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Abstract 
 

 This article describes modern book burning – the coerced retraction of articles accepted 

for publication in peer-reviewed journals without evidence of data fraud or error – and modern 

witch hunting – attempts to punish academics and scientists for conclusions that offend the 

sensibilities of some mob, usually of other academics.  Four cases of modern book burning and 

six cases of witch hunting are then reviewed. It is concluded that none of the articles violated 

Committee on Publication Ethics standards for retraction, and that all of the academics who lost 

positions did so for making arguments that were either demonstrably correct or were well within 

the mainstream of academic opinion. The conclusion discusses how suppressing scholarship and 

punishing scholars for expressing ideas that some consider offensive can be corrosive to the 

validity and public credibility of academia. 
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“There is more than one way to burn a book. And the world is full of people running about with 

lit matches.” 
Ray Bradbury, 1979 edition of Fahrenheit 451. 
 

In this paper, I highlight the emergence of modern forms of book burning and witch 

hunting as threats to academic freedom and free inquiry.  “Book burning,” as used here, refers to 

any act that attempts to retract or suppress academic or scientific material that has appeared in 

some outlet, such as a peer-reviewed journal, for reasons other than fraud, malfeasance, or 

rampant data errors.  “Witch hunting” refers to attempts to ostracize, demonize, and punish 

people, though the focus here is on academics and scientists, for expressing some idea or 

reporting some finding that witch hunters (those doing the ostracizing, demonization and 

attempts to punish) find offensive. 

Although there is no paucity of censoriousness outside of academia that targets 

academics (Careem & Jussim, 2025; FIRE n.d.-1, FIRE n.d.-2), I focus herein on book burning 

and witch hunting of academics by academics, for several main reasons.  First, I consider book 

burning and witch hunt attempts instigated by academics to be generally more severe in their 

potential consequences than those instigated by outsiders (for the full analysis, which is only 

briefly summarized here, see Stevens, Jussim & Honeycutt, 2020).  Academic success hinges on 

the views of other academics far more than it hinges on the views of outsiders (e.g., jobs and 

promotions often hinge on academic letter-writers; publications and grants hinge on evaluations 

by other academics).  Second, other academics are the gatekeepers of scholarship, meaning that 

academics are in a far better position to suppress ideas than are outsiders.  Consistent with this 

analysis, academics who are the targets of such attacks suffer a subsequent loss of productivity, a 

finding attributed to other academics distancing themselves from those targets (Gulati & 

Palladini, 2026). Third, academics mostly run academia, whereas they do not run other potential 

avenues for burning books or witch hunting, such as social or mainstream media. Thus, 
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academics are in a far better position to limit book burning and witch hunting emanating from 

their own ranks than they are to do so for outside attempts. My fourth reason is normative rather 

than descriptive: if truth, wisdom, and creativity are best cultivated in environments that 

embrace, or at least permit, freewheeling discussion of even taboo ideas, then punishing people 

for doing so should be the last thing academics embrace, regardless of how much others do so. 

This paper summarizes several cases each of academic book burning and witch hunting.  

They were selected to be emblematic and illustrative of each phenomenon. This is not intended 

to be a comprehensive accounting of all such events.  However, for those interested in delving 

into additional cases, The Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression (FIRE) maintains 

two data bases: the Scholars Under Fire data base, which tracks attempts since 2000 to punish 

scholars in the United States for what should have been protected speech (FIRE, n.d. 1), and the 

Campus Deplatforming Data Base, which tracks attempts since 1998 to deplatform scholars, 

speakers and performances on college campuses (FIRE, n.d. 2.). Each data base includes over a 

thousand of such incidents. 

Defining Terms 

Academic freedom refers to the protections afforded faculty and students within 

academia to engage in the free and open inquiry of their individual scholarly interests and 

pursuits, with little to no restriction by authorities (American Association of University 

Professors, 1940; Stevens, Jussim & Honeycutt, 2020). As such, both book burning and witch 

hunting are threats to academic freedom.  Book burning and witch hunting often occur at the 

hands of “outrage mobs,” a concept developed in Stevens, Jussim & Honeycutt, 2020 (pp. 7-10), 

and which is defined as: “A group or crowd of people whose goal is to sanction or punish the 

individual, individuals, or organization they consider responsible for something that offends, 

insults, or affronts their beliefs, values, or feelings.”  The term “mob” is appropriate because 
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these groups are self-organizing, do not have any official standing as arbiters of truth or quality, 

and are not known to hold views representing anyone other than themselves.  Indeed, a recent 

survey of over 400 psychology professors found that most viewed attempts to retract papers for 

moral reasons (as opposed to data fraud) as contemptible (Clark et al, 2024).   

The concept of an outrage mob draws from the sociology of moral panics (e.g., Cohen, 

1972/2002; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994/2009). Fairly suddenly, some portion of a community 

agrees that some behavior is problematic or harmful. This provides license to treat the deviants, 

or “folk devils,” in their midst with hostility and punishment. A folk devil is someone who has 

been identified as a deviant threat by some portion of a community. Cohen (1972/2002) argued 

that folk devils are usually stripped of any favorable characteristics and that the negative 

characteristics that remain often develop into exaggerated unfavorable stereotypes. 

The concern about the threat posed by the deviant members of the community is typically 

more substantial than a realistic appraisal of the situation would conclude (Cohen, 1972/2002). 

Although not every instance of a scholar--or idea--being targeted for suppression by an outrage 

mob may qualify as a moral panic, outrage mobs that target scholars for their scholarship often 

demonstrate one or more of the elements of a moral panic. 

Modern Book Burning 

Literal book burning has occurred for at least 2000 years (Boissoneault, 2017). Typically, 

a powerful group exploits a righteous claim to be a victim of injustice and is used to “…reshape 

the balance of power and send a message…” (Boissoneault, 2017). It is a means by which the 

powerful attempt to banish certain ideas or people. One might expect book burning to be 

anathema to researchers, academics, and scientists, who are in the business of discovering truths, 

no matter where their studies may lead and no matter who’s ox it gores.  However, in academic 

peer-reviewed publishing, articles are rejected regularly on quality grounds. How, then, can 
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rejection on quality grounds be distinguished from censorship and suppression? 

Suppression can be easily distinguished conceptually from legitimate rejection on quality 

grounds, though in practice it may often be difficult to do so.  In principle, suppression occurs 

when the social sanctions (or mere fear of social sanctions) prevent ideas from being explored or 

presented in scientific or public forums. In science, rejection occurs when an idea has been 

explored, and the evidence has been found wanting. 

