The Overton Window
The following article has a bumpy history.  I posted it here, on Substack, after an interaction with the National Association of Scholars journal Academic Questions and its blog site Minding the Campus. The article is too long, I thought, for a blog, so I first sent it to AQ, where the reception was sympathetic, but a couple of things were problematic. First, my treating slavery as an economically profitable enterprise. A reviewer commented “our own research and that of other economists, that the preservation of the premodern agriculture system of the south prevented economic growth, modernization, industrialization in a large swath of American territory, hurting the American economy overall.” I felt that overall, slavery, though a moral deficit, was probably an economic benefit, at least in Britain which is the topic of the article. Most importantly, the authors of the report I was criticizing argued strongly for this position. But this was not the main problem, as it turned out. 
In any event, once I had posted the entire article on Substack, the editor of MTC was kind enough to post the first  few hundred words with a Substack link.  But then, a few days later, the link and  extract both vanished. 
After making some inquiries it turned out that Peter Wood, the president of the NAS, had vetoed any reference to the Edinburgh article.  I wrote to Peter and the following correspondence ensued:
From: Peter Wood <pwood@nas.org>
Sent: Wednesday, August 13, 2025 1:18 PM
To: John Staddon <jers@duke.edu>
Cc: Seth Forman <forman@nas.org>
Subject: Re: Edinburgh Betrayal
 
Dear John,

Thank you for your email.  Having pondered your points for a while, I am not convinced that your article is right for Academic Questions.  We could publish Hume's footnote with cavail, [sic] except I would not publish it as anything more than a historical artifact.  I agree that he was a man of his time and deserves to be treated with courtesy despite his not [sic?] discredited views, but you have gone beyond that. There may be value (some day) in AQ venturing into the IQ and race controversies.  But I am not prepared to take AQ there now.  You have colleagues who think otherwise, but that's my decision. 

Seth and I discussed this before I responded to you.  He can speak for himself but he was also disheartened by your submission.

Yours, Peter


John Staddon 8/13/2025 5:05 PM
​Peter Wood <pwood@nas.org>​
​Seth Forman <forman@nas.org>​
​Thanks your honest response but, again, I must disagree. The IQ issue is perfectly straightforward. The IQ is just a predictive test, never mind the stuff about whether it measures "real" intelligence.  As I said, high blood pressure predicts risk of strokes, low IQ predicts risk of academic failure. In what way is that "complex"? The fact that the issue is "explosive" can only be cured by spreading understanding, not by censorship.
I'm very sorry that NAS' dedication to free inquiry has not just limits but unreasonable and inconsistent-with-your-mission limits. 
J
On Wed, Aug 13, 2025, 3:13 PM John Staddon <jers@duke.edu> wrote:
PS But I would like a clear answer to one question: Are you rejecting the piece for factual inaccuracies, or simply because you feel the NAS should not discuss the race issue at all? If the former, I am happy to be corrected. If the latter, I will have to re-evaluate my longtime allegiance to (and very generous support of) the NAS as an organization dedicated to free inquiry.

Thanks in advance, J

From: Peter Wood <pwood@nas.org>
Sent: Wednesday, September 24, 2025 5:38 PM
To: John Staddon <jers@duke.edu>
Subject: Re: Edinburgh Betrayal

Dear John,

I am rejecting the piece because it would damage the reputation of the journal.  You appear not to understand that this topic is outside the current limits of responsible debate. [emphasis added]

Perhaps it shouldn't be, but it is.  There are other journals that don't care about that.  So it may be publishable elsewhere.  But AQ is for a general leadership.  Publishing your article would cost us readers and members.  It would also be taken as a deliberate effort to demean black readers.  That might be far from your intentions, but that's how it would be read.

I'm sorry that you are aggrieved at this decision but I'm aggrieved that you would thrust us into this situation.

Peter 
After giving the matter more thought, I wrote:
On Fri, Sep 26, 2025 at 1:37 PM John Staddon <jers@duke.edu> wrote:
Dear Peter:

The NAS should not have an Overton Window for truth. The reputation of NAS depends on respecting truth whether or not it "is outside the current limits of responsible debate" — whatever "responsible" means.  The racial guilt which infects US society will not be dissipated until the facts of the matter can be discussed with the same frankness exhibited by David Hume in his quote. Walking on eggshells is not an elegant mode of travel.

AQ is not Vanity Fair — or Science. To judge an article by its popularity is not what AQ should be doing.  Not that I agree that my article would "cost us readers". My point is that that should not be AQ's criterion. 

I'm sure you are implacable about this. I'm sorry, for NAS, and for you.

Best, John
To which Peter responded:
Re: Edinburgh Betrayal
Peter Wood<pwood@nas.org>
​John Staddon​
Dear John,

It is easy for you to say NAS should not have an Overton window.  We didn't create it.  It simply exists, and anyone running a membership organization has to be aware of it.  We already press the outward limits of what is sayable by publishing article, for example, defending colonialism and questioning the climate change orthodoxy.  Our  standing in opposition to the diversity doctrine forecloses many opportunities to get AQ in academic libraries.  

Much as you might like to have your views on race and IQ appear in our pages, I won't put AQ or NAS in that position.  Yes, I am implacable on that point.

Any journal holds many considerations in mind as it weighs what to publish.  I don't apologize for choosing not to send AQ into an ideological tarpit.  

Yours,

Peter
                          

So, there the matter stands. The chief stumbling block appears to be any reference to the very well established fact that African Americans, as a group, have a lower average IQ than other racial groups   and sub-Saharan African lower IQs still. Of course, science doesn’t yet know what to make of these differences. But that doesn’t mean they should be deliberately ignored.  My own belief is that until these matter scan be openly, objectively and dispassionately discussed the racial guilt that seems to envelop so many of our intellectual elite will persist, with many damaging effects on science and politics. 
So, dear reader, judge for yourself whether the following article is reasonable or not. It is indeed frank about the racial-differences issue, but that’s not the point. Does it ignore facts? Does it denigrate any group? Above all, is true within the limits of our current knowledge?

 

