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The Divestment Debate
A!"#$%&'( of divesting Harvard’s endow-
ment investments in the fossil-fuel indus-
try—part of a movement urging such ac-
tion by schools nationwide—have bedeviled 
University administrators all year. On Octo-
ber 3, President Drew Faust issued a state-
ment calling climate change “one of the 
world’s most consequential challenges”—
but expressing the belief that divestment 
is neither “warranted or wise.” Instead, she 
sketched, broadly, Harvard’s role in teaching 
and research on the environment; its e)orts 
to reduce its greenhouse-gas emissions; and 
the role of Harvard Management Compa-
ny’s (HMC) new vice president for evaluat-
ing environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) factors in investing.

Lacking further details (and the com-
mitment to divestment they sought), ad-
vocates continued their campaign, seek-
ing open forums for discussion of their 
cause. Faust responded with another 
statement on April 7. She wrote that The 
Harvard Campaign had raised $120 million 
for work on energy and the environment, 
but disclosed no details. (Two gifts ap-
parently figure significantly in that sum. 
One, totaling $31 million to support the 
Center for the Environment, appeared in 
the 2013 annual financial report of the Fac-
ulty of Arts and Sciences [FAS], but has 
not been further characterized. Another, 
possibly larger, gift—no figure has been 
disclosed—is Evergrande Group’s endow-
ment and operating support for the new, 
Graduate School of Design-based Center 
for Green Buildings and Cities; for a fuller 
report on the nascent center and what is 
known about the gift, see http://harvard-
mag.com/green-14.)

Faust’s message linked to a graphic on 
various University research programs. She 
announced an initial $1 million in innovation 
grants (a favored recent tool to jump-start 
campus-based entrepreneurship) for fac-
ulty and student projects at the iLab. And 
Harvard, she added, would sign the United 

Nations-supported Principles for Respon-
sible Investment (PRI; voluntary principles 
for ESG analysis of investments) and the 
Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), a non-
profit that seeks information on businesses’ 
energy use and greenhouse-gas emissions.

The same day, the news o*ce unleashed a 
supportive barrage of Harvard Gazette articles 
detailing professors’ recent climate- and 
energy-related research, policy guidance, 
and work on related issues. Placards mount-
ed on A-frames around the Science Center 
Plaza touted the University’s own sustain-
ability goals and progress toward its target 
of reducing emissions by 30 percent.

All this proved a skirmish in the continu-
ing disagreements. On April 10, Harvard 
Faculty for Divestment released their own 
“Open Letter” to Faust and the Corpora-
tion. Referring to the October 3 and April 
7 missives rejecting divestment, the 100 
or so signers, from diverse disciplines and 
schools, declared, “We believe that the Cor-
poration is making a decision that in the 
long run will not serve the University well.” 
If fossil-fuel divestment is a “political” act, 
the letter went on, “continued investment 
is a similarly political act,” and then laid out 

the authors’ case—legal, scientific, and ethi-
cal—for selling the securities.

Faust e-mailed back, coolly and suc-
cinctly, acknowledging “a variety of dif-
fering views.” On April 28, the faculty 
members acknowledged (and published) 
her note; asked her and the Corporation 
to “answer the specific questions” they 
had raised earlier; and expressed the “hope 
that you will engage and respond to the 
substantive issues”—particularly in light 
of expert faculty members’ view of the PRI 
and CDP as “utterly ine)ective.”

Amid the e-mail volleys, and absent any 
open forum for airing such views, student 
divestment advocates did what students 
do in the spring: stepped up their public 
protests at Massachusetts Hall, the o*ces 
for the president and her sta). On May 1, 
Divest Harvard members blocked both the 
front door and side entrances, interfer-
ing with access to work for one of Faust’s 
aides, and an undergraduate was arrested. 
The pro-divestment professors promptly 
hailed this “act of civil disobedience” and 
reiterated the call for “an open forum” 
with Corporation and faculty members, 
students, and alumni, “for dialogue and 
conversation.”