The history of science is replete with rejected ideas that were thoroughly explored and 

rejected because the evidence available overwhelmingly disconfirmed them (such as a geocentric 

universe).  Writ small, in my field of social psychology, a journal may reject a particular paper 

because it fails one or more of many scientific rigor standards (sample is too small or is 

unrepresentative; the measures are poorly constructed or not well-validated; alternative 

explanations to the authors’ claims have not been ruled out; etc.). A rejection for these reasons is 

not suppression; it is rejection on grounds of lack of sufficient scientific rigor.   

However, suppression and rejection may be harder to distinguish in the ongoing bustle of 

everyday science, especially when it is on theoretically or politically controversial topics.  Nearly 

all scholarship has limitations and flaws, thereby providing reviewers an opportunity to hold 

articles submitted for publication or grant proposals submitted for funding to different standards, 

depending on how well the conclusions comport with their theoretical or political preferences.  

Experimental studies that hold constant methodology and vary only the political lean of the 

findings have supported this analysis. Faculty evaluated the quality of research supporting left-

leaning conclusions more positively than methodologically identical research disconfirming left-

leaning conclusions (Abramowitz, Gomez & Abramowitz, 1975; Finseraas, Midtbøen, & 

Thorbjørnsrud, 2022).  And when examining actual retractions, Savolainen (2024) identified 

several cases where a paper was retracted when its conclusions challenged social justice 
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narratives about race and crime, but other papers, using nearly identical methodology and finding 

similar results were not retracted, when conclusions were framed as supporting social justice 

narratives.     

Thus, distinguishing suppression from justified rejection can be difficult in the messy 

world of scientific publishing.  However, in the book burning section of this article, I do not 

address the issue of manuscript rejection, and, instead, focus entirely on retractions of articles 

that had already been accepted for publication in a peer-reviewed journal, where the issue of 

suppression versus scientific flaws is often much clearer.   

Most retractions are not book burning.  The Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE, 

n.d.) has produced principles for retraction that focus primarily on data fraud, rampant data error, 

double publication, and plagiarism and a slew of ethical violations (e.g., undisclosed conflicts of 

interest, unauthorized use of data, undisclosed use of artificial intelligence, etc.).  To be clear, 

“data error” refers to situations in which an article reports new empirical data but those data have 

been found to be demonstrably wrong, thereby invalidating the reported findings.  “Data error” 

does not refer to disagreements scholars might have over the credibility, validity, generalizability, 

or interpretation of studies, regardless of whether they report new data or review existing work.  

Scholarly disagreements over the truth value of studies (which are rampant, e.g., Ioannidis, 2005; 

Jussim, Yanovsky, Honeycutt, Finkelstein, & Finkelstein, 2025) do not constitute grounds for 

retraction according to COPE guidelines (and it is notable that neither Ioannidis, 2005, nor 

Jussim et al., 2025 called for retracting such articles). 

Although no journals are bound by COPE guidelines unless they choose to be, my view is 

that those guidelines constitute the only principled, a priori articulated scientific reasons for 

retracting an article.  Thus, one can usually determine quite easily, in the real world, whether an 

article was retracted justifiably or as a form of suppression – were data fraud, data errors or 
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malfeasance identified?  If so, this is not a case of suppression.  If not, it usually will be a case of 

suppression.  In the cases of book burning reviewed herein: 1. No data errors or malfeasance 

were ever identified; and 2. The basis for the call for retractions by outrage mobs were moral 

arguments rather than data error arguments or vacuous claims about “lack of rigor” (vacuous 

because failures or rigor were actually identified).  Neither “political opposition,” “moral 

revulsion or panics,” nor “thousands of offended academics call for retraction” are among the 

COPE standards. I urge keeping these standards in mind when reading the accounts of book 

burning that follow. 

Modern Witch Hunting 

  The term “witch hunting” is inspired by Arthur Miller’s classic play, The Crucible, 

which retells the story of the Salem witch trials in the 17th century. It was first performed in the 

1950s, at the height of McCarthyism, a period in which numerous people, including academics 

and scientists, were blackballed from their professions for real or imagined associations with 

communists.  The Crucible is widely viewed as a metaphor for the intolerance that characterized 

the McCarthy era. 

Academic Freedom Protects Calls for Genocide 

To place the examples of book burning and witch hunting in some context, it is 

instructive to briefly revisit hearings held by the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on 

Education and the Workforce, on December 5, 2023 (see Jussim, 2023b for a summary and a link 

to the YouTube video of the hearings). At those hearings, the Presidents of MIT, the University of 

Pennsylvania, and Harvard testified about antisemitism and the policies on speech at their 

campuses.  When Representative Stefanik pressed them on whether calling for genocide of Jews 

constituted a violation of their university’s code of conduct, it evoked responses that were neither 

“yes” nor “no.” “Context matters” was the universal refrain.   
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This response is technically correct and echoes the First Amendment’s speech 

protections. Under American law, speech is protected from governmental restraint or punishment 

unless it is aimed at inciting immediate unlawful conduct (Brandenburg v. Ohio, 1969).  This rule 

applies at all public universities; there is no exception even for calls for genocide.  Private 

universities are permitted, within some limits, to impose more restrictive rules, but the official 

rules at most universities formally protect advocating virulent views and even calls for violence, 

as long as those views are not intended to incite violence directed at a specific person (one 

cannot say “go kill Joe,” though one can advocate for war, revolution, violent protest, or pretty 

much anything vile and malicious).  

Furthermore, these principles are exactly the ones needed to protect free and open 

discourse and inquiry. Providing such broad protections is the only way to ensure that 

universities can be places where its constituents (faculty, students, administrators) can 

forthrightly and publicly grapple with deeply controversial issues without fear of censorship or 

punishment.   

As I describe specific cases of book burning and witch hunting, one should ask oneself, 

“Was the retracted article or punished scholar communicating something as virulent as calling for 

the genocide of Jews?”  If not, it raises questions about the commitment to and implementation 

of those principles among the book burners and witch hunters and about the hypocrisy of the 

institutional authorities to which they often appeal. 

The New Book Burning 

I present several cases of attempts (most successful) at book burning (calls to retract an 

article that had already been published, or accepted for publication, in a peer-reviewed journal).  

I do not generally focus on evaluating or rebutting the substance of most of the arguments for 

retraction, because, unless they identified errors in original data or malfeasance, the arguments 
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fail to conform to the COPE guidelines for retraction.   

