
Dear Dean Gerken,
 
As alumni of Yale Law School, we write to express profound concern about the 
environment at the law school in light of the terrorist organization Hamas’s recent 
massacre targeting Israeli civilians.
 
In the immediate aftermath of the October 7, 2023 atrocities in Israel—the deadliest 
attack on Jews since the Holocaust, a day of unfathomable cruelty, including the 
slaughter and torture of families, the brutal rape of women and girls, and the burning of 
babies—the Yale Law School chapter of the National Lawyers Guild endorsed and 
released the organization’s national statement “emphasiz[ing] the legitimacy of the right 
of the Palestinian people to resist illegal military occupation, apartheid and ethnic 
cleansing” and “urg[ing] public recognition of the right to resist unlawful occupation ‘by 
all available means, including armed struggle.’”  By October 8, 2023, the Yale Law 
School chapters of the National Lawyers Guild and Law Students for Justice in Palestine 
also endorsed a rally to “show solidarity with Palestinians in their struggle for liberation, 
after more than seven decades of struggle against Israeli apartheid and ethnic cleansing” 
and that featured “speakers who will speak about Israeli crimes against humanity, 
apartheid, [and] ethnic cleansing.”

Additionally, individual students at Yale Law School sent messages that said, in part:

● “This week’s events were not unprovoked; they are a direct result of Israel’s 
apartheid regime.  The root cause of this violence is Israel’s illegal and violent 
military occupation, apartheid, and ethnic cleansing of Palestine.”

● “Expecting Palestinians to peacefully respond to unspeakable war crimes and 
illegal collective punishment they’ve experienced at the hands of Israel is 
laughable. . . .   We shouldn’t only start to care because it’s now affecting Jewish 
folks.”

● In response to an email about a vigil for the victims of October 7, 2023: “You 
want Palestinians to suffer in silence and accept decades of oppression, injustice, 
and ethnic cleansing?  You are part of the problem fr [for real].” 

We assume that you and the entire faculty agree that those comments are abhorrent.  
They also reflect a shocking lack of understanding about war crimes and human rights, 
particularly for law students.  

Unfortunately, these comments are only the tip of the iceberg.  To date, no student group 
other than the Jewish Law Students Association has been willing to publicly condemn 
Hamas or its barbaric attacks.  There was little to no pushback in public comments from 
other students in response to the hateful, insensitive, and mocking messages Jewish 
students received after expressing their shock and hurt at the community’s silence 
regarding Hamas’s brutal massacre.  The law school has not yet hosted a school-wide 
event or any other formal programming on Hamas’s gratuitous violations of human rights 



and international law, nor programming to address attitudes towards Jews and Israel that 
produce indifference or even celebration when defenseless Jews and Israelis, including 
babies, children, the disabled, and the elderly, are murdered, brutalized, and kidnapped 
from their homes and a music festival.  

Even more unfathomably, the Orville H. Schell Jr. Center for International Human Rights 
at Yale Law School (“Schell Center”) is declining to sponsor an event on the October 7, 
2023 massacre, despite multiple student requests.  Students have received various 
justifications for this unwillingness, including that the Schell Center feels that doing an 
event on these horrors is “more complex” than those “hurt so directly” by Hamas’s 
attacks realize.  The Schell Center’s unwillingness is particularly jarring considering that 
just last year, it sponsored an event that was entirely about “Israel’s apartheid.”

In this environment, it is little wonder that the Jewish Law Students Association was 
initially hesitant to make a public statement for fear of backlash and reprisal.  At the same 
time, it is simply impossible to imagine that any other affinity group experiencing a 
tragedy of this scale, particularly one marked by such depravity, would feel afraid to do 
so at Yale Law School.  

To that end, we are also concerned that the lack of empathy on display is a signal of a 
broader problem at Yale Law School.  Individuals who insist Israel is a colonial-
oppressor at times have resorted to publicly shaming and harassing their peers.  Some of 
us experienced similar problems as students.  We are deeply concerned that Yale Law 
School has not taken satisfactory steps to protect Jewish students, particularly those with 
connections to Israel.  Moreover, as we witness increasingly aggressive hostility towards 
Jewish students at campuses across the country, including at Cooper Union where Jewish 
students had to be locked in a library to protect them against an angry crowd pounding on 
the doors, our fears about adequate safety are only heightened.

Nothing about Yale Law School’s appropriate commitment to the principles of free 
speech relieves it of its obligation to educate students, particularly when they are under 
the misimpression that the atrocities and war crimes committed on October 7, 2023 are 
justifiable or that Jewish students who expressed sadness and concern should be mocked 
and belittled.  And when such statements are considered acceptable by the student body 
generally, the law school has a responsibility to take more significant measures.

At a minimum, those changes should include:

● Implementing a zero-tolerance policy toward antisemitic threats or harassment 
that reflects the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (“IHRA”) 
definition of antisemitism, including threats or harassment against students for 
expressing Zionist or pro-Israel opinions.

● Reporting student endorsements of terrorism to state bar committees on character 
and fitness.

https://law.yale.edu/yls-today/yale-law-school-events/omar-shakir-human-rights-advocacy-israelpalestine-apartheid


● Launching a thorough, transparent investigation and report on antisemitism and 
the state of Jewish belonging at Yale Law School.

● Providing regular updates from the administration on Yale Law School’s progress 
in combating antisemitic and anti-Zionist hostility on campus.

The failure to make these and other changes swiftly and substantially would be a betrayal 
of the law school’s history and values, as well as of the Jewish community.  This 
climate—and what the administration does or does not do—will undoubtedly cause many 
alumni, of all religions and political views, to think hard about their continuing 
connection to Yale Law School.

We are currently circulating this letter to the broader community of alumni and to others 
interested in the state of Jewish life at Yale.  

We look forward to hearing from you and working together to ensure a better Yale Law 
School.
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