
According to surveys and statistics, most Nature readers place 
themselves on the liberal left of the political spectrum. So two 
items published in The New York Times in the past few weeks 

will have provoked both consternation and debate. Many of our read-
ers, for example, must have shaken their heads in despair while reading 
the transcript of an interview with US president-elect Donald Trump 
last week. The other item, an opinion piece entitled ‘The end of iden-
tity liberalism’ probably had many academics simply shaking. 

The article by Mark Lilla, a researcher at Columbia University in New 
York City who specializes in the history of Western intellectual, politi-
cal and religious thought, called for an end to what he described as an 
overemphasis by liberals on racial, gender and sexual identity politics. 
He believes that this focus distracts from core fundamental concepts 
of democracy and so weakens social cohesion and civic responsibility.

In short, he asserted that many progressives live in bubbles; that 
they are educationally programmed to be attuned to diversity issues, 
yet have “shockingly little to say” about political and democratic 
fundamentals such as class, economics, war and policy issues affecting 
the common good. Of direct relevance to the US election, he argued 
that the excessive focus on identity politics by urban and academic 
elites has left many white, religious and rural groups feeling alienated, 
threatened and ignored in an unwelcoming environment where the 
issues that matter to them are given little or no attention. 

What is urgently needed, said Lilla, is for US liberalism to refocus 
on educating all citizens on broader issues that unite people, and on 
core values of democracy, governance and the major forces shaping 
international politics — and for the liberal press to educate itself about 
neglected parts of the country and what matters to people living there. 

Lilla argues, perhaps unconvincingly, that fixating on the concerns of 
particular groups has been divisive, and he calls instead for a focus on 
unifying issues that affect the majority of people in the United States, 
with highly charged narrower issues such as sexuality and race tackled 
with a more-measured sense of scale. But it need not be a trade-off. 

The article comes at a time when many in science and academia are 
rightly worried that Trump’s odious racist, sexist and anti-intellectual 
remarks during his campaign risk unacceptably broadening the limits 
of acceptable discourse — and freeing and normalizing people’s worst 
base instincts and a rhetoric of hate. Not surprisingly, the column has 
been controversial and has sparked vigorous debate.

But the discussion echoes points made earlier this year by New York 
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, directed at academics. Kristof, who 
has long championed diversity issues and so can hardly be accused of 
conservative bias, argued in a column entitled ‘A confession of liberal 
intolerance’ that academics are often selectively tolerant, but are intoler-
ant when it comes to considering conservative or religious viewpoints. 

Nature has long championed the rights and representation of women 
and minority groups in science — and will continue to do so. We have 
also made efforts to reach out and offer a platform to researchers with 

diverse political views. We will continue to do that too. And we will 
engage with and report on efforts by social scientists and others to 
untangle and properly understand contemporary populist movements. 
There is already a considerable body of literature on these phenomena 
and social scientists must weigh in more heavily to inform public debate 
and vigorously challenge misconceptions — on all sides.

Both articles, although perhaps overstating the case, offer food for 
thought. They highlight that confirmation 
bias is rife in all walks of life, including the 
practice of research and the political view-
points of academic liberals. No one should 
kid themselves that they are immune. 

Kristof also argued that the low and 
plunging representation of conservatives 
and evangelicals on US faculties, and bias 

against these groups, is itself impoverishing intellectual diversity and 
discourse. He pointed to an effort to change this state of affairs: the 
Heterodox Academy, a website set up by centrist social psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt of New York University to advocate tangible remedies. 
His column did not go down well with liberals. “You don’t diversify 
with idiots,” stated one of the most highly recommended comments.

Academics must be vigilant and resist normalization of Trump’s crude 
vision of society, but must also look in the mirror. A significant chunk 
of the US population voted for Trump. Are some bigots and racists? Yes; 
but most aren’t, and progressive academic liberals can’t simply dismiss 
them as retrograde. More unites Americans than divides them, and 
building on that common ground is the best antidote to extremism. ■

Break out of the echo chamber 
It is crucial to fight discrimination in all its forms, but academia does itself a disservice by 
excluding conservatives from discourse on societal change.

“Confirmation 
bias is rife in 
all walks of 
life, including 
the practice of 
research.”
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Critics’ choice
Post-publication scrutiny of papers is essential 
for science — but it should be done politely. 

To err is human. But to catch that error — does that take a 
computer? That’s a question that psychologists have been 
wrestling with in recent months, as automated software has 

been checking their published findings on a huge scale. 
The automated review of basic features of scientific papers marks 

a new front in the battle for research reproducibility, and one that has 
split the community. The divide must be bridged before it becomes too 
wide, and that will require criticism to be both offered and received in 
the true spirit of academic enquiry.

As we report in a Toolbox on page 151, psychologists discovered 
starting in August that someone — or something — was commenting 
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Serving suggestion
Reducing food waste requires a change in 
cultural and social factors to shift behaviour.

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization and 
the World Health Organization are meeting this week to  
discuss the UN Decade of Action on Nutrition. In this issue, 

we publish two Comment articles that look at some of the problems. 
On page 30, a group of researchers stresses the importance of nourish-
ing people, not just feeding them. And a piece on page 33 calls for a 
better approach to quantifying and analysing different aspects of the  
food-production system.

Between one-fifth and one-third of all food produced goes into the 
bin. Attention has increased on these post-harvest losses in recent years, 
and this week the European Commission held what it billed as the first 
European Union Platform on Food Losses and Food Waste. Launch-
ing the event with a speech that will be recognized by any parent who 
has sat with a child who won’t clear their plate, commissioner Vytenis 
Andriukaitis said: “It is shameful to throw away food in the world where 
more than eight hundred million people go to bed hungry.”