Gilley: Withdrawn for arguing that colonialism sometimes had benefits. Gilley published 

“The Case for Colonialism” in 2017 in Third World Quarterly. It was a narrative viewpoint 

article, without original data. Gilley argued that, in some places, indigenous people flocked to 

colonial centers of control because life was better there (higher standards of living, less 

vulnerability to violence) and that some failed states today would benefit from freely choosing to 

invite a return of colonial administration.  Because of widespread revulsion at colonialism among 

progressives (who are massively overrepresented in academia, see, e.g., Honeycutt & Jussim, 

2020, for a review), the book burning reaction was immediate: within days, thousands of 

academics signed two separate petitions calling for the article to be retracted. 

In one, signatories claimed, “The sentiments expressed in this article reek of colonial 

disdain for Indigenous peoples and ignore ongoing colonialism in white settler nations” and 

claimed that Gilley argued that without colonialism “people and cultures would have remained 

‘primitive’” (Wills, Salazar & Leung, 2017). The petition placed “primitive” in quotes, as if this 

were a quote from Gilley’s (2017) article, which it wasn’t. Of course, it should not matter even if 

the term “primitive” had been used by Gilley, which one can see for oneself simply by consulting 

the COPE guidelines for retraction.  “Reeking of disdain” does not constitute grounds for 

retraction.  

The second petition focused exclusively on rigor and standards (Horne, 2017) with 

claims such as “The article lacks empirical evidence, contains historical inaccuracies, and 

includes spiteful fallacies.” There is also an utter lack of rigor or engaging with existing 

scholarship on the issue.”  Perhaps not surprisingly, given that the author of the petition has no 

expertise in history or colonialism, and, instead, has a masters degree in “project management” 

and a Ph.D. in “Arts and Health” (Horne, n.d.), no specific examples of “lack of rigor or 
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engaging with existing scholarship” were provided, meaning that the criticisms are 

unsubstantiated and vacuous.  Worse, given that the article has over 90 references the “lack of 

engaging with existing scholarship” is little more than a smear masquerading as a call for rigor 

(whether Gilley’s article did a good job of engaging with prior scholarship is beyond the scope of 

this essay).  Furthermore, peer reviewed articles routinely fail to engage with existing 

scholarship (Honeycutt & Jussim, 2020; Serra-Garcia & Gneezy, 2021).  If this were general 

grounds for retraction, massive numbers of articles would need to be retracted.  

Gilley (2021) reported that he and the editors were subjected to what he considered to be 

credible death threats.  As a result, he “voluntarily” withdrew the article, though he later 

republished it in a different outlet (Gilley, 2018). 

Hudlicky: Retracted for violating their “values” despite getting his facts right and for 

expressing a common opinion. Another similar case involved Tomas Hudlicky, an eminent 

chemistry professor. The prominent journal, Angewandte Chemie, accepted a paper he submitted, 

which provided a retrospective on a classic 30-year-old paper in chemistry. In that paper, he also 

made the following statements: 

In the last two decades many groups and/or individuals have been designated with 

“preferential status”. This in spite of the fact that the percentage of women and minorities 

in academia and pharmaceutical industry has greatly increased. It follows that, in a social 

equilibrium, preferential treatment of one group leads to disadvantages for another. New 

ideologies have appeared and influenced hiring practices, promotion, funding, and 

recognition of certain groups. Each candidate should have an equal opportunity to secure 

a position, regardless of personal identification/categorization. The rise and emphasis on 

hiring practices that suggest or even mandate equality in terms of absolute numbers of 

people in specific subgroups is counter-productive if it results in discrimination against 
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the most meritorious candidates. (page 4). 

The pressure on Chinese academics to publish in “western” journals is immense and it is 

therefore not surprising that fraud and improper publication protocols are common. A 

2013 essay in Science brought to light some of the publication practices used in China, 

including commercial concerns that guarantee a publication in a high-impact journal for a 

fee. (page 5). 

The training and mentoring of new generations of professionals must be attended to by 

proper relationships of “masters and apprentices” without dilution of standards. 

Polanyi stated two conditions under which the successful transfer of skills can occur: 

first, if the skill is not transferred within three generations, it is lost forever, and second, 

there must be “an unconditional submission of the apprentice to his/her master.” (page 5). 

These three passages were enough to get him and his paper denounced by hundreds of 

academics on social media, many calling for retraction; capitulating to the mob, the journal 

retracted the paper (Kramer, 2020). Furthermore, 16 members of the editorial board of 

Angewandte Chemie resigned in protest, declaring: “We believe the disturbing act of Angewandte 

Chemie accepting and publishing an essay that promotes racist and sexist views points to a larger 

problem…” (Retraction Watch, 2020a). The article can still be found online (Hudlicky, 2020). 

The journal issued this statement when it announced the retraction: “The opinions expressed in 

this essay do not reflect our values of fairness, trustworthiness and social awareness” (Retraction 

Watch, 2020a). As with Gilley’s article, there was no data fraud or error because there was no 

original data. 

Even had Hudlicky been wrong on the merits, that should have been addressed through 

responses contesting his views, not through retraction. I refrained from commenting on the 

merits of Gilley’s arguments because I have no expertise in colonialism; however, I have 
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conducted research on diversity initiatives, political radicalization (including in the academy), 

prejudice and discrimination, and have been engaged in academic mentoring for over 40 years.  

He was at least largely correct with respect to the issues that inspired the denunciations and 

retraction.   

First, the academy h now has at least a large majority on the left (Jussim, Honeycutt, 

Paresky, Careem, Finkelstein, D. & Finkelstein, 2023). Thus, Hudlicky correctly identified this 

ideological development. Second, his analysis and critique of preferential treatment and its 

negative consequences, and his call for equal opportunity rather than equality of outcomes, 

foreshadowed much of the logic used by the U.S. Supreme Court when it overturned racial 

preferences in college admissions (Students for Fair Admissions, 2023). His point of view, 

though obviously debatable, expresses a traditional liberal attitude that is well within the 

mainstream of academic opinion. Third, an analysis conducted by the premier science journal, 

Nature, found that over 17,000 articles by Chinese authors had been retracted (Mallapaty, 2024) 

and China has one of the top four retraction rates among high science-producing countries (van 

Noorden, 2023).  Thus, Hudlicky seems to have been right about that as well.   

Furthermore, having trained grad students for almost 40 years now, there absolutely is an 

apprentice-like quality to the relationship. I personally prefer graduate students who will 

thoughtfully critique our work together than to “unconditionally submit.”  But perhaps the 

situation is different in fields that require more technical expertise than in psychology. Or 

perhaps there should be a place in academia for different styles of mentorship, because different 

styles work better for different mentees. Regardless, as an opinion, the idea that this would 

constitute a basis for retraction is more destructive than anything Hudlicky wrote. 

