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Ben ik wel woke genoeg?

Universiteiten liggen in de frontlinie van de Social Justice War. In hoeverre staan het
vrije woord en de wetenschappelijke methode onder druk als gevolg van het wokeactivisme? Studenten dringen aan op het ontslag van docenten die een ‘verkeerd’ woord
hebben gebruikt of die ‘verkeerde’ ideeën hebben. Docenten gaan over tot zelfcensuur,
en universiteitsbesturen vertonen weinig ruggengraat. In het Land van Woke wordt
wetenschap ondergeschikt gemaakt aan ideologie.

MARTIN HARLAAR (RED.)

Kriskras trok auteur Martin Harlaar door het Land van Woke, dat hem in toenemende
mate voorkwam als een mengeling van Lewis Carrolls Alice in Wonderland en George
Orwells 1984. Soms alleen maar bizar en lachwekkend, vaak ook bedreigend en angstaanjagend. Zijn reisverslagen zijn te lezen in het eerste deel van dit boek.
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Social Justice Warriors subvert scientific publishing
Anton van Leeuwenhoek1,2 was a pioneer of microbiology. By perfecting lens grinding,
he created microscopes capable of 200× magnification. Leeuwenhoek was the first to
observe blood cells and microorganisms. His observations were published in the
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society. Leeuwenhoek was also the first to
observe spermatozoa in semen, a breakthrough in understanding sexual reproduction.
Yet Leeuwenhoek hesitated to communicate his findings, concerned that they might be
offensive. In the cover letter accompanying his report to the president of the Royal
Society he wrote:2 ‘If your Lordship should consider that these observations may disgust
or scandalise the learned, I earnestly beg your Lordship to regard them as private and to
publish or destroy them as your Lordship sees fit.’ Fortunately for science and
humanity, his Lordship published3 van Leeuwenhoek’s revolutionary observations
in Philosophical Transactions in 1679.
Things might have played out differently for Leeuwenhoek in 2021. Per recent
guidelines4 of the Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC), editors must now ‘consider whether
or not any content (words, depictions or imagery) might have the potential to cause
offence. ... [T]he aim of this guidance is to help you to identify and prevent the
publication of inappropriate content in our journals and books, and to encourage you to
reflect on how inappropriate content can impact members of the community and
readers around the world.’ The document continues, ‘Words, depictions and imagery
have the potential to cause offence, therefore we need to consider how content might be
perceived by others. There can be a disparity between the intention of an author and
how their content might be received – it is the perception of the recipient that
determines offence, regardless of author intent’ (emphasis mine).
The guidelines4 represent an alarming change in the policies of a major publishing
house. Scientific publishers are key agents in what Jonathan Rauch calls ‘The
Constitution of Knowledge’ – a network of rules, practices, and institutions that
facilitate the production of knowledge.5 By introducing censorship into scientific
publishing, the publisher undermines its primary role – the communication of valid
chemistry research through the established practices of rigorous editorial work and
expert peer review.
Some may argue that well-intended measures aiming to avoid offending people are
distinct from censorship and will not be deployed to accommodate frivolous complaints.
This perception, however, is at best naive. What is unacceptable or offensive is in the
eyes of the offended, according to RSC: ‘Offence is a subjective matter and sensitivity to
it spans a considerable range; however … it is the perception of the recipient that we
should consider, regardless of the author’s intention.’ That is, the offence is understood
in terms of the feelings of the offended, not whether there is a reasonable reason to be
offended.
What could be offensive in 2021?