To help promote responsible development and production of food, 
the UN global Sustainable Development Goals call for a number of 
related measures, one of which is to halve waste in the commercial and 
retail sectors by 2030. It is partly a consumer challenge, because a size-
able chunk of this thrown-away food has been bought and paid for, 
sometimes at great expense. To many US readers, it will be second nature 

to take restaurant leftovers home. That helps to reduce waste, even if 
some of the contents of the doggy bag end up in, well, the dog.

In countries such as France it’s a different story. The government 
there has been trying to change that, with a new initiative this year that 
requires restaurants to supply a ‘gourmet bag’ to diners if they ask for 
one. Not everyone is happy about the idea, and new research offers 
some pointers why. The results demonstrate, again, the importance of 
cultural and social factors in shifting behaviour — even in a direction 
that benefits all concerned.

Writing in the Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 
researchers describe interviews with French diners about their atti-
tudes to food waste and taking it home with them (L. Sirieix et al. 
J. Retail. Consum. Serv. 34, 153–158; 2017). They found the now-
standard gap between attitudes and behaviour on environmental 
issues: although three-quarters of respondents thought that doggy 
bags were a great idea, just one in ten had ever asked for one. 

The excuses were many. “It comes from history and French  
customs,” one said. Another argued that leaving expensive food on 
the plate showed social status: “Someone who will take home the meal 
is someone who has less money.” And it was a sign of a downmarket 
joint: “It will not be well accepted in a fine dining restaurant.” 

Diners went further. Asking for leftovers would bring shame. “It’s 
not rude but culturally it’s not normal.” And French dishes are just not 
designed to be eaten that way, they said. It’s “too good to be packed” 
and only acceptable in “a pizzeria”.

One solution, the researchers suggest, is to make the doggy bag 
desirable: a valuable gift that appeals on more levels than just sus-
tainability. Some high-end restaurants in the United States, they note, 
package leftovers in a foil swan. That’s one possible solution. Another, 
of course, is simply to serve smaller portions. ■

on the quality of thousands of their published papers. The comments 
were left on PubPeer — a website for post-publication review that 
often hosts anonymous allegations of image manipulation. These can 
lead to retractions and even, according to at least one lawsuit, to an 
exciting job offer being rescinded. 

In the case of the large-scale comments, the posts had been generated 
by an algorithm that pointed to potential errors in reported P values, 
measures of statistical significance that are too often used to decide 
whether results are worth publishing. The program, called statcheck, 
posted analyses of more than 50,000 papers. It sometimes erroneously 
tagged correct results as potential errors, and it identified many errors 
that were real but trivial. It also found instances in which P values that 
had been reported as reaching a threshold for statistical significance 
were actually just shy of it. Although a few authors have posted explana-
tions and corrected results on PubPeer, none of the posts have to Nature’s 
knowledge resulted in any formal corrections or retractions.

Some researchers were confused and upset by the mass fact-check; 
leaders in the psychological community warned that such projects 
unduly threaten the reputations of individual researchers and even 
the field. A former head of the Association for Psychological Science 
in Washington DC wrote a column decrying the use of “uncurated” 
social media for personal attacks and harassment. A controversial early 
draft accused research critics of “methodological terrorism”; it was later 
revised. Another group of researchers launched a petition that called for 
discussions to stay polite, but also argued that “the freedom to express 
legitimate criticism must take priority and be protected”.

To be sure, the automated statcheck comments were lacking some 
useful context, and the algorithm is far from perfect. But much of the 
negative reaction has less to do with the ins and outs of a simple com-
puter program than with the importance that people place on scientific 
papers. These are the currency of funding, tenure and prestige, so any 
challenges come across as threats to careers and reputation.

The implicit assumption that academic papers must adhere to an 
impossible standard of perfection does science a horrible disservice. 

As Nature has pointed out before, the scientific paper is a marker 
on the way to scientific progress, not itself a destination. Scrutiny 
of papers is therefore to be welcomed, if only to check that the sign-
posts are pointing in the correct direction. New knowledge arrives 
constantly to correct and displace the old. It is a messy process, full 
of acrimonious discussions and painful realizations, but necessary. 
Errors must be rooted out. 

The appropriate reaction depends on the nature of the error. Insight-
ful reasoning can lead to incorrect conclusions that still advance 
science. A 1996 study of a meteorite that had landed in Allan Hills, 

Antarctica, argued that elongated nanometre-
scale blobs in the rock were the fossils of alien 
bacteria. Subsequent abiotic explanations 
felled each argument in turn. But the study 
breathed life into the field of astrobiology.

Carelessness and avoidable errors will 
not have such positive effects. Revelations 
of typos and biased reasoning should make 

authors uncomfortable. Before submitting their work, they should take 
on the responsibility of reexamining manuscripts for simple details 
and limits to their conclusions, and should invite colleagues to do the 
same. (Peer review improves the scientific literature both by giving 
papers more credibility and by forcing authors to do just this.) 

Even so, errors will make their way into the literature. Anyone who 
finds flaws should seek corrections with diplomacy and humility. A 
gloating sense of ‘gotcha’ does not help to provide constructive criti-
cism; some ill-considered phrases have caused lasting damage. But 
many scientists use their blogs for credible, restrained, nuanced criti-
cism, often engaging the authors whose works are criticized. 

Sharing and discussion of scientific work has changed drastically 
in a world of blogs, online repositories and Twitter. The fact remains, 
however, that self-correction is at the heart of science. Critics — 
curated or not — should be courteous, but criticism itself must be 
embraced. ■

“Anyone who 
finds flaws 
should seek 
corrections with 
diplomacy and 
humility.”
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