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to organize labor unions. (A twentieth
member, professor of economics Caroline
Hoxby, resigned from the committee in
October, claiming that its data-gathering
process was biased in favor of the living-
wage position.)

PSLM activists have consistently em-
phasized the moral aspect of the issue,
contrasting the size of the University’s
$18-billion endowment with the penury
of its service workers, some of whom, the
PSLM claims, qualify for food stamps. For
its part, HCECP “considered moral and
ethical issues as well as economic issues,”
says Katz. The report itself, however, gen-
erally couched such concerns in more
neutral language, such as: “Harvard has
an obligation to be a good employer to

fulfill its teaching and research missions.
A good employer provides the wages,
benefits, and other conditions of employ-
ment necessary to attract, retain, and mo-
tivate employees.”

Not all members of the University com-
munity endorsed even this analysis. In a
Crimson column, Jason L. Steorts ’01 wrote
that “HCECP essentially wants you to be-
lieve that Harvard’s academic aims are
compromised because cashiers at the
Greenhouse [the Science Center cafeteria]
make less than $10.83 per hour. Please. I
suppose, then, that once Harvard’s least
skilled and (forgive my frankness) most
replaceable workers get raises, we’ll see
Nobel Prizes and research grants rain
down like manna from heaven?…HCECP

doesn’t o≠er one shred of evidence
demonstrating a relationship between the
wages of Harvard’s lowest earners and the
University’s academic output….”

On occasion, HCECP’s reasoning
leaned toward a more explicitly ethical
grounding. The report argued, for exam-
ple, in favor of “compensation levels that
significantly contribute to ensuring that
Harvard’s workers and their families
enjoy at least a minimally decent stan-
dard of living…. A good employer should
work to ensure that its lowest-paid and
most vulnerable workers share in eco-
nomic prosperity and do not dispropor-
tionately and inappropriately bear the
brunt of adjustments to economic and
financial hardship.”
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War of Words
Any new harvard president was
bound to establish new priorities, altering
the expectations built up during the prior
decade and forging new relationships
with faculty members. Compared to the
situation facing Neil L. Rudenstine in
1991—the University, in tight financial
straits, was gearing up for a huge fundrais-
ing e≠ort—the new millennium a≠orded
opportunities to take stock of what use
was being made of the wealth that had
been accumulated in the prior decade.

Indeed, since assuming o∞ce last July,
Lawrence H. Summers has articulated
new goals such as enhanced undergradu-
ate education (and restraints on grade
inflation), faculty growth, and invest-
ments in science. Along with those broad
institutional aims, he has begun to retune
Harvard’s academic culture. Summers
emphasized “hard-won comprehension”
over “soft understanding” in his October
12 installation address, for example, and
has repeatedly stressed the primacy of
teaching and scholarship over diverse
outside engagements or programs not
clearly rooted in the core faculties. Sum-
marizing his remarks at a January 25 an-
nual meeting of the Harvard Club of New
York, he said in a subsequent interview,
“There is no more important responsibil-
ity in academic leadership—whether by
department chairmen, deans, or presi-
dents—than setting high standards, in-

sisting that high standards be met, and
calling for excellence in serious scholar-
ship and in commitment to teaching.”

Those public pronouncements have
been accompanied by private reviews of
programs and by the active questioning of
every aspect of University operations.
Some of those questions have had a bear-
ing on public policy, as in his thoughts on
the academy’s attitude toward military
service and queries about Harvard’s o≠-
the-books financing of ROTC.

Such changes in priorities and person-
nel, accompanied by seemingly broad
skepticism concerning Harvard’s contem-
porary position, were likely to engender
some friction. But who would have fore-
cast a firestorm?

At the close of business on December 21,
Harvard settled itself for a long winter’s
nap. The holiday lull was broken the next
morning by a front-page Boston Globe story
headlined, “Harvard ‘Dream Team’ roiled.”
Three members of the Afro-American
studies department, it said, might decamp
for Princeton. (Those named were chair-
man Henry Louis Gates Jr., DuBois profes-
sor of the humanities; Cornel West,
Fletcher University Professor; and K. An-
thony Appiah, Carswell professor of Afro-
American studies and of philosophy.)

Their reasons were reported, without
attribution, as ranging from a meeting at
which President Summers was said to
have “rebuked” West for his scholarly per-
formance, to the president’s perceived re-

serve on a∞rmative action and his style
generally. The subject was particularly
heated, perhaps, because Rudenstine had
ranked Afro-American studies at the top
of his priorities, recruiting scholars and se-
curing substantial resources for the de-
partment, and commenting extensively on
diversity throughout his presidency. The
article quoted Summers as regretting any
“very unfortunate misunderstanding” of
his views, and a subsequent University
statement a∞rmed his interest in retaining
all of the faculty members at Harvard.

The ensuing clatter became deafening.
The news o∞ce handled queries from some
five dozen media organizations. During a
time of war and economic recession, the
story made the New York Times seven times
by January’s end—twice on page one and
once indexed there. At mid month, a Wash-
ington Post columnist counted nearly 300
newspaper and magazine articles on the
subject. If few of these accounts added to
the store of facts, they at least proved the
appetite for stories about matters of race,
Harvard and its new president, and his in-
teraction with “star” professors. 

