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Petitions have a long history in religion (e.g., prayer), law (e.g., legal redress) and government 9 

(e.g., ballots). Scientists and science organizations increasingly join the fray by employing 10 

petitions to influence public opinion and government decisions. By adding the signatures of 11 

multitudes of qualified scientists, the petitioners try to garnish trust among those who may not 12 

understand the debate. A worrying trend, however, is the use of petitioning in scientific debates 13 

to stifle unpopular ideas. Shouting down opponents is the methodology of a gang, and adding 14 

signatures to rebuttals is the conduct of gang science. We argue that, at best, the petition culture 15 

is ineffective. At worst, it undermines scientific discourse. 16 

 17 

Petitions have become a numbers game. Eighteen national scientific societies support the 18 

findings of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 1. Another organization claims 19 

31,000 signatures by scientists that reject global warming 2, a January 2012 Wall Street Journal 20 

letter has 16 signatures by scientists saying there is no need to panic about global warming 3, and 21 

50 NASA scientists and astronauts sent an open letter asking the agency to refrain from linking 22 

climate change with human activities 4. Many more scientists could be asked to sign a petition 23 
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that accepts climate change evidence and the role of humans in causing it. Do more signatures 24 

win? The National Center for Science Education started ‘Project Steve’ to support the teaching 25 

of evolution and parody petitions calling for creationism 5. The petition is signed by more than 26 

1,200 scientists; all called ‘Steve,’ and it has more signees than the petitions circulated by the 27 

creationists. If the creationists get 1,201 signatures, do they win the debate? 28 

 29 

Gathering signatures has a long tradition in advocacy groups, and so overuse of petitions may 30 

give the impression that scientists are an advocacy group with an agenda just like any other 31 

lobbyist. And despite the use of petitions, numbers and logic can be ineffective at swaying public 32 

opinion and political decisions 6. Whereas scientific consensus does influence public opinion 6, 33 

petitions can give the impression of scientific consensus on either side of debate. Moreover, the 34 

general public is unable to distinguish between individuals with scientific-sounding affiliations 7. 35 

A renowned scientist like James Hansen has credibility equal to a charlatan like Fred Singer. 36 

Petitions give the impression that science is about consensus and collusion rather than discovery 37 

and verification. An emerging and disturbing trend is the use of petitions to attack scientific 38 

arguments in peer-reviewed journals. 39 

 40 

The use of petitions in scientific debate currently is uncommon, but top journals have broken 41 

their own rules and permitted ridiculously long author lists. This journal published a letter titled, 42 

“Non-natives: 141 scientists object” 8. The piece dismissed the ideas of 19 scientists on how 43 

introduced species should be managed. An equally large group of scientists (137 co-authors) 44 

claimed three of their peers had misunderstood and misrepresented the debate about the 45 

evolution of eusociality 9,10. This trend suggests we should judge the validity of ideas by the 46 



number of authors. It is replicated data, not signatures, that validates science 11. Science advances 47 

when we spend time measuring and thinking rather than collecting signatures. Gang science 48 

suppresses dissent and preserves established hierarchy and ideas. It is hard to imagine 100+ 49 

authors contributing much more than intimidation. 50 

 51 

We already filter ideas through peer-review, citations and grant panels; petitions are not needed 52 

as an additional filter. Instead, we should work to engender a culture of debate based on ideas, 53 

not coercion, where scientists are inspired “to set the cause above renown, to love the game 54 

beyond the prize.”12 55 
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