Gliske: Retracted for proposing a neuropsychological theory that purported to refute 

brain anatomy theories of gender dysphoria.  Gliske (2019) published an original theory of 
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gender dysphoria in ENeuro, one which argued “…that gender dysphoria is a sensory perception 

condition, an alteration in the sense of gender influenced by the reflexive behavioral responses 

associated with each of these networks.”    In other words, according to his theory, transgender 

identity did not stem from having a brain similar to the other sex.   

This evoked another outrage mob – over 900 signatories to an open letter demanded its 

retraction (Roepke et al, 2019). The open letter declared (without evidence): “the clear intent of 

the paper was to do harm to the transgender community” and called it “a direct attack on a 

vulnerable community.”  The journal retracted the paper.   

Journals have the right to retract papers for any reason they choose, including “this paper 

offended many people.” However, when they do so for reasons other than the type of data errors,  

fraud,or ethical violations identified in COPE guidelines for retractions, it constitutes book 

burning.  Retraction Watch (2020b) posted a scathing criticism of ENeuro’s decision here, that, 

among other things, stated: “… the journal appears to have badly botched this case” and “…it 

can’t fairly hide behind the claim — which it now seems to be making — that it had 

inadvertently accepted a poorly-done study.” This justification for retraction — treating Gliske’s 

paper as presenting new empirical data rather than as a theoretical integration of prior research 

— beggars belief because it is transparently absurd to evaluate a theoretical paper as if it reports 

new studies. 

One might argue that Gliske’s theoretical paper reviewed empirical studies and made 

“errors” in doing so.  As such, this argument goes, the retraction fits COPE guidelines and was 

justified.  However, this analysis is wrong.  COPE guidelines apply to newly reported empirical 

data, not to review articles. Furthermore, they require that the data, not the interpretation of the 

data, be in error.  Debates about interpretation of empirical studies occur all the time and, when 

new or alternative interpretations make it into the published literature, they should stay there, 
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regardless of whether someone or some mob believes those interpretations are “in error.”  These 

differences should be resolved by debate, discussion and open discourse, not retractions. 

Retraction Watch (2020b) also made this simple statement, which probably captures the 

core reasons the paper ran afoul an academic outrage mob: “A journal has retracted a 

controversial paper that questioned what it called the ‘existing dogma’ about gender.”     

Perspectives on Psychological Science: A failed attempt to suppress perspectives critical 

of diversity initiatives and an attempt to raise book burning to a whole new level.  Klaus Fiedler, 

editor of Perspectives on Psychological Science (PoPS) in 2022, accepted five papers that were 

critical of claims that psychology was insufficiently diverse and that the lack of diversity was 

undermining the science it produced.  All five papers were critical of a then-recently published 

paper (Roberts et al., 2020) advocating greater racial diversity in psychological science. Fiedler 

invited Roberts to reply to the criticisms of his paper. After some back and forth with Fiedler, 

Roberts (2024) pulled his reply from consideration for publication and denounced Fiedler and 

the invited commentators as racists. Roberts (2024) reserved particular opprobrium for me 

(Jussim, 2024), because I had used a line from Fiddler on the Roof (“there was the time he sold 

him a horse but delivered a mule”) as a metaphor for the disingenuousness of diversity discourse 

in psychology. One of my central arguments was that diversity is properly construed broadly to 

include different perspectives, life experiences and backgrounds as well as demographic 

identities. However, I also argued that in academia generally and psychology in particular, this 

broad view of diversity was rarely delivered. Instead, what has been delivered is a very narrow 

diversity based exclusively on identity groups progressives view as oppressed. 

Roberts then posted his draft response to psyarxiv (but which was eventually published in 

2024, p. 598) and denounced my 2024 commentary for “...explicitly parallel[ing] people of color 

with mules…which is a well-documented racist trope used to dehumanize people of color.” 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/gender
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Putting aside for the moment that I did no such thing, no such trope exists as anyone with a 

computer can discover for themselves (Jussim, 2023a).  If one performs a web search for any 

variation of Black/Black people/African Americans/people of color and mules, most of what one 

finds is shoes ( “mules” are a type of women’s shoe) and nothing comes up – not movies, not 

white supremacist propaganda, not internet memes – paralleling Black people with mules. 

Nonetheless, within days, an academic outrage mob organized on social media and 

gained almost 1,400 signatories for an open letter (Ledgerwood et al., 2022) petitioning PoPS to 

fire Fiedler and withdraw the papers he had accepted criticizing Roberts et al. (2020). The 

specific phrasing called to make them “... available only as supplementary online material for 

context…” Within days, Fiedler was ousted (an ouster which could fit in the next section on 

witch burning). 

This raised attempted book burning to a whole new level.  Prior outrage mobs had always 

previously targeted a single published paper (as in the cases of Gilley, Hudlicky and Gliske 

described previously).  Although the five commentaries had not yet been published, all had been 

accepted by Fielder.  This remains the only attempt I know of that attempted a mass retraction by 

outrage mob. 

Inasmuch as book burning has, historically, been a harbinger of authoritarianism (Jussim 

et al., 2023), Table 1 compares what was called for in the PoPS open letter to historical 

authoritarian practices. Although no one was being sent to death camps (as was done under the 

worst totalitarian regimes), the parallels are disturbing.  The ascendancy of even a soft 

authoritarianism in academia should be troubling for anyone committed to liberal democratic 

principles and to free and open inquiry.   

Ultimately, however, this attempted book burning failed.  Although the papers were in 

limbo for over a year while notables at the Association for Psychological Science (under whose 
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auspices Perspectives on Psychological Science is published) were deciding what to do, they did 

eventually go ahead and publish the five articles.   

These four examples of academic book burning all had a very similar structure. All four 

papers made reasoned, one might even say reasonable, arguments for their perspectives, although 

the topics were controversial, and equally reasonable people could strongly disagree. None of the 

papers met COPE standards for retraction. None called for genocide of Jews or any other group.  

And yet, reasonable reasoned disagreement did not take place.  None of the claims in any of the 

four articles were actually even contested, let alone refuted by the mobs.   Instead, the authors 

were denounced, demonized, and subjected to the mob’s understanding of “justice” as retraction. 

