who do not share the
same understanding of terminologies or concepts. There is much research
addressing this very topic, for example highlighting how varying degrees of
certainty could be communicated by using the language of “uncertainties”20,
“likeliness”21, “risk”22, or the “scientific consensus”23. Each represents dif-
ferent frames that emphasize either the uncertainties or strengths inherent
in research. Consequently, Büntgen’s proposal to avoid any form of selec-
tion that reflects activism is flawed, as these language and framing choices
are inherently selective and must involve value judgements.

Rethinking boundaries
For a long time, many climate scientists refrained from speaking publicly
about the risks of climate inaction and/or theurgencyof climate action, in an
effort to maintain their ‘neutrality’ or ‘objectivity’8. In doing so, many
suppressed their painful emotions around climate change and the future24.

Today, however, a growing number of scientists are now speaking out in
various ways, including engaging on social media, writing open letters,
seeking public office, or participating in civil disobedience19,25.

It is not only a question of what constitutes ‘crossing the boundary’
from neutral communication to activism, but also who makes that judge-
ment, and what values are used in doing so. One person’s ‘neutral’ com-
munication can be perceived by another to be activism, and values are
embedded in that perception. Büntgen himself does not specify who should
judge what counts as activism or allow that values are inherent to that
assessment.Differentpeople,organizations, andmethods could vary in their
identification of such actions, even with a clear definition. Concerns about
activism could pertain to various elements of communication, such as the
language and frames a scientist uses (e.g., advocating for climate policies or
presenting science as certain)6,9, the display of emotions (e.g., worry or
anger)24, the activities a scientist engages in (e.g., civil disobedience)19, sci-
entists’ associations (e.g., communicatingonbehalf ofExtinctionRebellion),
how expertise is utilized (e.g., epistemic trespassing)26, or even the use of
academic symbols in their communication (e.g., lab coats).

All these elements may reflect scientists’ value judgements and could
potentially raise concerns regarding the credibility of science, yet there is no
singular and fully objective understanding of when science communication
is perceived as climate activism - nor, we argue, is one likely possible. In fact,
keeping silent in order tomaintain a ‘neutrality’ could also be perceived as a
form of agreement with the status quo or judgement on scientists who
engage with society7. Previous research shows that scientists ‘speak out’ or
engage in advocacy because they feel the need to defend the integrity of
science frommisinformation ormischaracterized uncertainties, as Büntgen
did. Other scientists argue that it is their right as citizens, fulfilling a
moral duty7.

We argue that it is pointless to try to separate the citizen from the
scientist or to impose silence to create false credibility based on unattainable
and undesirable neutrality. In other words, we contend that there is no clear
boundary between activism and science and that it is pointless to try and
separate the citizen from the scientist. Instead, we argue that it is more
fruitful to discuss the boundary between acceptable and unacceptable
influence of values in science communication27.

A new paradigm for the way forward
Instead of trying to prevent the “co-mingling” of scientists with activism, we
believe it is essential to highlight ways for scientists to effectively engage in
science communication that maintains scientific credibility and trust in sci-
ence and allows scientists to fulfil their roles as both scientists and citizens7.
One way is making scientists’ value judgements, such as prioritizing societal
safety from climate change, transparent to the audience2. For instance,
research has found that scientists who disclose their commitment to public
health are perceived asmore trustworthy 28.With the growing implications of
climate change for human health and safety, the responsibility of a climate
scientist as a ‘physician of the planet’ could be judged by the ethical value of
‘do no harm.’ A recent study found that scientists who endorse ‘environ-
mental stewardship’ as part of their duty aremore likely to engage in activism,
similar to those who believe that ‘objectivity’ and ‘impartiality’ are not
compromised by activism29. Furthermore, as with health risks, studies show
that scientists are among the most trusted messengers for conveying the
implications of their research to the general public30.

Another strategy is to formulate scientific conclusions by transparently
interpreting objective facts through the lens of shared public democratic
values identified prior to conducting the study (e.g., through a public
referendum or opinion surveys)14. And since democratic societies are often
not uniform but rather pluralistic in their values, another solution is to
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ensure that this value pluralism is reflected in the representation of the
scientific community.

More discussion and research is needed to define the boundary
between acceptable and unacceptable influence of values in science26.
However, clearly defining acceptable andunacceptable influenceof values in
science would reduce concerns about scientists overstepping boundaries
andmisusing their position.Consequently, themoral obligationof scientists
would transition from being “apparent,” as Büntgen describes it, to a moral
responsibility assigned by society, policymakers, and the academic com-
munity based on shared values more akin to that described by Walsh3.

By framing research outcomes consonant with predefined shared
democratic values, and listening to society’s concerns, expectations, and
ideas, we believe climate scientists can engage in open and inclusive dialo-
gueswith society,with the explicit goal of inspiring action3. It is essential that
both science and society be involved in this process, as (re)defining the
boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable influence of values in
science and associated roles and responsibilities of science and scientists is
inherently an ideological exercise31. Perhaps themost important realization,
however, is that resolution is not the goal. Dialogue should be ongoing and
constantly evolving as we develop new knowledge, make new discoveries,
confront new challenges, and address new social structures in our shared
pursuit of a better world.
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