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Geoscience Commits to Racial Justice. Now We've Got
Work to Do

To be silent is to be complicit in our own destruction because racism destroys
us all. But not being silent entails more than publishing statements. There is

also the collective silence of inaction. —No Time for Silence

%

Signs at a 7 June protest in Krakow, Poland, affirm that Black lives matter and call for racial justice

reform. Credit: SOPA Images/LightRocket/Getty Images

By Kimberly M. S. Cartier © 19 June 2020

Millions of voices around the world have amplified the call for racial justice in the wake of the killings of
George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Dion Johnson, Ahmaud Arbery, and the uncounted number of Black
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people throughout the history of the United States.
Protesters, activists, and allies are calling for reforms

(https://notimeforsilence.org/) to institutions that perpetuate

systemic racism and racial inequality, including those in
science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and

medicine (STEMM).

“I think a good thing is that geoscientists came out
reasonably early in articulating support, acknowledging

the problem,” said Vernon Morris

(https://ncas.howard.edu/directory/vernon-r-morris-ph-d/),

director of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration’s Center for Atmospheric Sciences and
an atmospheric scientist at Howard University in
Washington, D.C. “The frustrations from within the
geosciences community were increasing at the same

time as frustrations in general across the nation.”

Morris is a cosponsor of No Time for Silence

(https://notimeforsilence.org/), a call to action for an anti-

racist science community from geoscientists of color.
Many membership organizations and academic
institutions in the Earth and space sciences (including
Eos and AGU) endorsed the statement and responded

with plans for reform (https://fromtheprow.agu.org/agu-action-

on-confronting-racism-in-stem/).

“The level of national protest that we see is not new,”
Morris said. “Even the level of protest at the time of a
pandemic is not new. The Tulsa riots and the race riots
of 100 years ago happened during the Spanish flu. In
one sense, [this moment] is unique in that having the
science community also step up and say, ‘We support
what’s happening in the streets, and this problem is also
here,” and having a parallel effort, those are the things

that make this actually unique.”
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During these ongoing conversations, the geoscience community and the world at large are reminded that

many of the scientific crises of our time, like climate change

(https://twitter.com/ayanaeliza/status/1268568101752377345) and environmental conservation

(https://twitter.com/ayanaeliza/status/1080935497697058816), are also racial justice issues.

Dr. Ayana Elizabeth Johnson & y
@ayanaeliza

Who in the USA is concerned about climate change?

49% of Whites
57% of Blacks
70% of Latinx

Imagine what would be possible if POC didn't have to
deal with racism and could devote that energy to
#ClimateSolutions...

@ClimatePower #BlackLivesMatter

7:57 PM - Jun 12, 2020 O

O 22k Q) 795 people are Tweeting about this

On 10 June, thousands of individuals, academic institutions, major academic journals, preprint servers,

and science organizations (including AGU) participated in #StrikeForBlackLives

(https://www.particlesforjustice.org/), #ShutDownSTEM, and #ShutDownAcademia

(https://www.shutdownstem.com/). Participants used the day to listen to (https://twitter.com/search?
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q=%23Blackinthelvory&src=typeahead click) and amplify Black voices, learn

(https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/06/05/climate/racism-climate-change-reading-list.html) about anti-racism

(https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hpub-jkmocLzIWqZSsETqbE6tZ13Q0UbQz--vQ2avEc/edit), share resources

(https://twitter.com/AGU Eos/status/1271069323361243136) ON e_quty_(h_ttps:/ /www.georeadingforequity.com/), and

develop plans to actively combat (https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BRIF2_zhNe86SGgHa6-VIBO-

QgirlTwCTugSfKies5Fs/preview?pru=AAABcucCiP8*UHNcPJB3sjZWrlYfagTNSQ) systemic anti-Black racism.

“There was a lot more solidarity than I expected,” Morris said. “I think there was very broad support and
participation at a level that I don’t recall, in my career as a scientist, ever seeing across the science
community. And that’s unique. Was it 100%? No. But I think there was a huge support. That, in and of
itself, is a statement to leadership” of national funding agencies, science mission agencies, and

professional societies across scientific disciplines.

Students Support Change. Change Supports Students

In many instances, Morris said, students and early-career scientists were the ones leading. Many of them

signed on to Hendratta Ali’s (https://fhsu.edu/geo/faculty-and-staff/Ali/index) Change.org petition

(https://www.change.org/p/geoscientists-call-for-a-robust-anti-racism-plan-for-the-geosciences), urging their institutions

and organizations to take action.

However, as astrophysicist Jedidah Isler (https://physics.dartmouth.edu/people/jedidah-c-isler) of Dartmouth

College commented on Twitter (https://twitter.com/JedidahlIslerPhD/status/1273364185884262403), “It is not now,

nor has it ever been, the most vulnerable folks’ job to fix structural oppression.”

Academic institutions need to do more than recruit (https://eos.org/opinions/promoting-racial-diversity-in-

experts say. Academia needs to make itself into (https://eos.org/opinions/laying-proper-foundations-for-diversity-in-

the-geosciences) a welcoming and healthy environment that values the contributions

(https://eos.org/articles/deep-biases-prevent-diverse-talent-from-advancing) those students make. What’s more, many

geoscientists work outside of academia in areas of government or industrial research, Morris noted, two

sectors that have been more reticent in their expressions of support for racial justice reform.

Ana Rosado y
@CarminRosado

“Committing to increasing diversity” by bringing in
more Black students, faculty, and staff does nothing if
you're not dismantling white supremacy and building
the structures of support to *retain* those folks once
they arrive on your campus #Blackinthelvory
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The problem of systemic racism in geoscience and beyond has not, by any means, been fully addressed in
the few weeks following George Floyd’s death. The protests and calls to action persist. However, the
scientific community’s widespread and continuing expressions of support have been good first steps,

Morris said, down a road to reform that will take many years to traverse.

“The change that we’re looking for is not a change that’s going to occur on the timescale of these protests.
A systemic change is going to have to get rolled back with policy changes, and it’s going to take some
attention and vigilance, but it’s going to be from generations of students and early-career professionals
gaining access at levels that they haven’t had for the past several generations. And then we’ll begin to see

outcomes.”

—Kimberly M. S. Cartier (@AstroKimCartier (https://twitter.com/@AstroKimCartier)), Staff Writer

20 June 2020: We've updated this article to identify Hendratta Ali as the organizer of the Change.org

petition.

Citation: Cartier, K. M. S. (2020), Geoscience commits to racial justice. Now we’ve got work to do, Eos, 101,

https://doi.org/10.1029/2020E0145860. Published on 19 June 2020.
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