One might argue that two of these events (Gilley, Perspectives on Psychological Science) 

are bad examples because Gilley “voluntarily” withdrew his article and published it elsewhere, 

and the Perspectives articles were ultimately published.  But this misses the point which is that 

hundreds or thousands of academics were publicly attacking and attempting to shame and 

ostracize the authors, and get their papers retracted (without identifying actual errors) for 

expressing ideas the mobs considered offensive.  Both events were partially successful.  Gilley’s 

article was removed from the journal that originally published it; Fiedler, the editor at 

Perspectives on Psychological Science, was ousted. These events reflect the censorious mindset 

of many academics and also send a clear message to others considering making similar points: If 

you do this, we will come after you and your papers. Despite their ultimate failure, such attacks 

likely function to suppress similar ideas, because many scholars will likely be incentivized not to 

express similar views. 
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Table 1: Comparison of Authoritarian Practices and the PoPS Open Letter 

Practice Authoritarian Regimes  PoPS Open Letter 

Denunciation, 

Demonization

, Public 

Shaming 

“In the Soviet Union, the practice of 

shaming during group meetings, 

known as prorobotka (literally 

"working over"), was one of the 

central rituals of public life.”   

Svetlana Stephenson (2021, p. 2). 

“The racism, general editorial incompetence, 

and abuse of power enacted against one of 

our colleagues (detailed here) is atrocious…” 

 

 

Rejection of 

Due Process 
Kangaroo courts under communism. 

Trials and convictions without the 

right to confront accusers or to 

sufficient time to present a full 

defense. 

“We demand [the] immediate… resignation 

of the current editor of Perspectives on 

Psychological Science.”   

They could have demanded a full 

investigation, including granting his right to 

defend himself. 

Motivation Induce conformity to socialist morality. Induce conformity to “anti-racist” morality. 

Re-education 

and Thought 

Reform 

Mao, modern China (Uighurs) “Conduct remedial training for all editors on 

editorial ethics and anti-racism.” 

 

Censorship Pervasive in authoritarian regimes 

(Soviet Union, China, Nazi Germany, 

& many more) 

Call to “unaccept” the accepted 

commentaries on Roberts et al. (2020): 

“…with the 4 other articles…available only 

as supplementary material.” 

Confiscation 

of Private 

Property 

Soviet Union (en masse), Nazi Germany 

(Jews) 
“available only as supplementary material” 

Authors hold copyright to unpublished 

papers. Neither the Open Letter signatories 

nor PoPS had any right to make them 

available “only as supplementary materials.” 

Adapted from Jussim et al., 2024. 

 

The accomplished cognitive psychologist and editor of the influential journal Behavioral 

and Brain Sciences, Paul Bloom (2025), highlighted this dynamic more generally in a Substack 

post titled, “Why aren’t more professors troublemakers?”: 

“…it’s very bad to be disliked—even by a small proportion of people. If 90% of the field 

adores you and 10% will describe you as “difficult”, you're likely screwed, career-wise. 

What does this have to do with bravery, troublemaking, and self-censorship? Well, some 

https://web.archive.org/web/20221216070619/https:/www.google.com/url?q=https://www.google.com/url?q%3Dhttps://t.co/H1jdptxh73%26amp;sa%3DD%26amp;source%3Deditors%26amp;ust%3D1671177980563057%26amp;usg%3DAOvVaw2WYEIRNmceA5wV5AkxhDxU&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1671177980735005&usg=AOvVaw2ow27nsVmL-6UkhriJ9kFH
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academics really don’t like people who don’t share their political and moral views. And 

so the pressure not to be disliked translates into pressure to self-censorship.” 

The New Witch Hunters 

Book burning produces two casualties: open inquiry on the topic of the banned work, if 

successful, loss of one publication in an academic’s career, and a subsequent decline in citations 

and productivity (Gulati & Palladini, 2026).  These are serious consequences. But the 

consequences of witch hunting are far worse.  People lose prestigious positions; sometimes they 

are fired outright.  Their reputations may be ruined.  And when people are punished for 

expressing ideas, the ripple effects are likely to be substantial.  Many others will likely get the 

message, “I better not step into that controversy; I do not want to be mobbed and risk punishment 

up to and including being fired.” 

Witch hunts represent a way for a community to impose its moral boundaries and to 

reaffirm what that community holds sacred. Witch hunts manufacture deviance within a 

community by transforming a trivial activity into an action that is imbued with larger historical 

forces (e.g., using a quote from Fiddler on the Roof reinforces White supremacy). This process 

can involve different levels of community mobilization, from simple verbal accusations and 

charges to the empowerment of members of the community as righteous agents on guard for 

evidence of subversion and deviance (Bergesen, 1977). 

 More faculty have been fired 2014-2024 (over 200) for what should have been protected 

speech (speech that fell well short of calling for genocide of Jews) than during the entire Red 

Scare (about 100) of the McCarthy era (Lukianoff, 2023).  Even more have not been fired but 

have effectively been pressured out of their positions or into taking an earlier retirement than 

they would have liked because of a hostile work environment.  According to the Foundation for 

Individual Rights and Expression’s (n.d.) data base (which tracked these sorts of attempts) from 
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2000 to 2022, although more attempts to fire faculty have come from the right than their left, the 

vast majority that have come from within academia have come from their left. In this section, I 

summarize several of those cases that are, I think, emblematic of the new witch hunting within 

academia. 

Carole Hooven: Ousted from Harvard for stating that there are two biological sexes.  

Hooven recounted most of this episode in an article published in Archives of Sexual Behavior 

(Hooven, 2023).  She recounted the start this way (p. 37): 

While people might have objected to just about anything I said, simply because I said it 

on Fox, here’s the bit that got me in real trouble: 

The facts are that there are...two sexes...there are male and female, and those sexes are 

designated by the kinds of gametes we produce…The ideology seems to be that biology 

really isn’t as important as how somebody feels about themselves or feels their sex to be, 

but we can treat people with respect and respect their gender identities and use their 

preferred pronouns, so understanding the facts about biology doesn’t prevent us from 

treating people with respect (“Harvard lecturer” 2021). 

In response to my appearance, a graduate student tweeted out a thread, representing 

herself in her official capacity as director of my department’s Diversity, Inclusion and 

Belonging task force. She said, among other things, that she was “appalled” by my 

“transphobic” and “dangerous” remarks which allegedly interfered with the task force’s 

efforts to ensure that the department was a “safe space” for people of “all gender 

identities and sexes” (Levine, 2021). 

