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Abstract 
 

Mistrust towards mainstream science and evidence-based expertise, or "science skepticism", 

is embedded in postmodernity. Vaccine hesitancy and climate change skepticism are both forms of 

rejecting expertise and searching for alternative bodies of knowledge. In this sociological research, I 

studied the social construction (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) of skeptical discourses on vaccination and 

climate change. Using a mixed-methods approach, I first provided a quantitative overview of skeptical 

attitudes on vaccination and climate change at the European Union level, and then I placed an 

emphasis on the Romanian society and I identified the cultural resources employed in the social 

construction of skeptical discourses.  

One of the key findings of my research is that vaccine hesitancy and climate change skepticism, 

as skeptical discourses, do not support the postmodern claim for a plurality of knowledge types - 

although postmodern social characteristics such as neoliberalism, the democratization of information, 

and reflexivity facilitate and consolidate various forms of skepticism. Skeptics of vaccination and 

climate change do not contest the epistemic advantages of science, but they strongly reject 

mainstream science and official authorities. Instead, they support experts who are marginal within the 

scientific community and promote their contrarian claims as factually true (Vulpe, 2020b; Vulpe, 2022; 

Vulpe and Vasile, 2023). Both vaccine hesitancy and climate change skepticism encompass a 

heterogeneity of attitudes which are influenced by an individual's place within the social hierarchy, 

structural constraints, and economic inequalities (Vulpe, 2020a). Discourses on vaccination and 

climate change that are skeptical of mainstream science are socially constructed using three types of 

resources: selective trust, temporal agency (Flaherty, 2003), and religious agency (Leming, 2009). This 

is a key similarity that contributes to expanding the knowledge on the social construction of skepticism 

and the specific strategies used to reject mainstream science. Selective trust is a concept that I 
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introduced to show that skeptics of vaccines and of climate change distrust official experts, political 

authorities, big companies, and some parts of mass media, while they trust some experts and media 

representatives who are themselves promoters of skepticism and contesters of public authorities. 

Temporal agency (Flaherty, 2003) is extensively used in skeptical discourses in various forms, from 

argumentative time work (Ciocănel et al., 2021) to timescapes (Adam, 1998), historical continuity and 

discontinuity (Zerubavel, 2003). Religious agency (Leming, 2009) is used by Orthodox Chrisitan and 

Pentecostal actors to construct a religious worldview that valorizes God’s protection against the 

disease and climate disasters, associates the COVID-19 vaccine with the Mark of the Beast, and 

interprets pandemic restrictions as Apocalyptic events. 

Another similarity is that skeptics of both vaccination and climate change structure their 

discourse around themes that are anchored in systemic problems causing risks and vulnerabilities for 

society at large and for particular social categories. Numerous problems and vulnerabilities emerged 

during the COVID-19 pandemic as regards public health measures and economic disruptions, thus 

consolidating the vaccine-hesitant discourse and skepticism of a just green transition. In terms of 

dissimilarities, the climate-skeptical discourse is underdeveloped in Romania in comparison with the 

vaccine-hesitant discourse. This is related to the neglect manifested by Romanian public authorities 

and media representatives on this topic, contrasting with policy proposals and public debates on 

vaccination. My research contributes to overcoming the knowledge deficit model (Suldovsky, 2017) by 

showing that skepticism of mainstream science is not an individual problem caused by deficient 

cognitive processes but is a socially constructed phenomenon that gains legitimacy because of societal 

problems and systemic dysfunctions. To mitigate the growing popularity of skeptical discourses, public 

authorities are faced with the difficult task of regaining the trust of the general public, which requires 

a long time and consistent efforts from scientists, experts, and policymakers. 
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