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Especially in recent years, all legitimate surveys of the attitudes of scientists in
America reveal that the great majority tend to be liberal in their views. The Pew
study in 2009, working in conjunction with the American Academy of Sciences,
is merely a more recent such survey with these same results.  Why do scientists
trend liberal in their views?

Before we explore this question, we need to understand who really qualifies as
scientists and realize that all scientists are not alike. There are different groups
of  scientists,  and  there  are  some important  distinctions  to  be  made among
them, though they may not be the distinctions usually invoked.  While natural
and physical scientists epitomize the conception of what most people think of as
scientists, the fact is that most academics in both the humanities and the entire
range  of  the  sciences  are  guided  by  the  principle  of  responsible,  rational
argument  that  is  at  the  root  of  the  scientific  process.  Indeed,  some  in  the
humanities discipline of  Philosophy are among the most  rigorous rationalists
whose  arguments  exceed  in  exactitude  those  in  the  natural  and  physical
sciences on a regular basis.  In a sense, mathematicians are the philosophers
of  the  language of  statistics  and the  physical  sciences,  and again  they are
among the most  exacting  in  constructing their  proofs.   Social  scientists  are
thought by some to not be “real” scientists at all, mainly due to the difficulty in
precisely identifying and controlling for all the variables that inform behavior and
the  latitude  given  to  the  interpretive  aspect  of  their  reports.   But  like  all
academics, social scientists are as committed to the essential principles of the
scientific process as other scientists.

What all of these academic areas share is the commitment to a full examination
of all of the relevant data and logical argument applied to it which is informed by
a defined theoretical perspective.  At its root, that is science whether the subject
is a poem, a psychotic  patient,  a race riot,  a  mollusk,  a neurotransmitter,  a
quark, or a black hole.  When it comes to liberal or conservative perspectives, if
there is any distinction to be made within this broader conception of “scientists”,
it  may better  be made between higher  education academics in  general  and
applied  professional  practitioners.   The  first  are  more  theoreticians  and
experimenters in pursuit of understanding for its own sake [while teaching the
next  generation  of  both  theoreticians  and  practitioners].   The  latter  pursue
pragmatic results in the social and material worlds, and many who operate in
the material domain [engineers] and the corporate sphere [attorneys] become
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immersed in the worldview of profit driven considerations.  It should come as no
surprise that scientists who spend their  careers working under the corporate
umbrella tend to be more conservative than their academic counterparts.

Allowing for this distinction between academics of all disciplines [as scientists]
and applied science practitioners,  how do we account for  the liberal  bent of
most scientists in this larger sense?

There are many reasons, but most of these accumulate in a cluster under the
informing concept that all academics are obliged philosophically to commit to as
they develop, pursue and report the results of their research.

1) Scientists are committed to their understanding being conditional upon the
facts  as  known  and  conceptualized  into  theory  under  prevailing
paradigms.

2) Scientists recognize that new facts are always emerging, so there is no
such  thing  as  absolute  truth  about  anything,  only  truth  relative  to  the
current state of knowledge and the “better” among competing theoretical
conceptualizations of that knowledge.

3) Debate  is  at  the  core  of  science  with  the  theory  that  is  objectively
evaluated as providing the simplest and more comprehensive explanation
of  the greater  number of  the relevant  facts  being accorded the higher
status – presently!

4) In light of #1, #2, and #3, scientists are obliged to remain open-minded,
open to change all the way to the very core of the assumptions that inform
their theoretical paradigms.

5) Of course, scientists have their own self-interests in the results of their
research  and  the  theories,  and  especially  the  paradigms,  that  support
them.   So  scientists  are  not  pure  when  it  comes  to  adhering  to  their
principles.  But all scientists are aware of the desirability of adhering to
these principles if the goals of science are to be realized most efficiently.
So,  built  into  the  system  of  science  is  restraint  and  caution  about
excessive commitment to any idea. 

6) Scientists are usually highly educated not just in their fields but also in
awareness of the world in general and what makes it “tick.”  The result of
this  deeper  and broader  awareness is  that  scientists  can more readily
discern the faults  in  arguments  that  are  based on limited or  restricted
information. 

7) Scientists are trained in critical and logical thinking.  They are keen to
distinguish between opinion and fact, interpretation and results, and they
are skilled at  discerning when the facts have been unduly selected to
support a particular point of view.   Spin does not fly in science, and those
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trained to discern it in their own fields are likely to discover it rather readily
when  it  occurs  in  other  areas  –  especially  in  what  passes  for  social,
economic and political “discussion” in the public realm.

8) The  focus  of  academic  scientists  is  centered  on  discovery  and
understanding, not on pragmatic consequences that often have restricted
financial incentives and that reflect the vested interests of non-scientists.

9) Because of their training, scientists tend to be able to distinguish rather
easily between individuals and groups whose motivations are driven by
personal and vested interests and those emanating from the legitimate
search for enlightenment and “pure” understanding.  They do not miss the
“back” story of vested interests.

