
October 24, 2007

Dear colleagues,

I am sure most of you are aware of the unfortunate and sad events associated with Dr. James Watson’s
promotional book tour in Europe last week. In an interview with The Sunday Times he is quoted as making
racist remarks that many people, including myself, found offensive. Two days later, he apologized and
explained more fully his views about genetics and human attributes. It is difficult to reconcile Dr. Watson’s
first remarks with his subsequent apology, although it may be relevant that Dr. Watson was in the middle of a
lecture tour that would be demanding for someone 79 years of age. A summary of the events can be found at
http://education.guardian.co.uk/higher/research/story/0,,2196657,00.html.

Dr. Watson has been awarded the 2007 Lewis Thomas Prize, and was due to give a lecture at The Rockefeller
University on October 31 as part of the award ceremony. The Lewis Thomas Prize jury announced its
decision to award Dr. Watson the book prize earlier this year. The jury gave him the award specifically in
recognition of his 1968 book, “The Double Helix,” which was a significant achievement in science writing.
The prize is awarded to scientists who have written about the scientific world with literary distinction.

Dr. Watson’s remarks have understandably sparked a groundswell of criticism, and a petition has been
circulating around campus via email requesting that his visit to campus be canceled.  A range of opinions has
been expressed to me. Some members of our campus are opposed to his giving a lecture in the wake of his
remarks, whilst others have asked additionally that the prize be rescinded. Still others argue that a university
should be a harbor for freedom of speech, and that Dr. Watson should come to campus where his opinions
could be challenged.

However, it is my view that the controversy created by Dr. Watson’s initial remarks has undermined any
benefit that could be gained from bringing him to speak on campus. More importantly for me, allowing Dr.
Watson to speak at this time at the university would be an insult to many members of the university.

After considering the various emails and the petition that have been sent to me and consulting with the Lewis
Thomas Prize jury (a group that includes members external to Rockefeller), members of the university, and
the leadership of the Board of Trustees, I decided that Dr. Watson’s lecture and celebratory dinner in the
President’s House should be canceled.

At the same time that I was making my decision, Dr. Watson independently decided he should cancel his
visit. In a phone conversation during which I communicated the university’s position, Dr. Watson informed
me that he, too, felt it best to withdraw from the lecture. Therefore, there will be no Lewis Thomas Prize
lecture or campus celebration this year. The decision to give the 2007 Lewis Thomas Prize to Dr. Watson,
which has already been announced, will stand.

I would like to thank everyone who contacted me to express an opinion on this matter.
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