
�<�D�O�H���$�V�W�U�R�Q�R�P�H�U�V���4�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�H�G���6�\�V�W�H�P�L�F��
�5�D�F�L�V�P���%�H�F�D�X�V�H���7�K�H�\���+�L�U�H�G���2�Q�H���%�O�D�F�N��
�(�P�S�O�R�\�H�H���������<�H�D�U�V���$�J�R�����(�P�D�L�O�V���6�K�R�Z 
�³�'�H�H�S�O�\���H�Q�W�U�H�Q�F�K�H�G���V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P���H�[�L�V�W�V���L�Q���H�Y�H�U�\���V�H�F�W�R�U���R�I���R�X�U���V�R�F�L�H�W�\�����L�Q�F�O�X�G�L�Q�J���D�W��
�<�D�O�H���D�Q�G���L�Q���W�K�L�V���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���´���D���J�U�R�X�S���R�I���X�Q�G�H�U�J�U�D�G�X�D�W�H�V���Z�U�R�W�H���L�Q���U�H�V�S�Rnse. 

�U�D�F�L�V�P���L�Q���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H�����<�D�O�H���D�V�W�U�R�Q�R�P�\���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U�V���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�H�G���G�R�X�E�W�V���W�K�D�W���³�G�H�H�S�O�\���H�Q�W�U�H�Q�F�K�H�G��
�V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P�´���H�[�L�V�W�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H�L�U���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���²  by pointing to their hiring of a single 
Black employee in 1985. 

�³�:�H���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���V�H�H�Q���P�D�Q�\���(�O�O�D���*�U�H�H�Q�H�V���´���Z�U�R�W�H���5�L�F�K�D�U�G���/�D�U�V�R�Q�����D���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U���H�P�H�U�L�W�X�V�����L�Q���D�Q��
email to the astronomy department on the day of the strike, referring to the administrative 
employee whom he said was its first, and so far on�O�\�����%�O�D�F�N���R�I�I�L�F�H���V�W�D�I�I�H�U�����³�%�X�W���(�O�O�D���Z�D�V��
an ambitious and self-�P�D�G�H���S�H�U�V�R�Q�����D�Q�G���V�K�H���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Q�H�H�G���D�Q�\���V�S�H�F�L�D�O��
�K�H�O�S���I�R�U���E�O�D�F�N���S�H�R�S�O�H���´ 

In the email exchange, which was obtained by BuzzFeed News, Larson also questioned a 
�F�R�O�O�H�D�J�X�H�¶�V���D�V�V�H�U�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P���H�[�L�V�W�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W�����³�:�K�D�W�H�Y�H�U���\�R�X���Z�D�Q�W��
�W�R���V�D�\���D�E�R�X�W���µ�G�H�H�S�O�\���H�Q�W�U�H�Q�F�K�H�G���V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P���¶�´���K�H���Z�U�R�W�H�����³�(�O�O�D���Z�D�V���Q�R�W���G�H�I�H�D�W�Hd by 
�L�W���´ 

Students and researchers condemned these remarks in response, saying that the hiring of 
�R�Q�H���%�O�D�F�N���S�H�U�V�R�Q���G�R�H�V���Q�R�W���F�D�Q�F�H�O���R�X�W���W�K�H���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W�¶�V���K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F���O�D�F�N���R�I���U�D�F�L�D�O���G�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\����
and that the racist emails were indicative of how Black people are systematically 
excluded from science. 

�³�,�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���R�I���F�R�O�R�U���G�R���Q�R�W���I�H�H�O���F�R�P�I�R�U�W�D�E�O�H���L�Q���W�K�H���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���V�W�D�W�H���R�I��
representation indicates they do not), it is �G�X�H���W�R���R�X�U���O�D�F�N���R�I���W�U�\�L�Q�J���´���D���J�U�R�X�S���R�I��
undergraduates wrote to the email chain. 

