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Background

● The Open Letter (TOL)
○ Summer 2020: anonymous open letter to the LSA regarding Steven Pinker.
○ Argues that his public statements are inconsistent with the anti-racist values of the LSA.

■ We won't rehash the content of the letter today.
○ Two concrete requests:

■ Revoke Pinker’s status as LSA Fellow.
■ Remove him from the LSA’s list of Media Experts.

○ Signed by 600+ linguists, generated much coverage in mainstream media and vigorous debate within the field.

● Today:
○ We're concerned about the aftermath and feel like some important positions haven't been heard.
○ (We are not the authors of TOL ourselves)
○ Responses to TOL

■ Analyze the responses to TOL.
○ Recommendations

■ Suggest an approach for each of us to examine our own power within in the field. 
■ Towards a kinder, maximally inclusive linguistics.
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Responses

6



online appendix:

Two kinds of responses

1. Distortions of the facts.

2. Well-intentioned (but ultimately inadequate) attempts 
to restore the peace.
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The distorted narrative: Data

● Mainstream media coverage echoed three false claims.
● We refuted these claims in a recent manuscript

○ (Kastner et al 2021, Who speaks for us? Lessons from the Pinker letter)
● Brief recap here, setting the record straight.

● Claim 1: TOL was “rejected”.
○ Pinker claimed publicly that the LSA “repudiated”, “did not accept” or “rebuffed” TOL.
○ This claim was repeated uncritically in the media (NYT, BBC, etc).
○ The LSA’s explicit assertion to the contrary in an email to the membership:

■ “[T]he recent message from the Executive Committee to the membership, despite 
alternative interpretations placed on it by some, was not intended to be a 
rejection of the open letter.”
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The distorted narrative: Data

● Mainstream media coverage echoed three false claims.
● We refuted these claims in a recent manuscript (Kastner et al 2021).
● Brief recap here, setting the record straight.

● Claim 2: Support for TOL was insignificant.
○ Pinker cast TOL signatories as junior and not representative of the field (“most of 

them were graduate students and lecturers”, “by no means an indication of the 
sentiment among professional linguists”, etc.).

○ A breakdown of signatories by academic rank: the makeup is similar to that of the LSA 
membership; signatories also include 7 LSA Fellows (Dow 2020).

○ See also Borer (2020).
○ This was a false empirical claim - we can talk separately about the intention behind it.
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The distorted narrative: Data

● Mainstream media coverage echoed three false claims.
● We refuted these claims in a recent manuscript (Kastner et al 2021).
● Brief recap here, setting the record straight.

● Claim 3: TOL is a “cancellation” attempt.
○ Pinker promoted the framing of TOL as an attempt to “cancel” him.
○ This framing ascribes intent without any evidence.
○ It does allow followers to misconstrue TOL as a demand 

for material damage.
■ Recall that these were not the requests of TOL.
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The distorted narrative: Analysis

Three discursive tactics allowed the false narrative to dominate media reports:

● Obfuscation
○ Claim 1 ("rejected") relied on relevance implicatures and negative strengthening (Grice 1975 et seq, 

Horn 1989).
● Ad-hominem attacks

○ Claim 2 ("insignificant") belittled junior scholars, enabling personal attacks and threats of violence 
(which we've documented).

● Drowning the discourse with variants on a theme
○ All three claims relied on overlapping statements which created a fabricated feeling of persecution.
○ The language of anti-TOL discourse used repeated allusions to violence and authoritarian regimes:

■ "defenestration", "shot across the bow", "delusional", "zealots", “Orwellian”, etc.

⇒ See Kastner et al (2021) and the online appendix for further details.
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Two kinds of responses (revisited)

1. Distortions of the facts.
○ Can be (and have been) thoroughly refuted.
○ Still dominated media coverage.

2. Well-intentioned (but ultimately inadequate) attempts 
to restore the peace.
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Well-intentioned let-downs

The LSA's response:

● Slow and equivocal ("it is not the mission of the Society to control 
the opinions of its members, nor their expression").
○ These events transpired fairly quickly (see Kastner et al 2021:§2).
○ A lot happened on Facebook and Twitter.

● Did not publicly challenge the false claims despite prominent 
media coverage.
○ Allowed the false claims to dominate the narrative.

● LSA leadership did not share its strategy with the community.
○ If the strategy was to minimize attention (public or legal), we believe it 

backfired.
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Well-intentioned let-downs

We are often asked (e.g. by the reviewers and Editor at Language) about two 
other contributions, so some brief comments.

● Barbara H. Partee's critical response (in a Medium post):
○ Concluded that TOL's arguments can be dismissed or attributed to misunderstandings.
○ Encapsulates the rift in a field:

■ For one camp of linguists, TOL raised important systemic issues.
■ The other camp didn't see anything wrong.

○ This response might've also overshadowed alternative analyses by other linguists.
■ Especially those who argued that there's more to discuss than just the examples 

mentioned in TOL (e.g. Adger, Borer, Esipova, Green, Rett, and Snider).
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Well-intentioned let-downs

We are often asked (e.g. by the reviewers and Editor at Language) about two 
other contributions, so some brief comments.

● Facebook post by Jacobson, Partee and Pesetsky ("PPJ"):
○ Explicitly envisioned as:

■ An act of support for the authors and signatories of TOL,
■ while disagreeing with its content.