What sort of inappropriate content should editors be on the lookout for? The
guidelines provide a list of 15 ‘indicators’ of inappropriate content, including ‘Any
content that could reasonably offend someone on the basis of their age, gender, race,
sexual orientation, religious or political beliefs, marital or parental status, physical
features, national origin, social status or disability’; and ‘Likely to be upsetting, insulting
or objectionable to some or most people’. These indicators are sufficiently broad to
justify censoring anything in chemistry and beyond.
One might ask: How likely would a chemistry paper be to contain such inappropriate
content? After all, chemistry is blissfully distant from such ‘contentious’ areas as
heredity,6 human biology, and sexual reproduction.7,8 Yet recent examples show that
even writing about highly technical matters can be a minefield of offences. As I recently
documented in ‘The Peril of Politicizing Science’,9 content that has been found
objectionable to some includes names of scientific discoveries and equations, such as the
‘Shockley-Queisser limit’ and ‘Newton’s Laws’; technical terms, such as ‘quantum
supremacy’, ‘master password’, ‘dummy variable’, and ‘disabled account’; and a slew of
plain English words10 – for example, ‘normal’ allegedly ‘makes most people feel
excluded’.11 The list of ‘oppressive’ words is constantly expanding – even ‘trigger
warning’, once used to warn people to potentially objectionable content, has itself been
declared objectionable, on the ground that the words can be evocative of weapons. 10
Some scholars – including an associate vice president of a Canadian University – are
offended by English grammar and are calling for the rejection of capital letters as
symbols of hierarchy and oppression.12
Scholarship suppression today: Examples and mechanism
Censorship is already widespread in scientific publishing, evoking parallels with past
totalitarian regimes. In Soviet times, entire disciplines were declared ‘bourgeois
pseudoscience’ (e.g., genetics, cybernetics).13 Research in these areas was suppressed for
years. For a couple of decades, the Soviet scientific literature was devoid of any
mentions of the role of chromosomes in defining the traits of plants, animals, and
humans, as Mendelian genetics contradicted the views of Lysenko,13,14 which were
officially endorsed by the Party. Today, research on biological determinants of sex and
gender is declared ‘transphobic’,8 research on the behavioral implications of the 23rd
chromosome pair is declared sexist, and so on. More examples across different
disciplines are documented in recent publications,15-18 illustrating the mechanism of
modern-day censorship.
Today's censorship is administered not by totalitarian governments but by social
media vigilantes and enabled by complicit publishers.15 A group of Social Justice
Warriors initiates the process of censorship by a social media campaign, usually on
Twitter. Lee Jussim calls these groups ‘outrage mobs’, defined as ‘a group ... of people
whose goal is to sanction or punish the ... individuals ... or organization they consider
responsible for something that offends, insults, or affronts their beliefs, values, or
feelings’.15 These calls for sanctions are never backed up by thoughtful reasoning or facts

– it is hardly possible to express an argument, let alone to document it, in 280
characters. Yet these campaigns often result in capitulation of the authorities, who then
punish the alleged offender. Jussim explains: ‘Although outrage mobs often trigger the
punishment process, in Western democracies, mobs no longer actually burn witches at
stakes. For most punishment to occur ..., some authority has to agree to implement the
mob’s punishment. ... Mobs do not get papers retracted; that is the decision of editors
and editorial boards.’ Thus, whether an academic outrage mob is effective at punishing
an academic for their ideas depends on the action of authorities. Simply put, the Cancel
Culture in science is enabled by the Coward Culture that has taken hold of our
institutions.19 Several examples illustrate this mechanism.
In 2020, Angewandte Chemie published an essay by Tomas Hudlicky,20 which
sparked a Twitter firestorm.21,22 The offended did not debate Hudlicky’s arguments;
rather, they issued an avalanche of insults describing the paper as ‘alienating’, ‘hurtful’,
‘xenophobic’, ‘abhorrent’, and Hudlicky as ‘racist’, ‘misogynist’, and a ‘slithering insect’.
Instead of inviting substantive rebuttals, the journal capitulated to the mob, removed
the paper from their website, issued an abject apology, suspended two editors, and
initiated an internal investigation. Even worse, professional societies joined the mobs
and condemned the essay and the author, rather than the bullying campaign and the
journal’s decision to remove the paper.22
In 2021, geophysicist Dorian Abbot was invited to deliver a public lecture at MIT on
climate and the potential for life on other planets. But a group of activists, outraged by
Abbot’s advocacy23 for equal opportunity, fairness, and merit-based evaluation in hiring,
initiated a social media campaign to uninvite him. In response, MIT cancelled the
event.24,19
Also in 2021, a paper in the Journal of Hospital Medicine about the perils of
tribalism in scientific discourse25 was retracted in response to Twitter outrage. The
journal replaced the paper with a rewritten version and published an apology26 for this
‘microaggression’ – apparently, the world ‘tribalism’ belongs to the list of ‘oppressive’,
‘culturally appropriative’ language.10,27
These cases of successful mob censorship have a chilling effect on scholarly discourse.
As totalitarian regimes have always known, it is not necessary to punish many – a few
cases of public ostracism go a long way, spreading terror and suppression. The Hudlicky
case, for example, instilled fear not only in individuals but also in institutions: the memo
accompanying the RSC censorship guidelines explicitly stated that the policy change was
instituted in response to the Hudlicky affair.
Fear of ostracism results in self-censorship, like that long ago contemplated by
Leeuwenhoek: authors choosing not to publish valid research or even retracting papers,
not because of scientific flaws, but because they might cause offence.15 As a recent
example, consider the case of the astronomer Kormendy.28 He wrote a paper aiming to
develop quantitative metrics for assessing professional merit and the future scientific
impact of junior researchers. But the idea of merit and its objective assessment was