A twitter conflict ensued which, as Hooven (2023) described, included plenty of people 

supporting her and some responding quite harshly to the graduate student.  But at Harvard, things 

were quite different.  Hooven was painted as a perpetrator of oppression.  She was accused of 
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“punching down” and was blamed for “abuse” received by the graduate student (from third 

parties, not from Hooven) on social media. 

Despite Harvard President Claudine Gay’s 2023 testimony before a Congressional 

committee that Harvard was “deeply committed to free expression” (Rollcall, 2023), things 

continued downhill for Hooven (Gay was Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at the time, 

which included the Biology Department). An open letter expressed unequivocal support for 

Hooven’s denouncer, faculty took to social media to join the mob, and administrators issued 

equivocating statements that completely failed to invoke Harvard’s supposedly deep commitment 

to free expression with respect to Hooven (Hooven, 2024).  And then the graduate students in her 

department refused to accept assignments to be teaching assistants (TAs) for her class.  One 

wonders why the Harvard authorities did not simply assign those students to be TAs for her class 

and revoke their funding if they refused.  But this did not happen, and so Hooven could teach 

nothing but small classes that did not require a TA. As a teaching faculty who had won awards 

for her teaching, this effectively meant she could no longer fulfill her responsibilities. Between 

being unable to do her job and the pervasively hostile professional atmosphere at Harvard, she 

left “voluntarily.” 

Epilogue: There has been an almost karma-like quality to subsequent events because 

Hooven’s ousting was highlighted as a failure to protect academic freedom at the House 

committee hearings that ultimately led to Claudine Gay’s ouster as Harvard President.   

This hearing was followed by exposés of repeated plagiarism in Gay’s scholarship (e.g., 

Sibarium, 2024). Under pressure for multiple reasons, Gay “voluntarily” resigned. It is possible 

that all this would have happened anyway had Harvard intervened to protect Hooven , but I 

doubt it.  Imagine the following counterfactual: In response to the accusations against Hooven, 

Gay issues a press release, including the text of an email sent to all Harvard faculty and students, 
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declaring something along these lines: 

Harvard has a deep commitment to free expression and does not punish faculty or 

students for making public statements about controversial issues. Furthermore, graduate 

students who are hired by Harvard for paid positions are required to fulfill the 

responsibilities of those positions. If they consistently fail to do so, they will be fired and, 

possibly, expelled, when those positions (such as teaching assistantships) are part of their 

responsibilities in a graduate program.  Part of building an inclusive community means 

that members of that community need at a minimum to tolerate, rather than attempt to 

punish, the expression of views of those with whom they deeply disagree. 

In this counterfactual, when Gay testified before the House committee about Harvard’s “deep 

commitment to free expression,” she would have had impeccable credibility – and probably 

would have won the hearts of many of those paying attention.  It is even possible that doing so 

could have permitted her to weather the plagiarism revelations.  Instead, there was widespread 

outrage at what many considered to be Gay's deeply disingenuous testimony, which preceded and 

plausibly led to the scrutiny that resulted in her downfall.   

 Nathaniel Hiers: You can be fired for mocking microaggressions. Nathaniel Hiers was a 

nontenured math professor at the University of North Texas.  When someone left flyers warning 

about the dangers of microaggressions, he drew on a blackboard “Please don’t leave garbage 

lying around” with an arrow pointing to the flyers.   

The chair of the Math Department took offense at this, and emailed the department with a 

message stating, “Would the person who did this please stop being a coward and see me in the 

chair’s office immediately” (Cordi, 2022).  He was asked to apologize and take diversity 

trainings – both of which he refused. He was then fired. 

Hiers then sued. The university tried to have the suit dismissed, but failed (Morey, 2022).  



23 
Hiers then negotiated an out of court settlement in which he received $165,000 but was not 

rehired.   

 Much like the case with Hudlicky, this is an area in which I have some expertise.  I have 

now published two scathing reviews of the scholarship on microaggressions titled: 

“Microaggressions, questionable science, and free speech” (Cantu and Jussim, 2021) and 

“Research on microaggressions and their impact assess neither microaggressions nor their 

impacts (Jussim & McNally, 2026).”  Wikipedia (n.d.) defines “junk science” as: 

• science done to establish a preconceived notion—not to test the notion, which is what 

proper science tries to do, but to establish it regardless of whether or not it would hold up 

to real testing. 

• opinion posing as empirical evidence, or through evidence of questionable warrant, based 

on inadequate scientific methodology. 

• methodologically sloppy research conducted to advance some extrascientific agenda or to 

prevail in litigation. 

Although in Cantu & Jussim (2021) we did not use the term “junk science,” our critique of 

microaggression research was consistent with Wikipedia’s definition. Furthermore, Hier’s case is 

consistent with one of our key arguments in that paper: that microaggression rhetoric and 

bureaucracies were a threat to free speech and academic freedom. Although Hier’s response to 

the microaggression flyers was neither academic critique nor particularly tactful, it did not justify 

his firing. If “lack of tact” was generally a firing offense, there could be mass firing of faculty 

because many faculty lack tact at some point in their careers.. 

Allan Josephson: Demoted then fired for arguing that children presenting with gender 

dysphoria should be treated for underlying psychological issues before being transitioned 

medically. Dr. Josephson was a popular and accomplished psychiatrist who headed the 
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University of Louisville’s Division of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry for 15 years.  Much like 

Hooven, his first mistake was arguing that children, including teens, who present with gender 

dysphoria should first obtain psychological services in order to assess whether the core issue was 

actually gender dysphoria versus some other psychological condition. His second mistake was 

presenting these views as part of a panel at the right-leaning Heritage Foundation (see Hammer, 

2024, for Josephson’s full presentation).   

 As per Josephson’s (2024) account of the events, officials at Louisville’s LGBTQ center 

initiated a campaign to get him punished and faculty started demanding that he apologize.  The 

Court of Appeals (Josephson v. Ganzel, 2024) vindicated this version of events. For example, on 

p.5 they stated: “Brian Buford, the director of the University of Louisville’s LGBT Executive 

Center, learned about Josephson’s remarks a few days later.  Buford emailed Ganzel, suspecting 

Josephson “might be violating the ethical standards for psychiatry.”   And on page 6 they stated: 

“Le, Carter, and other faculty members demanded that Josephson either apologize for his 

remarks or issue a statement explaining that his opinions were his own and not the Medical 

School’s.”  Josephson was ultimately pressured to resign from his leadership position and, in 

2019, his his contract was not renewed; as an untenured faculty member, this was tantamount to 

being fired. 