In remarks at the May 6 FAS meeting, 
Faust addressed the situation tersely. She 
respected protestors’ free-speech rights, 
she said, but a “blockade” infringes on 
others’ rights and crosses into a “di)er-
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Advocates of divesting fossil-fuel invest-
ments protest at the president’s of!ce at 
Massachusetts Hall.
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H A R V A R D  P O R T R A I T

When Naomi Oreskes wrote an article in 2004 summarizing the scienti!c con-
sensus on climate change, she recalls, “I was treated as if I had thrown some kind of 
grenade.” Public discourse at the time treated global warming as an active scienti!c 
debate, but the history of science professor, who arrived from the University of Cali-
fornia, San Diego, last fall, had assumed journalists were simply confused about the 
evidence. As she began examining her critics’ connections, though, Oreskes uncovered 
a very different story, and in Merchants of Doubt (2010), she and her coauthor, Eric M. 
Conway, described how deliberate, industry-funded misinformation campaigns had 
serially misled the media and obscured the scienti!c consensus on the harmful effects 
of smoking, acid rain, and the ozone hole—and now, climate change. Her research has 
also taught Oreskes the need for academics to “speak clearly and crisply” on issues of 
social and political importance; recently, she signed an open faculty letter calling for 
Harvard’s divestment from fossil fuels. Her new book with Conway, The Collapse of 
Western Civilization (Columbia), to be released in July, imagines a future with climate 
change run rampant. The ability to “range broadly,” she says, is the appeal of history 
of science. Trained as a mining geologist at Imperial College London, Oreskes began 
exploring the history of her discipline as a graduate student at Stanford. She published 
in both !elds until, she quips, she had children: “I couldn’t have three careers.” With 
her hydrologist husband and their two grown daughters, she spends her free time 
outdoors, hiking, camping, and occasionally climbing: “I still like to be on rocks.” 

N a o m i  O r e s k e s

Addressing  
Sexual Assaults
N!"#$%!& '$%'()%* about sexual assaults 
on campuses, and institutional responses 
to them, erupted at Harvard, too, in early 
spring. Among the salient developments:

On March 31, the Crimson published 
“Dear Harvard: You Win,” a long, anony-
mous, first-person account of an unwanted 
sexual encounter. It alleged that the Col-
lege’s response was insensitive and shaped 

ent zone.” She had met with divestment 
advocates seven times, she disclosed, and 
the Corporation Committee on Share-
holder Responsibility had done so three 
times. She supported “reasoned and civil 
discourse,” but not blocking buildings 
or “videotaping me and then editing and 
portraying my words in ways that mis-
represent them” (referring to an incident 
earlier in the semester). In the future, she 
said with an edge, she looked forward to 
faculty ideas on climate change rooted in 
“reason, rigor, respect, and truth.”

To underscore the point, in a subse-
quent interview she told the Crimson 
(“Faust Says She Will Work with Faculty, 
Not Divest Group, to Discuss Climate 
Change”) that an open forum on the is-
sue was not on the table. The newspaper 
quoted her characterizing the Divest Har-
vard demand as “a chance to draw atten-
tion to itself,” rather than promoting sub-
stantive discourse.

Ratcheting up pressure on the issue, on 
May 7, Stanford announced its decision 
not to invest in coal-mining companies, 
given the severe climate impact of burn-
ing that fuel. (Smaller schools had previ-
ously decided to divest, but no research 
universities with Stanford’s heft and large 
endowment.) Stanford’s advisory panel 
on the issue includes students, faculty and 
sta+ members, and alumni. The trustees 
endorsed their recommendations, and 
acknowledged the role of the student 
Fossil Free Stanford group’s advocacy in 
catalyzing “an important discussion.” The 
chair of the trustees’ committee on invest-
ment responsibility told The New York Times 
that the decision on coal “is not the end-
ing point. It’s a process,” as research on 
alternative energy sources progresses. She 
amplified, “Don’t interpret this as a pass 
on other things.”
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