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matic backdrops. Little things are things

like theses, final papers, and wireless cards

that fail. Little things are our answers to

questions like “Who’s dating whom?”

“Who got which o≠er?” And, “Do blondes

have more fun?” I saw my class find meaning
in little things—in revenue variance and

balance sheets and how and why interest

compounds. That meaning was the bless-

ing we shared here….Academic life is rigor-
ous. And in the rigor of its little things we

found the best release of all. 

Rigor. And love. 

I remember introducing two friends in

my section—one Israeli, the other half-

Pakistani, half-German. Their subsequent

bond is just one star in an unending con-

stellation that illustrates the trick of this

extraordinary place: understanding the art

of what’s called “networking,” but what,

in its finer incarnations, is simply “Loving

One Another.” Loving one another hap-

pens naturally in this pressure-cooked

paradise. We reach out here because we

have to, because we can, and because there

can be few places in the world where,

when you’re sad, you can lean on both a

Navy SEAL and a Catholic priest.

Rigor. Love. And language. 

A classmate of mine has been in hospi-

tal recovering from a car crash. He’s here

today, and he knows his poets, and I

worry that he’s frowning on my choice of

Auden—“too English, too predictable.”

…[B]ut he does know my point: Words Can

Comfort Us. Words Can Change Us. And

it is poets who best express the fact that

knowledge is not confined by library

walls, and disciplines are not split neatly

by departments—or by rivers. The heart

of a poet can be coupled with the mind of a

businessman. This is truth. This is veritas.
And this is why poetry’s as pertinent to

us as mastering spreadsheets, speaking

fluent French, or deconstructing philo-

sophical discourse. The precious thing

about poems is that, like discounted cash

flows, their “solutions” rest on our as-

sumptions. The poem simply points out

the possibility of interpretation; we as read-

ers pursue those possibilities as we wish.

Rigor. Love. Language. And choice.

Not long after he’d written “September

First, 1939,” Auden decided that—in fact—

it was “trash.” On re-reading that aston-

ishing line—We must love one another or die—

he said, “Well that’s a damned lie! We

must die anyway.” And so, later an-

thologies omitted the work. But new

critics took new looks, reassessed the

poem’s value, and chose to give it back.

Why? Because it has meaning for us,

and not even its author can take that

away: We must love one another or die is

what remains.

On Undergraduate
Education
Excerpted from the Commencement address
by President Lawrence H. Summers

I plan to focus my remarks today

on Harvard College, as we embark on

the most comprehensive examination

of undergraduate education in a gen-

eration.

[T]here [is] no more important pri-

ority for the University than renew-

ing undergraduate education. No

more important priority for a number

of reasons:

•  Because Harvard College lies at the

center of the University, whose strength

depends on the strength of the College.

• Because no organization—certainly

not one as creative as Harvard College—

should go more than a generation without

reassessment and renewal.

• Because much has changed since the

last time undergraduate education was

examined and restructured. When the

Core curriculum was debated in the 1970s,

the defining division in the world was be-

tween communism and capitalism, and

the calculator had only recently replaced

the slide rule.

• Because whatever we do to educate

our undergraduates, we cannot do it for

reasons of inertia or even tradition. Our

educational philosophy must reflect the

forward-looking judgment of today’s fac-

ulty and students.

Above all, renewing the Harvard Col-

lege experience is important because

there is little that defines a society so di-

rectly as the ideas and values of those who

hold positions of leadership. And those

ideas and values are shaped in no small

part by the education our leaders receive

in and out of the classroom.

Four times in the last 100 years or so the

University has embarked on similar pro-

jects of renewal—in the eras of Presidents

Eliot, Lowell, Conant, and Bok. Each of

these redefinitions had far-reaching impli-

cations not just for the University but for

higher education and society more gener-

ally. I believe the same will be true for the

project on which we are now embarked.

We begin this consideration of under-

graduate education from a position of

strength. We have an outstanding faculty

by any measure, and each of our classes

comprises a remarkable group of young

people drawn from across the nation, and

increasingly, from around the world.…

Notwithstanding our demonstrable

strengths, we have room for improvement.

Amidst the hundreds of pages of letters

that poured in from students, faculty, and

alumni in response to [Faculty of Arts and

Sciences] Dean [William C.] Kirby’s out-

reach, several issues were cited frequently:

• concern over the lack of direct en-

gagement between senior faculty and un-

dergraduate students;

• the uneven quality of advising;

• the sharp divide between curricular
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and extracurricular involvements; and

• the inflexibility of the curriculum,

brought about by the overlapping require-

ments of demanding concentrations and,

in the view of many, an excessively rigid

notion of the Core.

Sorting out how we are to deal in con-

crete terms with these and other issues is

the task that lies before the faculty next

year and beyond under the able leadership

of Deans Kirby and [Benedict H.] Gross.

Today, I would simply like to o≠er some

aspirations for this undertaking. First, in a

project as ambitious as the curricular re-

view now underway, it is easy to lose sight

of the “knower” as we strive to agree on

what should be known. As teachers we

are here for our students.…

The only true measure of a successful

educational model is our students’ experi-

ence of it. I was thus moved and troubled

by a recent letter from a science concen-

trator admitted to the top graduate pro-

grams in his field, which contained the

statement: “I am in my eighth semester of

college, and there is not a single science

professor here who could identify me by

name.”

All of us share a vital interest in ensur-

ing that our students experience the sin-

gular educational benefits that flow from

direct, sustained engagement with mem-

bers of our faculty.

Second, I hope we will look to the

strengths of our students’ experience in

the extracurriculum as we contemplate

new curricular approaches. We regularly

learn in senior surveys that our students

are satisfied with and proud of their expe-

rience at Harvard. But both objectively

and relative to their peers at other institu-

tions, they are more satisfied with their

outside activities than with their acade-

mic experience.