Josephson then sued on, among other grounds, violations of his First Amendment speech 

rights, which apply to state universities such as Louisville (Josephson v. Ganzel, 2024). The 

Court’s ruling included this (p. 22): 

Josephson has shown that he engaged in protected speech when he spoke as part of the 

Heritage Foundation panel. Defendants should have known that Josephson’s speech was 

protected and that retaliating against Josephson for his speech would violate his First 

Amendment rights. 
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Louisville appealed the District Court’s refusal to dismiss the case, but the Appeals Court 

upheld his right to sue (Greenberg, 2024).  The Appeals Court returned the case to the District 

Court.  Ultimately, they settled out of court and Josephson received $1.6 million (Alliance 

Defending Freedom, 2025).  

 Susan Crockford: Purged for claiming there was no polar bear extinction crisis. Susan 

Crockford is a zoologist with dozens of publications and several books.  For 15 years, she had 

held an unpaid adjunct position at the University of Victoria (Canada) which provided her with 

access to university resources and to apply for grant funding. Then, two things happened. In 

2019, she published a book titled The Polar Bear Catastrophe that Never Happened (Crockford, 

2019) and the University of Victoria decided not to renew her adjunct appointment (Laframboise, 

2019), effectively purging her from their faculty. 

In the 2010s, alarms had been sounded about how the dangers of global warming were a 

threat to polar bears.  Indeed, prior to her book, an article in the peer reviewed journal, 

Bioscience (Harvey et al., 2018) denounced her blog, polarbearscience.com, as part of a 

conservative movement to promote global warming denialism.  From their abstract (p. 281): 

Polar bears (Ursus maritimus) have become a “poster species” for AGW, making them a 

target of those denying AGW [anthropogenic global warming] evidence. Here, focusing 

on Arctic sea ice and polar bears, we show that blogs that deny or downplay AGW 

disregard the overwhelming scientific evidence of Arctic sea-ice loss and polar bear 

vulnerability. 

Inasmuch as Crockford cost them nothing, was a popular speaker, and the university 

refused to explain the decision (Laframboise, 2019), the weight of the evidence strongly suggests 

she was fired for publishing blogs and a book and giving talks promoting her view that there was 

no looming polar bear extinction crisis.  This would be egregious even if she was wrong – 
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scientists often get things wrong before they figure out what is right.  However, it turns out that 

she was right.   

 Although I am no zoologist, it was quite easy to track down credible estimates of the 

polar bear population.  In 2012, Canadian Geographic, not exactly a shill for rightwing or 

corporate interests, estimated the population at 20,000–25,000.  An undated report from the 

World Wildlife Fund (n.d., retrieved on February 28, 2025) declares that there are 22,000 to 

31,000 polar bears. Whereas the future is uncertain, including for polar bears, it is hard to see this 

as evidence that they are experiencing an extinction level event due to global warming. 

Timothy Jackson: Removed as editor, center closed, and journal suspended for defending 

it against charges of racism. Timothy Jackson is a distinguished professor of music at the 

University of North Texas (UNT).  He was director of the Center for Schenkerian Studies and 

editor of the Journal of Schenkerian Studies.  Schenker was an early 20th century Austrian Jew 

who made important contributions to music theory – thus, the Center and the journal. 

Jackson’s trouble started during the summer of social justice protests (in response to the 

murder of George Floyd by police), in the midst of what is plausibly considered a moral panic 

over racism. A music professor at NYU had recently presented arguments that Schenker was a 

racist and emblematic of the racism that, he argued, was an obstacle to Black people entering the 

field of music theory (arguments that were eventually published, Ewell, 2021).  Jackson 

organized a special issue of the Journal of Schenkerian Studies with 15 commentaries on the 

(de)merits of Ewell’s analysis, including his own. 

A full blown moral panic ensued (Chaouat, 2021, recounts the details): 

1. Jackson was then denounced by an academic music society (Society for Music 

Theory, 2020). 

2. Graduate students at UNT Texas signed a petition denouncing Jackson and calling for 

https://www.canadiangeographic.ca/article/truth-about-polar-bears
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the journal to be dissolved and for all those involved to be “held accountable” 

(plausibly a call for punishment) 

3. He was also denounced by most of his music theory colleagues at UNT in another 

open letter, which endorsed the graduate student open letter. 

4. Another entirely open letter (i.e., not restricted to UNT or members of a music 

society) received over 900 signatories, denounced Jackson as a racist and called for 

an investigation by the university into the Journal of Schenkerian Studies. 

The University complied. After conducting an investigation, it removed Jackson from 

editorship of the journal and shut down the journal. The Center for Schenkerian Studies also 

closed. 

However, that is not the end of the story.  Jackson sued UNT for violating his academic 

freedom.  In 2025, he and UNT reached a settlement that included UNT admitting no 

wrongdoing but: 1. Paying him $725,000; 2. Reinstating the journal; 3. Reinstating Jackson as 

editor of the journal (Guab, 2025). The Center for Schenkerian Studies can once again be found 

on the UNT website.  The witch hunters may have won the first rounds of this battle, but, 

ultimately, I call that a victory for Jackson, and for academic freedom, regardless of what UNT 

calls it.   

Yoel Inbar: Denied a job offer for questioning DEI statements and calling for a form of 

institutional neutrality.  In 2023, Inbar’s romantic partner, Jessica Flake, was offered a tenured 

job at UCLA’s psychology department (Sommers, Pizarro & Inbar, 2023).  She asked UCLA if 

they would consider also offering a job to Inbar, a tenured associate professor at the University 

of Toronto.  Spousal-type hires are common in academia, though there is rarely a guarantee that 

just because a department wishes to hire one spouse the other will also be hired. 

The UCLA psychology department asked Inbar to apply. After sending in his vita and 
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other application materials, as Inbar told it on the Sommers et al. (2023) podcast: 

 “…they seemed very enthusiastic. You should definitely fly out. They said to her, ‘You 

might want to come with him, so you can both start looking for a place together.”   

This strongly implies that the UCLA faculty were heavily leaning toward hiring Inbar.  

Subsequently, Inbar went to UCLA for a full interview, which, as he described it, went 

exceedingly well. 

Inbar did not get the job.  66 graduate students sent a letter (Perez et al., 2023) to the 

department faculty declaring, “… we are adamant that the hiring committee enforce UCLA’s 

Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Office message that “the UCLA Faculty Search Process plays a 

critical role in our ability to successfully recruit the best talent and to realize our collective 

commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion” by electing to not extend a job offer to Dr. Yoel 

Inbar.” 

