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Evidence abandoned: Trump’s cabinet and the fallout for science
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Trump’s presumptive cabinet raises fears for population health given its anti-science bias.
Christina Pagel and colleagues argue that the UK scientific establishment should practice
solidarity and resistance with their American counterparts.

US President-elect Donald Trump is choosing his cabinet, and it will be a cabinet unlike
any other in the history of the republic. His nominees could be the characters in a dystopian

novel. As Secretary of Defence he proposes someone who, when in the military, was

reportedly considered a [“possible insider threat’jl and has minimal managerial experience.?

His nominee as Director of National Intelligence has expressed what Senator Mitt Romney
has described as “treasonous” support for Presidents Assad and Putin.?> As the hottest year on

record ends, Trump proposes a cheerleader for fossil fuel extraction, to the post of interior
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secretary* while his pick for the Environmental Protection Agency has repeatedly voted
against clean water and air legislation.> As Education Secretary, we have someone whose
expertise is in wrestling.® As the nominee for Secretary of Health and Human Services, we
have Robert F Kennedy Jr, someone who has embraced conspiracy theories, especially about
vaccines, and has no medical or health policy experience.” The pattern continues as one
descends the hierarchy. Names being considered for heads of health agencies have provoked
disbelief in the scientific community given their previous actions, including contrarian
stances during the covid-19 pandemic.®®

These appointments, should the Senate confirm them, recall the term “kakistocracy,”
coined in the seventeenth century to describe “government run by the worst, least qualified,
or most unscrupulous citizens.”!? They also recall Michael Gove’s famous comment during
the Brexit campaign: the “people of this country have had enough of experts.”!! Trump has
nominated people who do not just ignore expertise. They pour petrol on it and toss in the
match of conspiracy theories.

The American public health and medical communities are understandably anxious about
what Kennedy’s appointment will mean. Much has already been written on the risks to the

health of the US population!? and the wider threat to global programmes such as the GAVI
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Alliance, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria and the many global public goods,
like surveillance and research, that the US has contributed so much to.!3 14

However, concerns go beyond any individual decisions that Kennedy and the rest of the
Trump cabinet might make. Even when they have some justification, like proposals on ultra-
processed food, the issue is how they were decided. The dominant ethos involves an explicit
disdain for the scientific process.'> When policymakers at the highest levels flatly deny well-

established evidence, embrace conspiracy theories, and weaponize culture wars to undermine
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scientific discourse, instead prioritising ideology and self-enrichment, chaos and disaster
ensue. They have already made clear that they will brook no opposition, moving quickly to
degrade those bodies established to protect the public, like the Environmental Protection
Agency, Department for Education, Food and Drug Administration, and the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. This will have consequences long after Trump completes his
term. As the UK discovered, when the relationship between evidence and policy broke down
following Brexit, it is easier to break something than to fix it.!¢

These appointments have profound consequences for leading US scientists. Some have

already been targeted,!” with [Elon Musk'® and other Trump supporters!® calling for Anthony

Fauci’s prosecution. Trump and several of his nominees have called for action against leading
universities, seizing their endowments or removing their accreditation.?’ Kennedy has
medical journals in his sights.?! Meanwhile, congressional Republicans are pushing through
legislation that would give the federal government wide-ranging powers to target any non-
profit organisation that challenges it.??

All scientists in the US will face choices. Both history and contemporary experience in
authoritarian regimes tells us that many will acquiesce.?3-?* Some, seeing the opportunities for
funding and career enhancement, will become cheerleaders for the new regime. Others will
simply keep their heads down, in some cases shifting their focus away from now

controversial areas such as climate science, public, reproductive health or lthe spread of

disinformation| We previously saw how research on gun violence was throttled in the US
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following the Dicky Amendment of 1996.26 A relaxation of this legislation by the Biden
administration seems unlikely to survive.?’” Will university leaders supress criticism of the US
leadership to avoid becoming targets of the administration? Even now, they will have seen

what happened to some leaders because of campus protests.

Those of us in the rest of the world also face choices, and history will judge us too on
what we decide. First, we must support our US colleagues and their institutions. This could

be amplifying their evidence-informed advocacy for public health measures such as
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Stanford University and the University of Washington have
already either folded or refocused their work on viral election
misinformation after being inundated with information
requests and subpoenas from Jim Jordan, a Republican
congressman who chairs the House judiciary committee,
costing them hefty legal fees.
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critique and debunk US guidance that is not scientifically rigorous. Finally, we must confront
disinformation wherever we encounter it, including within our own ranks. Our record in the
United Kingdom is not great, exemplified by the prolonged struggle to get the General
Medical Council (GMC) to investigate complaints about spreading vaccine disinformation.?’
One thing is clear. We cannot afford to “stay in our lane.” As scientists and clinicians, we
must strive to overcome our epistemic and disciplinary differences and demonstrate solidarity
and collaboration in defence of evidence-informed policy. And we must move beyond merely
producing evidence; we must become its advocates, fighting for truth and integrity in public

discourse. Our collective voice and courage are more critical than ever.