Another �S�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U���H�P�H�U�L�W�X�V�����:�L�O�O�L�D�P���Y�D�Q���$�O�W�H�Q�D�����D�U�J�X�H�G���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W�¶�V���O�D�F�N���R�I��
Black students and faculty members was due to the fact that those scholars had less 
interest in the physical sciences compared to the social sciences �²  �³�Q�R�W���G�X�H���W�R���L�Q�K�H�U�H�Q�W��
racis�P���L�Q���R�X�U���'�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���´ 



�,�Q���������������-�H�G�L�G�D�K���,�V�O�H�U���E�H�F�D�P�H���W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���%�O�D�F�N���Z�R�P�D�Q���W�R���U�H�F�H�L�Y�H���D���3�K�'���I�U�R�P���<�D�O�H�¶�V��
astronomy department. Now an assistant professor of astrophysics at Dartmouth, Isler 
told BuzzFeed News that the emails from the Yale professors were �³�L�Q�I�X�U�L�D�W�L�Q�J���E�X�W���Q�R�W���D�W��
�D�O�O���V�X�U�S�U�L�V�L�Q�J���´���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���³�V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�O���D�Q�G���L�Q�W�H�U�S�H�U�V�R�Q�D�O���U�D�F�L�V�P���U�X�Q�V���U�D�P�S�D�Q�W���D�W���<�D�O�H���´ 

 
Xama Señal UNSJ / Via youtube.com 
William van Altena 

�³�7�K�H���I�D�F�W���W�K�D�W���V�H�Q�L�R�U���P�H�P�E�H�U�V���R�I���W�K�H���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���I�H�H�O��comfortable making such 
intellectually dishonest and violent comments about Black people given the historical 
practices �²  at Yale �²  �L�V���L�W�V�H�O�I���D���G�H�P�R�Q�V�W�U�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�D�O���R�S�S�U�H�V�V�L�R�Q���´���,�V�O�H�U���V�D�L�G���E�\��
email. 



The chair of the Yale astronomy department, Sarbani Basu, declined to comment on any 
of the emails cited in this story and did not address the concerns raised by Isler. 

�³�7�K�H���O�L�V�W�H�Q�L�Q�J���V�H�V�V�L�R�Q���\�R�X���P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�H�G���L�Q���\�R�X�U���L�Q�T�X�L�U�\���Z�D�V���D���S�U�L�Y�D�W�H���H�Y�H�Q�W���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�H�G���E�\��
students and faculty. It served as one of multiple forums in which students, postdoctoral 
�D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�V�����I�D�F�X�O�W�\���D�Q�G���V�W�D�I�I���D�U�H���H�[�S�U�H�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���Y�L�H�Z�S�R�L�Q�W�V���R�Q���W�K�L�V���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���L�V�V�X�H���´���%�D�V�X��
�V�D�L�G���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D���V�S�R�N�H�V�S�H�U�V�R�Q�����³�:�H���W�D�N�H���W�K�H�V�H���F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q�V���V�H�U�L�R�X�V�O�\���D�Q�G���Z�L�O�O���X�V�H���W�K�H�L�U��
feedback to help inform and enlighten our ongoing work to increase diversity in the 
�V�F�L�H�Q�F�H�V���´ 

The heated discussion has roiled the prestigious department at a time when academia, 
along with virtually every other institution in American life, is scrutinizing its role in 
perpetuating discrimination against and exclusion of Black people. 

The recent police killings of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other Black Americans 
have galvanized weeks of protests against police brutality and racism in all 50 states, 
triggered a flood of funding and support for the Black Lives Matter movement, resulted 
in teardowns of Confederacy leader statues, and prompted the resignations of corporate 
executives with histories of racist behavior. 

�'�X�U�L�Q�J���O�D�V�W���:�H�G�Q�H�V�G�D�\�¶�V���³Strike for Black Lives���´���W�K�R�X�V�D�Q�G�V���R�I���V�F�L�H�Q�W�L�V�W�V���V�W�R�S�S�H�G��
research to protest anti-Black racism, come up with ways to address inequalities within 
their departments, and fill social media with hashtags like #ShutDownSTEM and 
#ShutDownAcademia. And hundreds of Black scientists used the hashtag 
#BlackInTheIvory to describe the racism they have faced in their careers. That afternoon, 
�P�H�P�E�H�U�V���R�I���<�D�O�H�¶�V���D�V�W�U�R�Q�R�P�\���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���S�O�D�Q�Q�H�G���W�R���W�D�N�H���S�D�U�W���E�\���K�R�O�G�L�Q�J���D���=�R�R�P���W�R�Z�Q��
hall meeting to discuss racial equality. 