Why were they so adamant?  Here are some excerpts from their letter: 

We believe that Dr. Inbar would not enter the Social Area as a member committed to 

creating a safe, welcoming, and inclusive environment, and that his hiring would threaten 

ongoing efforts to protect and uplift individuals of marginalized backgrounds… 

Most concerning to us as students is Dr. Inbar’s opposition to institutions endorsing 

positions on sociopolitical issues he has deemed “contentious” or “controversial.” In 

particular, he takes a strong stance against promoting DEI initiatives through the use of 

diversity statements and DEI criterion to evaluate research. He also takes a firm position 

against the use of diversity statements as a tool in the hiring process … 

In episode 15 [of Inbar’s podcast], he remarks that his “skepticism about these [diversity 

statements] is they sort of seem like administrator value signaling. It is not clear what 

good they do, how they’re going to be used...” He continues, “to lots of people on the 
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left, diversity is such an obviously positive thing,” and says that the left fails to 

acknowledge that these statements “[signal] an allegiance to a certain set of beliefs.” 

Rather than recognizing the value of DEI initiatives to improve representation and 

inclusion of marginalized scholars, he casts valuing diversity, equity, and inclusion as 

uniquely “liberal” values reflective of ideological bias. These comments frame diversity 

statements as a threat to ideological diversity, and reflect a lack of prioritization of the 

needs and experiences of historically marginalized individuals across the lines of race, 

class, gender, sexuality, and ability. 

Also in episode 92, Dr. Inbar and his co-host discuss SPSP’s stance against Georgia’s 

decision to outlaw all abortions past six weeks following the overturning of Roe v. Wade. 

Dr. Inbar firmly argues against SPSP advocating for complete reproductive autonomy by 

claiming that the organization’s position on the matter “is quite extreme” and that “it is 

not the place of SPSP to take a stand on this kind of issue.” He goes on to say that “when 

we align ourselves with a political side or faction it’s bad for our science.” 

The department caved to the graduate students and did not offer Inbar the job. Even 

treating the graduate student letter as a full and fair description of Inbar’s views (something Inbar 

has contested, Sommers et al., 2023), none of those views are inaccurate per se.  In the podcast 

episodes highlighted in the student letter, Inbar had raised questions about the value of diversity 

statements and concerns about SPSP (a major social psychological organization) taking stands on 

political issues. Inbar’s views on the value of DEI statements, though debatable, are also backed 

up by both considerable scholarship (e.g., Ficht & Levashina, 2023; Mogiliski, Jussim, Wilson & 

Love, 2025). Consistent with Inbar’s critique, in 2025, the Regents of the California system 

abandoned the requirement of diversity statements (University of California, 2025). 

UCLA’s own statement about diversity statements that were in effect at the time made it 
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clear that they should not be used to deny candidates jobs: “…it is not about penalizing faculty 

who do not promote EDI but rather providing a mechanism by which those who do such work 

can be credited” (Lieberman, 2023, emphasis added). Therefore, even if one grants that the 

graduate students were correct in inferring that Inbar was not committed to DEI (which he has 

contested), by UCLA’s own policy statement, this should not have been disqualifying. 

On the issue of SPSP’s endorsement of political positions, in 2024 alone, there was an 

exponential rise in the number of academic institutions adopting Inbar’s position, referred to as 

“institutional neutrality” (Arnold, Shaw, Tenhundfeld & Barbaro, 2025). Institutional neutrality 

refers to a policy whereby institutions of higher education eschew taking public positions on 

political controversies, leaving such positions to individual faculty and students. Prior to 2024, 

fewer than 20 colleges and universities had adopted institutional neutrality; by the end of 2025, 

148 had adopted it (Arnold et al., 2025).   Although far more still have not adopted it, it seems 

clear that institutional neutrality, too, is well within the mainstream of academic opinion, and that 

this principle can reasonably be applied to scholarly societies as well as to universities. 

Instead, however, there was a full-blown moral panic among the graduate students whose 

language about Inbar’s supposed threats to their safety qualify characterizing him as a folk devil. 

Whether Inbar would have received the job offer without the moral panic is unknowable. 

However, what seems clear is that the faculty caved to the witch hunt, thereby preempting any 

possibility of him receiving an offer. 

Conclusion 

 Modern academic book burnings constitute attempts to force retraction of articles for 

violating some value held sacred by many academics, such as anti-racism, anti-colonialism, or 

transgender allyship.  Typically, a mob of self-appointed guardians of the discipline demonize the 

article without refuting its arguments and then demand that authorities retract the article.  
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Academic witch hunting has a similar social structure, with the key difference that a person 

rather than a publication is targeted. 

 Book burners and witch hunters typically think of themselves as having prosocial motives 

for suppressing ideas and punishing those who express what may be, to them, heresies (Clark et 

al., 2023).  In the cases described here, they were ridding the world of racism, transphobia, and 

misinformation about climate change.   

And yet, two things are notable about this line of justification for censorship.  First, the 

book burners and witch hunters almost never attempt to refute the arguments or evidence of 

those who they would like to suppress or punish.  In the cases described above in which I felt 

competent to evaluate the merits of the denounced arguments (Hudlicky, Hiers, Crocker and 

Inbar), those arguments were supported by considerable evidence.  To be sure, scientists are (or 

should be) allowed to get things wrong and to disagree with each other without fear of retraction 

(except in the case of violating COPE guidelines for rampant data errors or malfeasance) or 

losing positions. Therefore, even if they were wrong on the merits, such treatment was unjust. 

Especially when the targets of book burners and witch hunters were mostly right, it renders the 

injustice of the punishments even worse. 

 Second, those seeking retraction or punishment on prosocial grounds such as “safety” 

find themselves in some unsavory company.  In 1933, the Nazis passed a law banning political 

meetings and demonstrations called “Decree for the Protection of the German People” 

(Mchangama, 2022). In the antebellum American South, state legislatures routinely banned 

literature calling for the abolition of slavery on the grounds that they were malicious and injured 

Southerners’ feelings (Mchangama, 2022). 

 In addition, suppressing ideas can create major distortions to entire scientific literatures 

(Joshi, 2022). If scholars cannot or will not make certain claims out of fear of punishment, and if 
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those claims are at least partially or completely true, whole literatures may be disproportionately 

filled with false claims. This can happen because if the truth is suppressed, literatures can mostly 

or entirely be filled with falsehoods. 

 Last, as people become more aware of the politicization of academia, their confidence in 

its claims declines (Marietta & Barker, 2019), and public support for the universities declines as 

well.  Book burning and witch hunting are not likely to restore that confidence anytime soon. 
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