10) Academic  scientists  are  surrounded  by  the  next  generation  of
professionals whom they are usually  training.   These young,  energetic
graduate  students  are  always  bringing  new  ideas  into  the  academic
discourse where they tend to keep the conceptual pot stirred and their
academic  “overseers”  thinking  in  terms  of  potential  change  –  thinking
progressively.

11) In general, the broader education, awareness, and experience in the
world of most scientists together with their training in anticipating change
and in distinguishing opinion from fact coalesce to render scientists more
likely  than the average citizen to release the hold of  past  custom and
tradition – especially that which may be associated with their upbringing.

12) Academics  in  general  are  primarily  motivated  by  ideas  and  the
excitement of discovery and not by the accumulation of wealth in a profit
driven system.  Converting ideas into dollars is secondary, if it is important
to  most  academics  at  all.   So,  most  scientists  live  comfortable  lives
oriented to intellectual pursuits, and they do not identify with and are not
oriented to serve the vested interests of the wealthy and powerful. 

13) Most scientists abide by the principles of science rather rigorously,
at least in their own fields.  And most scientists tend to apply these same
principles in determining their views in most other areas of their lives.  But
like all people, scientists are not consistent in this regard.  It is most often
in the domains of religion and social, economic and political policy that
scientists,  who  may  well  assert  a  liberal  position  within  their  own
professional subject area, may adopt conservative positions – protecting
the status quo or even supporting “golden age” orientations.  While such
scientists are decidedly the exception, they make up the 6-8% minority
among scientists, and appropriately many of these scientists are attached
to the applied science domain, which is dominated by corporations and
where the worldview of corporate self-interest prevails.
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So,  why  do  surveys  consistently  report  that  90+%  of  scientists  in  America
support a generally liberal perspective?  When we collect together the features
in the prior list of characteristics that define science, most scientists, and most
academics in general, we see that because of their training, the great majority of
these scientists object to the highly selective, emotionally charged, value-based
arguments  of  both  conservatives  and  liberals.   But  in  recent  years  as  the
Republican Party has successively purged itself of first its liberal and then of its
moderate members, scientists are definitely less impressed with conservative
arguments than they are with liberal  ones,  which is certainly not to say that
scientists are very satisfied with the Democrats either.  Scientists can see the
conservative  arguments  [anti-tax,  “limited”  government  and  anti-regulation
mixed  up  with  pro-life  sentiments  and  wrapped  in  the  cloak  of  Christian
fundamentalism,  “family”  values,  and  patriotic  slogans]  for  what  they  are.
Behind the spin of euphemism, these scientists are able to identify the self-
interested  motivation  of  the  wealthy  and  powerful  few  individuals  and
corporations working to protect their privileged positions.  And at the same time,
these scientists are aware of the negative social  effects of excessive wealth
accumulation by the few, the stagnation of the middle class – to which most of
them belong, and the social, economic and political policies of conservatives
that  serve to protect  the interests of  the privileged few while  weakening the
integrity  of  the common good.    Ultimately,  they recognize the conservative
supported shift toward oligarchy in America as threatening the very basis for
sustaining the democratic state of the nation.  And in the community of other
western  nations,  most  scientists  recognize  that  largely  in  response  to
conservative pressures, America 1) lags in virtually all the key areas that are
necessary to sustain the nation, the environment and the human species, and
2)  has  expended  enormous  and  precious  resources  pursuing  highly
questionable military interventions and occupations as the means to accomplish
retribution and to build nations.

If scientists are generally disappointed in the direction the current Republican
Party has taken, they view the Democratic Party with considerable skepticism.
In the last twenty years they have watched as the Democrats have come to rely
more and more on corporate financial support to fund their campaigns.  The
result  has been that  Democrats often serve conservative corporate,  banking
and financial investment interests rather than the concerns and needs of the
middle class and those less fortunate.  In this context, scientists, along with the
electorate in general, have increasingly tended to declare themselves more as
Independents than as Democrats.

Clearly, many scientists are not pleased with either of America’s major political
parties – both of which have trended conservative since Reagan.  Scientists are
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looking for real and responsible and fair and equitable solutions to the panoply
of challenges America faces.  And they are looking for political behavior in all of
their  representatives  and  parties  that  avoids  rather  than  embraces
gamesmanship,  deception,  disinformation and spin.   Scientists must  “win”  in
scientific  debate  based  on  the  facts  and  the  true  merits  of  their  research.
Scientists  expect  winning  social,  economic  and  political  policy  to  reflect  the
same integrity in its process.

“Progressive” is the proper term to describe most scientists and academics, just
as progressive is the accurate term to characterize the orientation inherent in
the  scientific  perspective  itself.   Scientists  are  logically  and  necessarily
intellectual progressives.  And progressives more often hold liberal rather than
conservative views because they look to the future – not the past – expecting
that  change  will  lead  to  improved  understanding  and  that  improved
understanding  will  lead  to  an  improved  human  condition  –  provided  that
improved  understanding  is  applied  with  rigor  and  integrity.   Scientists  trend
liberal in their views for many reasons, but in the current superficial, sound bite
oriented political context of constant bickering for the cameras, they are more
appropriately Independent than either Republican or Democrat.
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