Astronomy as a field is overwhelmingly dominated by white men, and research shows 
that women, especially women of color, face greater risks of gendered and racial 
harassment on the job. A 2018 survey of the American Astronomical Society �²  which 
includes undergraduates, graduate students, faculty members, and retired astronomers �²  
found that 82% of members identified as white and only 2% as Black or African 
American. The same year, an AAS task force deemed �W�K�H���I�L�H�O�G�¶�V���O�D�F�N���R�I��
diversity �³�X�Q�D�F�F�H�S�W�D�E�O�H�´���D�Q�G���³�X�Q�V�X�V�W�D�L�Q�D�E�O�H���´ 

Basu, the Yale astronomy department chair, did not answer questions about how many 
Black graduate students have graduated from the department, or how many Black faculty 
and staff it has employed. Across the university, 7.7% of the student body identifies as 
Black or African American. 

�%�H�I�R�U�H���<�D�O�H�¶�V���W�R�Z�Q���K�D�O�O�����/�D�U�V�R�Q�����W�K�H���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U���H�P�H�U�L�W�X�V�����W�R�R�N���D���I�H�Z���P�L�Q�X�W�H�V���W�R���V�K�D�U�H���D���E�L�W��
of history on the department mailing list. (His emails, and the others mentioned in this 





�³�>�7�@�K�H���V�W�D�W�H�P�H�Q�W���W�K�D�W���µ�Z�H���K�D�Y�H�Q�¶�W���V�H�H�Q���P�D�Q�\���(�O�O�D���*�U�H�H�Q�H�V�¶���L�V���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���R�I���W�K�H���G�H�H�S�O�\��
�H�Q�W�U�H�Q�F�K�H�G���V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W���L�Q���R�X�U���V�R�F�L�H�W�\���´���W�K�H���S�R�V�W�G�R�F���Z�U�R�W�H���E�D�F�N�����³�,�W���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H��
more productive to acknowledge that our department (and astronomy in general) remains 
highly non-representative of the overall population and instead focus the conversation on 
how those of us in positions of privilege and power can educate ourselves and do better in 
the f�X�W�X�U�H���´ 

Larson took offense at this suggestion. 

�³�:�K�D�W�H�Y�H�U���\�R�X���Z�D�Q�W���W�R���V�D�\���D�E�R�X�W���µ�G�H�H�S�O�\���H�Q�W�U�H�Q�F�K�H�G���V�\�V�W�H�P�L�F���U�D�F�L�V�P�¶�����(�O�O�D���Z�D�V���Q�R�W��
�G�H�I�H�D�W�H�G���E�\���L�W���´���K�H���Z�U�R�W�H�����³�$�Q�G���,���V�D�Z���Q�R���H�Y�L�G�H�Q�F�H���W�K�D�W���L�W���Z�D�V���D���S�U�R�E�O�H�P���L�Q���R�X�U���G�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W��
or elsewhere at Yale. Yes, of course there are inequalities in our society and we all want 
to see them reduced. But I think you will do more good by helping and encouraging 
�I�X�W�X�U�H���(�O�O�D���*�U�H�H�Q�H�V���W�K�D�Q���E�\���U�D�L�O�L�Q�J���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���U�D�F�L�V�P���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�G�H�P�Q�L�Q�J���S�H�R�S�O�H���D�V���U�D�F�L�V�W�V���´ 

A graduate student then threw �W�K�H�L�U���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���E�H�K�L�Q�G���W�K�H���S�R�V�W�G�R�F�W�R�U�D�O���U�H�V�H�D�U�F�K�H�U�����³�6�\�V�W�H�P�L�F��
�U�D�F�L�V�P���L�V���X�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�D�O���L�Q���R�X�U���F�R�X�Q�W�U�\���´���W�K�H�\���Z�U�R�W�H�����³�$�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���L�W���P�D�\���E�H���W�U�X�H���W�K�D�W���L�W���D�I�I�H�F�W�V��
certain places more than others (but even this is debatable), it is unfortunately pervasive 
everywhere, ev�H�Q���D�W���<�D�O�H���´ 

That afternoon, in a cosigned letter to the department at large, a group of undergraduate 
�V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���F�R�Q�G�H�P�Q�H�G���W�K�H���S�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U�V�¶���U�H�P�D�U�N�V���D�V���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�V���R�I���³�Z�K�L�W�H���V�D�Y�L�R�U�L�V�P�´���D�Q�G��
�³�W�R�N�H�Q�L�V�P���´ 