○ Did not engage with the content of TOL, sidestepping the fundamental issues.
○ Asked to restore the peace instead.
○ Called for calm but did not address the sources of discord or call for concrete action.
○ Reminder: Calls for civility maintain the status quo, enforcing existing power hierarchies.
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Two kinds of responses (revisited)

1. Distortions of the facts.
○ Can be (and have been) thoroughly refuted.
○ Still dominated media coverage.

2. Well-intentioned (but ultimately inadequate) attempts 
to restore the peace.
○ Did not tackle the core issues.
○ Muddled discussion within the field.
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Recommendations
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● First part of the talk:
○ We set the record straight.
○ Provided a brief analysis of responses to TOL within the field.

● What's next:
○ We challenge the field to draw lessons from TOL going forward.
○ We use two recent controversies to frame this part of the discussion.

Most concretely:

● We urge members of the field of all career stages to become 
aware of the power we possess and how we wield it.
○ We'll start with two recent examples.
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Example of unacceptable communication
● Recent case of a senior figure in the field "punching down" on 

people with less social (and academic) power than him.
● None of this counts as an innocent scientific conversation.
● We do not believe it should be accepted as science for its "merits" to be "debated".

● If you have some power but aren't stepping in to intervene, you're not helping.
○ "Calling in" could be even more effective than "calling out".

● What power might you have? Coming up!
19

From my personal experience as a professor at a University, I learnt that there is a strong 
and significant correlation between the strength of the insistence on gendering and the 
modest length of the personal research bibliography of the respective proponents as well as 
their bibliometric index.

4It may be short-lived since gendering in fact is sexist. Gendered language is sexist language. It insists on 
categorizing the reference to people in terms of their sexes in contexts in which sex does not matter at all. 
These situations are the majority of situations in everyday life.

monkey-business

the gendering rage.

provoked by fiat.

bustling genderers



online appendix:

Much more subtle situation

1. A PhD student recently made a joke about a prominent linguist on Twitter.
2. Two senior academics called out student publicly.
3. Another PhD student chimed in, claiming that this public reaction is not 

appropriate.
4. One of the professors doubled down, and a back-and-forth ensued.

● We're not passing judgment here.
● Instead, we encourage everyone to view this through the lens of power 

hierarchies.
○ (Setting aside generation differences, factioning within the field, attitudes to 

social media and so on) 20



online appendix:

A way forward (Dockum et al, in prep)

What have we learned from TOL and other events?

● As institutions
○ The field must be unapologetic in supporting its junior scholars.
○ The field must be unapologetic in correcting the way it's portrayed in

the media.

● As individuals: rethink and update the norms we've all been socialized with.
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A way forward (Dockum et al, in prep)

What have we learned from TOL and other events?

● As institutions
○ The field must be unapologetic in supporting its junior scholars.
○ The field must be unapologetic in correcting the way it's portrayed in

the media.

● As individuals: rethink and update the norms we've all been socialized with.
○ Power hierarchies mean that everyone has both more and less power than they might realize!
○ Accordingly, everyone who occupies a space has the power to reinforce or challenge norms.
○ Power differentials mean that different strategies are available to each person.
○ We should reshape the field into one where we achieve ambient belonging for all backgrounds and 

career stages (Walton & Cohen 2007; Cheryan et al 2011; Cundiff 2013).
○ Suggestion: everyone should evaluate their power and influence, acting to increase inclusion 

toward a Big Tent.
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A way forward: Awareness of power

Some examples of how to do this

● Senior faculty can:
○ Avoid talking over junior faculty.
○ Use their power to challenge the injustices within the field.
○ Avoid preaching conformity. Don't defend the status quo as a reflex, without considering who is harmed by it.

● Junior faculty can:
○ Be aware of the needs of PhD students.
○ Be aware of the needs of adjunct faculty. 

● No faculty member, least of all senior members, should attack or belittle students. 
● White linguists (such as ourselves) cannot ignore the voices of minoritized populations. 

The list goes on: each of us has more power than someone else in the field
(cf. Charity Hudley et al 2020).

● Ensure that we don't use that power in ways that are detrimental to others.
● Actively support and improve the experiences of others.
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Conclusion

● Responses
○ Many of the responses to TOL were either false (the narrative by Pinker and associates, 

perpetuated in the media) or unsatisfactory (response within the field).
○ However, TOL started an important conversation within the field.
○ The LSA is already in the process of implementing some steps recommended by the Task 

Forces set up in response to TOL.
○ Conclusion: TOL worked! But the conversation must continue.

● Recommendations
○ We want a linguistics which is kind, especially to those with less institutional power.
○ Invite colleagues at all career stages to consider the influence that they have on others 

and their present positionality.
■ Take action to make improvements where you see injustice!
■ Choose your battles, but choose more of them.

○ Continuing the conversation: happy to hear how you would move our field towards a kinder 
linguistics.
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Thank you!

Looking forward to continuing the conversation 

Thanks to Anne Charity Hudley and the many colleagues who've discussed these issues with us.

Our gratitude also to the people behind TOL (who are anonymous, but we know they aren't us).

e.g. on the unofficial LSA 2022 Slack or gather.town!

Online appendix to this paper: https://lsa-letter-meta.carrd.co/

Scan for online appendix:

https://lsa-letter-meta.carrd.co/

