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What do we value as an academic and a scientific
community? Do our core values include only the

pursuit of facts and inventions, to the exclusion of other
considerations? Or do we accept that scientists have a
responsibility to serve society beyond simply expanding the
knowledge base, and should therefore concern themselves (at
least in part) with how their words and actions intersect and
impact the human sphere?
A scientist’s innovations might be profound, benefiting

many, but if that person’s words or actions create an alienating
or hostile workplace or learning environment, then how should
the scientific community evaluate that person’s overall
contribution to humanity? How should society view such a
person? These questions lie at the heart of an emerging
conversation regarding what equality means for the greater
scientific enterprise as we pursue increased diversity and
inclusion of underrepresented groups at our universities.
The same questions are also central to recent debate1−4

regarding whether the scientific community should continue to
retain “named” scientific phenomena in cases where the
eponymous scientist has engaged in conduct that is
inconsistent with contemporary values, even if that behavior
is entirely separate from their scientific discoveries. Whether
namesake buildings, lectures, and awards should be renamed is
also under discussion,5 and similar questions arise regarding a
controversial personal essay that was retracted in 2020 by the
journal Angewandte Chemie.6−9 This conversation is inter-
woven with the emergence of historically marginalized voices
within society, particularly on social media, along with the
emergence and evolution of “cancel culture” as a new
narrative.10−15 Efforts to call out inappropriate speech or
behavior can lead to legal, professional, or social consequences
for those accused; to some, this represents “cancel culture run
amok”. To critics, social media call-outs inhibit open debate
and thereby threaten traditional academic freedom to express
unpopular views.
In this Guest Commentary, we suggest that the afore-

mentioned efforts by universities and scientific journals, which
are aimed at promoting inclusivity, are nothing at all like the
actions of a totalitarian government, as some have
suggested.2,16,17 Diversity efforts, especially those targeting
faculty hiring, have sometimes been mischaracterized as
exercises in “critical race theory”, but this is equally hyperbolic
in our view. The question that we address is whether inclusivity
efforts generally constitute unreasonable censorship and
political correctness, or whether they are instead manifes-
tations of a long-overdue reckoning about values. Below, we

elaborate using several case studies before turning to broader
questions related to the pursuit of diversity, equity, and
inclusion as part of a path toward excellence at our universities
and within our scientific community.

I. FREE SPEECH VERSUS CANCEL CULTURE:
REVISITING SOME FLASH POINTS
Un-publishing the Essay. The late Prof. Thomaś ̌

Hudlicky’́s controversial essay reflecting on “the current state
of affairs” in organic chemistry research was retracted6 by the
journal Angewandte Chemie after an internet-based outcry
culminating in a mass resignation from its international
advisory board.7−9 The outcry was a response to Hudlicky’́s
written remarks denouncing diversity efforts in academia,
expressing concern about fraudulent scientific publishing in a
manner that was mostly aimed at scientists in China, and
expressing the author’s exasperation that modern organic
chemistry graduate students are no longer willing to “submit”
to the hard work demanded by their faculty “masters”.
As evidenced by the response on social media, many felt that

these remarks deserved no place in a scholarly journal and that
removing the essay was appropriate in view of its content.
Others defended Hudlicky’́s right to publish his commentary
and felt that instant judgment via social media should not
substitute for reasoned debate.9,16−18 We suggest that this
incident is better framed as a manifestation of consequences
culture.11 It is natural for any community to maintain and
enforce its social norms. Individuals are entitled to their
opinions, but they are certainly not entitled to a platform for
those opinions in a scholarly scientific journal. In response to
his essay, Hudlicky ́ was admonished by his university in an
open letter,19 yet he retained a tenured faculty position and
could thus continue his scholarly endeavors. Hudlicky ́
therefore suffered some consequences for actions that were
deemed unacceptable to many, but he was not “cancelled”.
To defend Hudlicky’́s essay on the grounds that there should

be no limits on “free speech”,17 without considering the
implications of that speech, is to pretend that words have no
consequences. Editors are responsible for ensuring that
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contributions to their journals advance the scientific enterprise
and, as such, are inherently arbiters of ideas and speech; we
accept this gatekeeping every time we submit a manuscript.
Journals are not required to publish every submission in the
name of “free speech”, nor would that be appropriate. It is
hyperbolic to equate a publisher’s retraction of an ill-conceived
opinion piece (or a rebuke by university administrators) to
totalitarian repression in Nazi Germany or in the Soviet Union.
Nevertheless, those comparisons have been made.2,16,17

Un-naming the Buildings. Recently, four buildings at the
University of California, Berkeley, were “un-named” following
a substantive and transparent process that acknowledged both
the eponymous individuals’ contributions to their disciplines
and to the university, but also their considerable flaws.20−22 In
each of these four cases, it was ultimately concluded that the
latter outweigh the former and that the individuals in question
can no longer be viewed as exemplifying the values that the
university seeks to champion. For example, a building formerly
known as LeConte Hall was a historical honor bestowed in
recognition of John LeConte, Berkeley’s first faculty member
and its first acting president, yet LeConte was also known as a
virulent racist.21 Other institutions are also undertaking the
difficult but necessary work to recognize the implications and
significance of honorific building names.5,23−25

Our values, our priorities, and our biases are reflected in
those we choose to honor, and our community sends a
message about institutional values when it renames (or un-
names) a lecture, an award, or a building. This is not
“cancelling” but rather recalibrating. Institutions and institu-
tional values evolve over time, and the people who those
institutions choose to exalt should evolve in tandem. We need
to consider our appellations wisely, aiming for enduring values
and acknowledging that decisions made in the past may no
longer reflect who we are (or who we aspire to be) as a
scientific and an academic community.
Un-naming the Phenomena. Similar remarks can be

made regarding equally problematic names in the chemical
sciences,1−4 including Nobel Prize winners Fritz Haber1 (who
spearheaded Germany’s World War I chemical weapons
program) and Johannes Stark3 (who led a Nazi campaign to
eliminate “Jewish physics” from the German curriculum).
Prominent scientists including William Shockley1 and James
Watson3 have promoted eugenics and racist ideas about
intelligence.26,27 Although we do not support renaming the
scientific phenomena in question (e.g., the Haber−Bosch
process, the Stark effect, Watson−Crick base pairs, or the
Shockley−Queisser limit), as that seems perilously close to
rewriting scientific history, it is another matter entirely to
create or present an award named for such an individual. That
kind of honorific may celebrate the scientific enterprise but it
also makes an implicit statement that the humanity of the
namesake individual is unimportant.
Krylov et al.18 opine that a new set of guidelines from the

Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC),28 written to clarify racial
and gender content that is inappropriate for scholarly journals,
constitutes a form of oppressive censorship. Similar guidelines
have been adopted by other publishers,29 and professional
societies typically have codes of conduct that prohibit
harassment.30,31 All of these are good-faith efforts to foster
collegiality and inclusivity by keeping bigotry (whether
inadvertent or deliberate) out of scientific meetings and
scientific literature. Dramatizing such guidelines as censorship,
analogous to that practiced by totalitarian governments, is too

extreme. A suggestion by Krylov et al.18 that RSC editors are
on a slippery slope toward prohibiting terms such as “normal
distribution” and “normal pH” has no basis in fact and is
simply rhetorical overreach. These journals do not censor new
science or scientific disagreements and thus remain aligned
with their primary purpose.
Twitter Mobs and Call-Outs. In our view, a broader

discussion of how language affects inclusivity and basic fairness
is missing from much of the one-sided debate over names,
honorifics, and Hudlicky’́s essay. The term “cancel culture” has
lately been twisted into an epithet that is used to discredit
progressive policies.10−15 In fact, the practice of creating social
distance from controversial or objectionable statements and
actions is as old as society itself. In the United States,
“cancellation” as a linguistic construction was born in Black
popular culture11−15 and eventually adopted by queer Black
activists on Twitter,12 as a way of calling out behavior seen as
prejudiced or regressive. Almost all elements of society have
adopted the strategy and tactics of “call-out culture” (to use a
less loaded term),32 perhaps best exemplified by the “#MeToo”
movement that worked to expose long-ignored misogyny.
Others have noted that social media provides a platform where
voices from historically marginalized communities have an
audience whose scope is unprecedented in human history.32,33

Call-outs on social media are a form of activism,12 no less
legitimate because the venue is relatively new or because the
activists do not have access to scholarly journals. There is no
doubt that social media has often been abused to create false
narratives and disinformation, which can have a chilling effect
on respectful debate, yet it is hypocritical to advocate for
unrestrained free speech by academics in scientific journals
while labeling those who took to social media to condemn
Hudlicky’́s essay as “vigilantes” or “outrage mobs”.16−18

II. ACADEMIC DIVERSITY INITIATIVES: PATHS
FORWARD

Diversity initiatives are currently being challenged in ways that
are sometimes malicious and disingenuous. Critical race
theory, originally developed as a legal framework for
understanding how institutions perpetuate discrimination,34−36

has become a pejorative that is invoked to stifle discussion of
systemic racism and institutional bias.12,33,37−39 The term
“woke” (as an ideology), originating in Martin Luther King Jr.’s
admonition to “remain awake through a great revolution”,40−42

has similarly been transformed into an epithet used to attack
liberalism in general, including diversity efforts.14,43 The
invocation of “woke ideology” as a bogeyman is a calculated
distraction to avoid discussing profound social inequities that
have existed and continue to exist; it is an abdication of
accountability. Potentially unpopular debates regarding hiring,
training, and conduct in science are a necessary step toward
progress, and the open environment of a university is an
appropriate forum for such discussions.
Faculty Hiring. We note with dismay that hiring of Black

faculty at colleges and universities in the United States has
actually decreased in recent years.44 At the current rate, the
percentage of Black faculty will not reach parity with the
percentage of Black Americans within our lifetimes.45−47

Hispanic faculty increased from 3% of total composition in
1997 to a mere 5% in 2017,48 whereas the Hispanic
undergraduate population more than doubled during the
same time period (to 20%), representing the largest percentage
increase of any ethnic group.48
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We are concerned that opponents of diversity initiatives
seem to view merit and diversity as mutually exclusive, yet
refuse to acknowledge the role of implicit bias.49−51 Many of
the metrics traditionally used to define excellence (such as
hailing from “elite institutions”) are proxies with considerable
inherent bias.44,49−51 We are firmly committed to excellence in
academic pursuits, but to view merit and diversity as mutually
antagonistic is a false dichotomy. Note that some academic
faculty searches have successfully evaluated candidates using
blind review,52 focusing on the excellence of the individual
rather than their institutional pedigree or celebrity mentor.
Undergraduate Admissions. Nominally objective meas-

ures of achievement in secondary education often contain
significant socio-economic bias arising from accessibility of
resources such as private schools, tutors, or laboratory and
hands-on learning opportunities. There is also strong
correlation between school quality and local household
income,53−55 which in turn correlates with race.56−58 Upon
college admission, however, merit and diversity need not be
mutually exclusive once gaps in preparation are overcome via
bridge programs,59,60 along with peer/near-peer tutoring,
supplemental instruction, peer learning assistants, and
improved pedagogy.61 Through clear explication of (high)
expectations,62−64 combined with an inclusive learning culture,
students from all walks of life can thrive in an environment
where no insider advantage is working against them. The
scientific enterprise is enriched when students and colleagues
from diverse backgrounds create new paradigms for addressing
scientific questions. An excellent case study is the National
Institutes of Health requirement that (pre)clinical studies
consider sex as a biological variable.65 This mandate addressed
a long-standing deficiency in biomedical research that focused
exclusively on male subjects, and its adoption partly reflects
shifting demographics as more women have entered the
historically male-dominated medical sciences arena.
Diversity may also help to erode implicit bias, which remains

pervasive.49−52 By contrast, when our language and actions fail
to be inclusive we may perpetuate inequalities in access to the
educational resources that it is our duty to provide. This, in
turn, reinforces societal disparities in income, standing, and
voice. These disparities impact not just individual students but
entire families and communities across generations.
We Can Do Better. Scientists, even as we are part of a

wonderful universal system for generating knowledge, are not
necessarily wiser or better than other human beings. Our
scholarship is conditioned by our social background and
contemporary beliefs.66 Sometimes the past, often invoked
romantically, is not a good guide to the future. Let us say it
more directly: the gentlemen of the Royal Society, the
Academie des Sciences, the National Academy of Sciences,
and the Akademia Nauk of 150 years ago were our teachers,
yet many of them could not imagine that Asians, African-
Americans, Jews, Arabs, women, or LGBTQIA+ individuals
would find a place among them.

III. SUMMARY
We write this with an awareness that decisions made today
may be judged differently by future generations. Openly racist,
sexist, and homophobic views have been considered tolerable
or even acceptable within our own lifetimes, and the scholars
previously commemorated by un-named buildings and re-
named accolades were often not outliers in their own
generation. For example, the German Chemical Society has

documented the widespread support for the Nazi regime that
existed within the German chemical industry and academe of
the 1930s,67 providing a vivid illustration of how the
sociopolitical climate influenced the German scientific enter-
prise in appalling ways. We cannot always be certain in what
respects we are falling short in the present time, yet we are not
so naive as to suggest that our professional endeavors can be
(or even should be) entirely separated from their broader
social context.3

Rather than advocating in favor of unencumbered free
speech, for its own sake and devoid of consequences, we
advocate for speech that promotes freedom but recognizes that
words have consequences. Scientists have an obligation to
consider how the totality of their words and activities impacts
the full range of stakeholders in the scientific enterprise:
colleagues, trainees, institutions, and society. It is a fallacy to
assert that exceptional scientific accomplishment should be
celebrated regardless of egregious individual conduct. Why?
Because to do so erodes trust in science and violates broadly
held principles of academic and professional ethics, social
responsibility, respect for human rights, and nondiscrimina-
tion.68

Academic scientists and educational institutions do not exist
in a vacuum but are an integral part of a greater social fabric.
Training students for a given vocation is only one function of a
university, whose broader purpose is to define a community
dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge and to personal and
civic development, in order to contribute to the good of
society.69 We must therefore be aware of our responsibility to
foster vigorous but respectful and reflective discourse,
consistent with the free and open learning ideals of university
culture for all of its members. We can and should expect
excellence, yet we should not ignore or discount lived
experience and perspectives that differ from the mainstream.
Normative assumptions are often challenged by experiences
from the margins, and some of our margins are presently being
challenged by those who advocate to examine the people that
we honor and the language that we use. This is not “cancel
culture”; it is evolution and progress. As scientists, we can
approach these emergent viewpoints with tolerance and
respond in ways that are respectful and measured.
We ask those who argue in favor of unbridled free speech to

appreciate that science, politics, and prejudices (old and new)
are never really disconnected. Reasoned debate over how the
politics and social discourse of this moment should influence
our work is healthy and valuable, but we must talk to each
other, not over each other, in order to make progress. We
advocate for speech that empowers the next generation of
scientists to create a more just and equitable�and hence more
excellent�scientific community.
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Notes
Views expressed in this Guest Commentary are those of the
authors and not necessarily the views of the ACS.
C.M.P.: Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recom-
mendations expressed in this material are those of the authors
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science
Foundation.
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