Acknowledgment: We are grateful to Duncan Robertson for drawing our attention to the term
kakistocracy.

Competing interests: KB is member of the board of the World Obesity Federation and chairs
its policy and prevention committee. The Federation receives industry funding. MM was a
member of the Lancet Commission on the first Trump administration and is a member of the
current Commission on the United States, neither of which are remunerated. He is also a
member of the US National Academy of Medicine.

<eref>1 Davis AC, Horton A, Lamothe D, Hill E. Pentagon pick left Guard after being
reported as possible ‘insider threat’ due to tattoo,
<https.://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2024/1 1/16/pete-hegseth-tattoo-national-
guard/> (2024).</eref>

<eref>2 Borger, J. Pentagon stunned after Trump picks Pete Hegseth for defence
secretary, <https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/13/pentagon-stunned-after-
trump-picks-pete-hegseth-for-defence-secretary> (2024).</eref>

<eref>3 Taylor, A. Tulsi Gabbard’s past comments on Russia cloud her nomination by
Trump, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/11/14/tulsi-gabbard-russia-director-
national-intelligence-trump/> (2024).</eref>

<eref>4 Friedman L, Gold M. Trump Picks Burgum for Interior Secretary,
<https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/14/climate/trump-burgum-for-interior-secretary. html>
(2024).</eref>

<eref>5 Joselow M, Alfaro M. Trump taps former New York congressman Lee Zeldin
as EPA chief, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/11/1 1/trump-
epa-lee-zeldin/> (2024).</eref>

<eref>6 Guardian staff and agencies. Trump picks former WWE executive Linda
McMahon for education secretary, <https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2024/nov/19/trump-nominates-linda-mcmahon-education-secretary> (2024).</eref>
<eref>7 Jackson P. Trump picks vaccine sceptic RFK Jr for health secretary,
<https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/crineOnl91wo> (2024).</eref>

3of5


https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2024/11/16/pete-hegseth-tattoo-national-guard/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/investigations/2024/11/16/pete-hegseth-tattoo-national-guard/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/13/pentagon-stunned-after-trump-picks-pete-hegseth-for-defence-secretary
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/13/pentagon-stunned-after-trump-picks-pete-hegseth-for-defence-secretary
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/11/14/tulsi-gabbard-russia-director-national-intelligence-trump/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2024/11/14/tulsi-gabbard-russia-director-national-intelligence-trump/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/14/climate/trump-burgum-for-interior-secretary.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/11/11/trump-epa-lee-zeldin/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/11/11/trump-epa-lee-zeldin/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/19/trump-nominates-linda-mcmahon-education-secretary
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/19/trump-nominates-linda-mcmahon-education-secretary
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/crlne0n191wo

Item: BMJ-UK; Article ID: pagel26112024;
Article Type: Editorial; TOC Heading: Opinion; DOI: 10.1136/bmj.q2654

<eref>8 Diamond, D. Trump picks Dr. Oz to oversee Medicare, Medicaid and
Affordable Care Act, <https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2024/11/19/dr-oz-medicare-
medicaid-obamacare-trump/> (2024).</eref>

<eref>9 Cancryn A, Lim D. Trump transition closes in on picks for top health posts,
<https://www.politico.com/news/2024/11/19/trump-transition-health-finalists-00190365>
(2024).</eref>

<eref>10 Gosnold, P. A sermon preached at the publique fast the ninth day of Aug. 1644
at St. Maries, Oxford, before the honorable members of the two Houses of Parliament there
assembled by Paul Gosnold ...; and published by authority.,
<https://web.archive.org/web/20201112190850/http.//tei.it.ox.ac.uk/tcp/Texts-
HTML/free/A41/441582. html> (1644).</eref>

<eref>11 Portes R. “I think the people of this country have had enough of experts”,
<https://www.london.edu/think/who-needs-experts> (2017).</eref>

<jrn>12 Correia [T, Novotny TE, McKee M. America’s Health at a Crossroads: What
Trump’s Second Term Means for the Future. Int J Health Plann Manage 2024.
doi:10.1002/hpm.3876. PubMed</jrn>

[<jrn>]13 Buse K, McKee M. Trump 2.0: what implications for global health? BMJ
2024;387:q2607. PubMed doi:10.1136/bmj.q2607</jrn>

\<jrn>\14 The Lancet. Trump, health, science, and the next 4 years. Lancet
2024;404:1897. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(24)02518-2. PubMed</jrn>