�³�>�%�@�R�W�K���R�I���W�K�H�V�H���S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�D���F�D�Q���O�H�D�G���Z�K�L�W�H���S�H�R�S�O�H���L�Q���S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�V of power to feel as if they 
have adequately addressed racism in their place of work, while the deeper foundational 
�L�V�V�X�H�V���U�H�P�D�L�Q���L�Q�W�D�F�W���´���W�K�H�\���Z�U�R�W�H�����V�W�U�H�V�V�L�Q�J���W�K�H���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�F�H���R�I���E�H�L�Q�J���D�Q�W�L-�U�D�F�L�V�W���³�L�Q�V�W�H�D�G���R�I��
�V�L�P�S�O�\���µ�Q�R�W���U�D�F�L�V�W���¶�´ 

�³�7�R���V�D�\���W�K�D�W���(�O�O�D���µ�G�L�G�Q�¶�W �U�H�F�H�L�Y�H���D�Q�G���G�L�G�Q�¶�W���Q�H�H�G���D�Q�\���V�S�H�F�L�D�O���K�H�O�S���I�R�U���E�O�D�F�N���S�H�R�S�O�H�¶��
completely ignores the larger systemic issues that have for centuries barred non-white 







Larson told BuzzFeed News that in retrospect, his comments questioning systemic racism 
�V�R�X�Q�G�H�G���³�G�L�V�P�L�V�V�L�Y�H�´���D�Q�G���W�K�D�W���K�H���V�K�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���³�E�H�H�Q���P�R�U�H���F�D�U�H�I�X�O���L�Q���>�K�L�V�@���Z�R�U�G�L�Q�J���  ́

�³�>�&�@�O�H�D�U�O�\���I�R�U���P�R�V�W���R�I���W�K�H���V�W�X�G�H�Q�W�V���L�W���L�V���Qot enough to be not racist, you have to be 
vehemently anti-�U�D�F�L�V�W���´���K�H���V�D�L�G���E�\���H�P�D�L�O�����³�7�K�D�W���L�V���Q�R�W���P�\���V�W�\�O�H���´ 

�+�H���Q�R�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���³�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���R�I���U�H�F�H�Q�W���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�����W�K�H���D�W�P�R�V�S�K�H�U�H���D�U�R�X�Q�G���W�K�L�V���V�X�E�M�H�F�W���K�D�V���E�H�F�R�P�H��
so super-�K�H�D�W�H�G���W�K�D�W���L�W�¶�V���L�P�S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���W�R���V�D�\���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���E�H�L�Q�J���D�W�W�D�F�N�H�G���´���7�K�D�W��
�F�O�L�P�D�W�H�����K�H���V�D�L�G�����U�H�P�L�Q�G�V���K�L�P���R�I���W�K�H���\�H�D�U���������������³�7�K�L�Q�J�V���K�D�Y�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�G���I�R�U���W�K�H���E�H�W�W�H�U���L�Q��������
years, but not as much as the activists of 50 years ago would have liked, and of course we 
�V�W�L�O�O���K�D�Y�H���E�L�J���S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V���´���K�H���Z�U�R�W�H�����³�,���W�K�L�Q�N���W�K�D�W���Whe current activism is healthy and I wish 
�L�W���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�����,�I���\�R�X���G�R�Q�¶�W���V�H�H���P�H���R�X�W���W�K�H�U�H���P�D�U�F�K�L�Q�J�����L�W���G�R�H�V�Q�¶�W���P�H�D�Q���W�K�D�W���,���G�R�Q�¶�W���V�X�S�S�R�U�W���W�K�H��
�F�D�X�V�H���´ 

�³�(�O�O�D���*�U�H�H�Q�H���K�H�U�V�H�O�I���Z�R�X�O�G���S�U�R�E�D�E�O�\���E�H���P�R�U�W�L�I�L�H�G���E�\���D�O�O���W�K�L�V���´���/�D�U�V�R�Q���D�G�G�H�G�����$�V�N�H�G��
�Z�K�H�W�K�H�U���K�L�V���H�W�R���W�H� �W�L�O�V���K�H�G���K�B���E�O�H�V�


