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Reply to Darlow and Gray: Censorship is exclusion
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We thank Darlow and Gray (henceforth D&G) (1) for raising
possible misconceptions regarding our paper on scientific
censorship (2). First, D&G conflate explanation with blame;
to explain is not to blame, and the concept of blame is irrel-
evant to our paper. Next, D&G write, “the authors suggest
that increased participation of women and people from
diverse backgrounds in academia increases censorship...."
While we proposed harm-aversion as one explanation for
women supporting censorship more than men, we made no
claims about people from diverse backgrounds, nor are we
aware of relevant data. D&G then combine ethical concerns
regarding the treatment of participants in research with
harm concerns regarding the dissemination of science.
Censorship pertains only to the latter.

D&G note that one study we cited (3) had a very low response
rate, which led Gray (the second author of D&G) (1) to file an
official complaint regarding the credibility of the findings. We
agree that with such a low response rate, the report may over-
or underrepresent true rates of self-censorship among New
Zealand academics and that more research is needed.

D&G state, “None of the solutions proposed address
underlying problems that give rise to prosocial concerns.” To
the contrary, greater transparency and academic audits can
help identify any nonscientific basis for editorial decisions or
double standards, including discrimination. Audit studies are
arigorous method for identifying discrimination (4) and safe-
guards against censorship protect minority perspectives.

D&G suggest that censorship is necessary to prevent
harm but that it would be unnecessary if vulnerable groups
were involved in scholarship affecting their communities.
As noted in our paper, there are no data on the costs and
benefits of censorship (or alternative harm-prevention solu-
tions) upon which to base such judgments. Additionally,
involving community members in research may not eliminate
harm-avoidant censorship. Roland Fryer, a Black scholar from
an impoverished community, overcame soft-censorship to
publish his findings regarding (a lack of) racial differences in
the victims of police officer shootings, (5) reporting that he
“had colleagues take me to the side and say, ‘Don't publish
this. You'll ruin your career.”
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D&G argue that “All research pertaining to specific com-
munities should involve active participation of those commu-
nities.” Assuming D&G refer to involvement as coinvestigators
rather than as research participants; this demand is imprac-
tical and unnecessarily restrictive. Just as insiders have pro-
vided insights, so have outsiders (e.g., when left-leaning
scholars study right-leaning ideologies).

D&G appear to agree with our main point that scientific
censorship is often driven by prosocially motivated scientists.
They suggest this censorship is warranted, whereas we call
for caution. As described in our paper, many sources of data
could enable metascientific investigation of the frequency,
costs, and benefits of this form of censorship, but in the
absence of such investigation, we are “left to quarrel based
on competing values, assumptions, and intuitions.” D&G's
letter exemplifies just such an outcome.
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