<jrn>15 McKee M, Pagel C, Buse K. Disinformation enabled Donald Trump’s second
term and is a crisis for democracies everywhere. BMJ 2024;387:q2485.
doi:10.1136/bmj.q2485. PubMed</jrn>

<conf>16 Wilsdon J. in Journal and Proceedings of the Royal Society of New South
Wales. 45-49.</conf>

<eref>17 Grove, J. Trump’s anti-science appointees ‘drive demonisation of scholars’,
<https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/trumps-anti-science-appointees-drive-
demonisation-scholars> (2024).</eref>

<eref>18 Musk E. My pronouns are still prosecute/Fauci,
<https://x.com/elonmusk/status/1856224524733120824> (2024).</eref>

<eref>19 McHardy M. 'Prosecute Fauci' Calls Grow Among MAGA After Trump's
Victory, <https://www.newsweek.com/anthony-fauci-prosecuted-maga-trump-1984607>
(2024).</eref>

<eref>20 Leingang L. What are Donald Trump'’s plans to overhaul US colleges and
universities? <https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/18/trump-education-policies>
(2024).</eref>

<eref>21 Stolberg SG, Craig S. Kennedy’s Views Mix Mistrust of Business With
Unfounded Health Claims, <https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/15/us/politics/rfk-jr-hhs-
health-goals.html# (2024).</eref>

<eref>22 Hurowitz, N. House GOP Moves to Ram Through Bill That Gives Trump
Unilateral Power to Kill Nonprofits, <https.//theintercept.com/2024/11/15/nonprofits-trump-
bill-gop-republicans/> (2024).</eref>

<bok>23 Krementsov N. Stalinist Science. Princeton University Press, 1997.</bok>
<eref>24 Society MP. History of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society under National Socialism,
<https://www.nature.com/articles/35038223> (2000).</eref>

<jrn>25 Holt E. Russia’s research drought. Lancet 2024;404:1290-1.
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(24)02177-9. PubMed</jrn>

4 of 5


https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2024/11/19/dr-oz-medicare-medicaid-obamacare-trump/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2024/11/19/dr-oz-medicare-medicaid-obamacare-trump/
https://www.politico.com/news/2024/11/19/trump-transition-health-finalists-00190365
https://web.archive.org/web/20201112190850/http://tei.it.ox.ac.uk/tcp/Texts-HTML/free/A41/A41582.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20201112190850/http://tei.it.ox.ac.uk/tcp/Texts-HTML/free/A41/A41582.html
https://www.london.edu/think/who-needs-experts
https://doi.org/10.1002/hpm.3876
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39527467
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39572063
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.q2607
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(24)02518-2
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39550161
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.q2485
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39532499
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/trumps-anti-science-appointees-drive-demonisation-scholars
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/trumps-anti-science-appointees-drive-demonisation-scholars
https://x.com/elonmusk/status/1856224524733120824
https://www.newsweek.com/anthony-fauci-prosecuted-maga-trump-1984607
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2024/nov/18/trump-education-policies
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/15/us/politics/rfk-jr-hhs-health-goals.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/15/us/politics/rfk-jr-hhs-health-goals.html
https://theintercept.com/2024/11/15/nonprofits-trump-bill-gop-republicans/
https://theintercept.com/2024/11/15/nonprofits-trump-bill-gop-republicans/
https://www.nature.com/articles/35038223
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(24)02177-9
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/39369735

Item: BMJ-UK; Article ID: pagel26112024;
Article Type: Editorial; TOC Heading: Opinion; DOI: 10.1136/bmj.q2654

<jrn>26 Stark DE, Shah NH. Funding and Publication of Research on Gun Violence
and Other Leading Causes of Death. JAMA 2017;317:84-5. doi:10.1001/jama.2016.16215.
PubMed</jrn>

<jrn>27 Weir K. A thaw in the freeze on federal funding for gun violence and injury
prevention research. Monit Psychol 2021;52:22.</jrn>

<eref>28 Taheri, M. Full List of College Presidents Who Have Resigned Amid Campus
Protests, <https.//www.newsweek.com/full-list-college-presidents-who-have-resigned-amid-
campus-protests-1939822> (2024).</eref>

<jrm>29 Wise J. GMC admits error in decision over whether to investigate doctor’s
claims over covid vaccine. BMJ 2024;384:q433. doi:10.1136/bmj.q433. PubMed</jrn>

S5of5


https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2016.16215
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28030692
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28030692
https://www.newsweek.com/full-list-college-presidents-who-have-resigned-amid-campus-protests-1939822
https://www.newsweek.com/full-list-college-presidents-who-have-resigned-amid-campus-protests-1939822
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.q433
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38373795