claimed by some to be offensive, and the author promptly retracted the paper and
apologized for his transgression.
Who is subverting scientific publishing?
One may wonder, what drove an established publisher, such as RSC, to abandon its
core mission? Censorship is antithetical to the scientific enterprise and is thus at odds
with the purpose of the Royal Charter – ’the general advancement of chemical science
and its application’.29 The RSC’s response to a letter voicing these concerns answers this
question: the guidelines were developed by their Committee of Inclusion and
Diversity.30 The guidelines are a new addition to their ‘Framework for Action in
Scientific Publishing’, developed to address alleged systemic biases in chemistry
publishing.31 The framework is a remarkable document in its own right – it calls for
gender quotas and pledges to achieve 36% female representation on editorial boards
and in reviewer pools by 2022. Given that the current representation32 of women in
tenure and tenure-track position in chemistry is still below 20%, this target is both
discriminatory against men (whose chances of selection to editorial boards would be
roughly half of those for women) and unfair to women (who would have to do twice as
much reviewing). The introduction of the framework and guidelines illustrates how the
mission of a venerable institution can be subverted by ideology, and indeed lead to
policies that are both unfair and unequitable in some respects.
RSC is not the only publisher failing its mission by replacing merit and objectivity by
Social Justice criteria in their publishing process. The Journal of Intelligence explicitly
states on its website that it will not consider manuscripts that may ‘lead to or enhance
political controversies’.33 The American Chemical Society lauded RSC’s framework in an
editorial that builds upon the idea of gender biases and alleges the existence of systemic
racism in chemistry publishing:34 ‘Publications and citations are academic currency, and
while we like to think publishing a manuscript is ‘just about the science’, we know that is
not true for everyone.’ Among several action points, the editorial pledges to include
‘diversity of journal contributors as an explicit measurement of Editor-in-Chief
performance.’
Unbeknownst to most editorial boards and authors, many – if not all – chemistry
publishers have endorsed RSC’s ‘Joint Commitment for Action on Inclusion and
Diversity in Publishing’,35 a statement pledging to ‘engage all relevant stakeholders to
improve outcomes on inclusion and diversity, at all stages of the publishing process.
Some publishers go beyond general endorsement of the ‘Commitment to Diversity’.
Wiley’s contracts for associate editors now pledge a commitment to diversity, equity,
and inclusion and include a clause stating that editors will ‘promote diversity, equity and
inclusion in the editorial processes’ and strive to ‘ensure the best possible diversity,
equity and inclusivity in its Editorial Board, reviewer pool and authorship’. This clause
is in conflict with the primary responsibility of the editor – executing the peer-review
process and ensuring publication of valid scientific research. Reviewers should be
selected on the basis of their expertise in the subject matter, not on the basis of their

gender, race, or sexual orientation, and papers should be published on the basis of their
content, not on the basis of the identity of the authors.
No factual support for the existence of systemic discrimination accompanies these
manifestos – the existence of disparities seems to be the only evidence required. These
initiatives and policy changes are justified either by anecdotal evidence or superficial
observational analyses. No consideration is given to possible alternative causes of
disparity in outcome. For example, the RSC justifies its proposed actions by the alleged
systemic biases against women in chemistry publishing, citing a study (solicited by them
and published in an RSC journal) based on an observational analysis of publication
statistics.36 The authors – three computational chemists of whom only one has an
academic affiliation – studied gender gaps in metrics of professional accomplishment in
chemistry.36 Although the authors made a big deal about finding statistically significant
gender differences (an inevitable consequence of having a large data set), the magnitude
of the differences were small – e.g., tenths of a percent in manuscript acceptance rates.
Moreover, the authors did not control for potentially confounding factors (e.g., seniority
of researchers) that could explain the observed gender disparities. Yet this paper is
quoted as evidence of biases and used to justify enforcing quotas on editorial boards and
reviewer pools.
Critical theories imperil science and education
The intrusion of ideology in scientific publishing is but a small part of a larger
problem. The dominant ideology, based on Critical Theories,37 seeks to undermine the
core principles of liberal epistemology 5,38 and therefore threatens the entire scientific
enterprise. This ideology is in conflict with a set of fundamental principles of the
modern scientific enterprise, known as the Mertonian norms39 – Communalism,
Universalism, Disinterestedness, and Organized Skepticism. The Mertonian principles
imply that merit must be the key metric used to judge and evaluate scientific claims. The
merit of an idea should be evaluated through scrutiny and organized skepticism (the
scientific method) and is independent on the scientist that puts it forward. The ultimate
test of the merit of an idea, theory or principle is its ability to accurately predict the
functioning of the universe as observed by replicable experiment, not whether it feels
right or advocates for a particular world view or social cause.
We must resist ideological subversion of the scientific enterprise and defend our
constitution of knowledge40.
Anna Krylov
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