The intersection of president and pro-
fessor—Summers and West met in Octo-
ber—apparently had all the ingredients for
a perfect storm. A popular teacher, West is
also widely known outside the academy
for general-interest publications like Race
Matters, as a lecturer, for a recent CD
recording called Sketches of My Culture, and
as campaigner for past and prospective
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presidential candidates Bill Bradley and Al
Sharpton. The details of their exchange
(news accounts mentioned scholarly re-
search, grading, and outside activities ver-
sus academic obligations) aren’t known:
Summers maintains the privacy of conver-
sations with faculty members, and West,
who underwent surgery for prostate can-
cer in late January, was
unavailable for further
comment. But West was
quoted as saying that he
had been “disrespected”
and had nearly resigned
on the spot.

Curiously, none of this
became public until the
Globe article some two
months later—and then
accompanied by the
anonymous complaints
about a∞rmative action
and presidential style. By
that point, Summers had
spoken on diversity, not-
ing in his installation address that com-
pared to the Harvard of a century ago
“where New England gentlemen taught
other New England gentlemen,” the mod-
ern institution is open to all and so o≠ers
“a better education to better students
who make us a better university.”

Amid meetings with Gates, West, and
others following the first wave of news
coverage, Summers released a statement
January 2 (www.president.harvard.edu/-
speeches/2002/diversity.html) a∞rming his
commitment to “create an ever more open
and inclusive environment that draws on
the widest possible range of talents”; citing
Harvard’s “approach to admissions” (to
which the Supreme Court referred in the
1978 Bakke decision as allowing appropriate
consideration of race and ethnicity); and
declaring that he was proud of the Afro-
American studies program “collectively
and of each of its individual members.”

The initial controversy blossomed into
journalistic discussion of presidential
style—an issue the Times headlined as
“Harvard President Brings Elbows to the
Table”—on matters ranging from a pro-
posal for a Latino studies center (its pro-
ponents said they found the president ini-
tially dismissive) to the possibility of
relocating the Law School to Allston.

Although much of the comment was
again unattributed, the Times quoted Gey-
ser University Professor William Julius
Wilson (who teaches in the Kennedy
School and Afro-American studies) as ob-
jecting to aspects of Summers’s “behav-
ior” as “quite shocking.” Gates told the
Globe that professors’ egos are “fragile and

insecure,” so a president
should always “manifest
a sense of noblesse oblige
in his dealings” with
them. Other people who
have had sustained con-
tact with Summers on a
variety of issues—no-
tably Jeremy R. Knowles,
dean of the Faculty of
Arts and Sciences, and
Robert C. Clark, dean of
the Law School—went
on record as welcoming
the president’s interest
in raising analytical
questions.

Richard P. Chait, professor of higher
education, did perhaps the clearest job of
cutting through the semantics. In an
essay in the Chronicle of Higher Education,
Chait compared the president’s forceful
style to that of many faculty members in
their confrontational questioning of stu-
dents as a learning technique, and in their
“brutally candid and cold-blooded” peer
review of tenure candidates’ qualifica-
tions. Recalling his own experience on
the receiving end of a Summers query,
Chait asked, “Should the president not be
allowed to ask hard questions of the fac-
ulty…?” (He went on to “guess that Sum-
mers has only started to realize that the
president of Harvard…has a built-in mi-
crophone that amplifies at least fivefold
the volume of any question, comment, or
criticism that he o≠ers”—and to echo fel-
low Education School professor Howard
E. Gardner’s advice that Summers culti-
vate the art of “listening charismatically.”)

There matters rested until January 25,
when Anthony Appiah—soft spoken as
ever throughout the Afro-American stud-
ies controversy—accepted an o≠er to
move to Princeton. News accounts in-
evitably put the decision in the context of
the larger story, but Appiah insisted oth-
erwise, citing the attractions of his new

position. He will be Rockefeller Univer-
sity Professor of philosophy and a member
of Princeton’s Center for Human Values;
he will be a∞liated with Amy Gutmann,
now provost, formerly director of the cen-
ter, and coauthor with Appiah of Color
Conscious; and he will be much closer to his
New York City residence, from which he
has commuted for most of the time since
he joined the Harvard faculty in 1991 with
Gates. (Concluding its own courtship,
Harvard countered Appiah’s news on Jan-
uary 29, announcing that Michael C. Daw-
son, Ph.D. ’86, past chairman of the Uni-
versity of Chicago’s political science
department, will return to Cambridge
this summer as professor of government
and of Afro-American studies. Dawson,
author of Behind the Mule: Race and Class in
African-American Politics and Black Visions: The
Roots of Contemporary African-American Politi-
cal Ideologies, directs Chicago’s Center for
the Study of Race, Politics, and Culture.)

Whether Gates, West, or others also
decide to depart may not be known until
this summer. Whatever their decisions,
and for whatever reasons, they will now
be made, for good or ill, in the glare of na-
tional publicity.

Arts and Sciences 
Aims
The new annual letter of Dean Jer-
emy R. Knowles to the Faculty of Arts and
Sciences (FAS), disseminated in February
(www.fas.harvard.edu/~secfas), addresses
“curricular planning” (“what we teach
and how we teach it”) and “space plan-
ning.” In discussing those subjects and
others, Knowles appears to be planting
the seeds for a broad rethinking, in the
near future, of what FAS is and does.

In one perspective, curricular planning
is simply the contents of the annual
Courses of Instruction catalog. Knowles com-
ments on four course components. He
hopes to see the number of freshman sem-
inars (59 this year, up from 35 last year)
doubled, and more taught by ladder fac-
ulty members. The aim is to o≠er all en-
tering students close academic contact
with a scholar while examining a subject
of mutual interest, without interruption

JO
N

 C
H

A
S

E
/H

A
R

V
A

R
D

 N
E

W
S

 O
F

F
IC

E

Cornel
West

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at www.harvardmagazine.com