As Samuel Eliot Morison observed, the

distinctive genius of the American college

is that it is “a place which is neither a

house of learning nor a house of play, but a

little of both; and withal a micro-

cosm of the world in which we

live.”…

I hope that our curricular review

will recognize the importance of ex-

tracurricular activities for student

life and learning. I hope that we will

consider as well how to capture in

the academic domain the energy and

engagement that we see in the multi-

farious activities of our students.

In these various extracurricular

pursuits, students engage actively

with each other, working in teams

toward a common goal. They take

initiative and exercise leadership in

shaping their experience. They are

mentored by older students and

adults in the skills they are working

to acquire.…

Third, in sorting through the vari-

ous balances that any curriculum

must strike—between depth and

breadth of knowledge, between con-

tent and method, between freedom

and prescription, between education in a

common heritage and openness to the fu-

ture and the world—I hope we will look

to the plausible intellectual aspirations of

our students and ask ourselves what

knowledge and capacities they ought to

take with them into the world.

The letters from students and faculty

raise two seemingly contradictory themes.

One is the call, by both faculty and stu-

dents, for greater flexibility in choosing

courses. The other is a yearning that I have

heard often from students…for greater

guidance with respect to what they

should know in certain broad fields of

knowledge.…

In this age of exploding and highly spe-

cialized knowledge, and justified skepti-

cism about Olympian claims, it is not easy

to figure out how we can legitimately ad-

dress our students’ desire for familiarity

with the landscape of the major fields of

knowledge. But I hope we will do our best

to wrestle with this issue.

Fourth, in thinking about the capacities

with which we should equip our students,

we would all, I suspect, agree on certain

fundamentals:

• All of our students should know how

to compose a literate and persuasive essay;

• All of our students should know how
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to interpret a great humanistic text;

• All of our students should know how

to connect history to the present; and

• All of our students should know—

they should genuinely understand at some

basic level—how unraveling the mysteries

of the genome is transforming the nature

of science, and how empirical methods

can sharpen our analysis of complex prob-

lems facing the world.…

[I]t is not clear to me that we do enough

to make sure that our students graduate

with the ability to speak cogently, to per-

suade others, and to reason to an impor-

tant decision with moral and ethical im-

plications. To succeed in the worlds that

most will enter, our students will be ex-

pected to know how to collaborate with

others on substantive problems and to ne-

gotiate to reach an outcome.

[W]hen we consider the importance,

embodied in the Core, of exposing stu-

dents to “ways of knowing,” I hope that

we will think more rigorously about the

level of mastery we ask of our students,

and more flexibly about how we let them

acquire it.…

Decisions about how to market deter-

gent, or how to respond to someone with

the common cold, or how to manage a na-

tional economy, or even how to evaluate

the success of a school—all once based on

hunch and art—are today made in in-

creasingly analytical and rigorous ways.

It is plainly not enough that our stu-

dents at some point have “exposure” to

science and its methods. They will need to

achieve a reasonable working knowledge

of, and facility with, its means of measure-

ment, analysis, and calibration.

Finally, we surely owe our students the

capacity to engage in an informed and

zealous way with the wider world. In my

view, the defining challenge of our time is

the relationship between developing

countries and the developed world. Suc-

cess in this domain holds out the prospect

for human emancipation, rising standards

of living, and the spread of liberty.…

But there are alternative futures sug-

gested by such terms as “ethnic cleans-

ing,” “Iraq,” “AIDS,” and “global warming.”

Nothing will shape the world in which

our children live more than how the in-

dustrialized and developed worlds come

together.

If Harvard students are to make a dif-

ference, they will need to understand and

think about parts of the world remote

from themselves. They will need to meet

people from other countries here and

abroad, study texts from other civiliza-

tions, and grapple with cultures and so-

cial structures di≠erent from their own.

There is no question that Harvard is a

distinctively American institution, and it

will remain so. But in this century more

than ever, it must be an American institu-

tion open to the world.

At one level, revising a curriculum is

about endless committees, the structure

of requirements, and the ways in which

bureaucracies will function. One can un-

derstand why Derek Bok compared the

task of changing an academic curriculum

to moving a cemetery. On another level,

very few things are more important. The

world is shaped by what its leaders think,

and they develop their beliefs, their atti-

tudes, and their capacities at places like

this one. Harvard College has served this

world for 15 generations. We will do our

part in the next generation.

Democracy: Use It
or Lose It
Canadian writer Margaret Atwood, A.M. ’62,
was the recipient of the 2003 Radcli≠e Medal and
gave an address at the Radcli≠e Association an-
nual luncheon on Friday, June 6. She began her
talk by speaking of the Radcli≠e of her own day,
pre-pantyhose and other significant cultural
markers, and ended with these words of contem-
porary warning:

As jean-jacques rousseau insisted in

his crucial work, The Social Contract—a

work much consulted by

America’s Founding Fathers

when they were structur-

ing the government of the

United States—democracy

is the most di∞cult form of

government to maintain.…

Vigilance is indeed the eter-

nal price of freedom, and

democracy as a form is like

the brain, or a muscle: use it

or lose it. When a democra-

tic system feels itself to be under threat,

individual freedoms are among the first

things to be sacrificed, to be replaced by

the secret exercise of increasingly arbi-

trary power. In whatever name this may

be done, the result has almost always been

corruption and tyranny. And if democracy

in America were to fall, there would be no

other country with the will and the might

to ride to its rescue.

A favorite phrase of the American Puri-

tans—used to describe the kind of society

they thought they were building—was “a

city upon a hill, a light to all nations.”

This comes from the great visionary

prophecy of Isaiah, coupled with a snip-

pet from the New Testament. It’s been re-

peated by various American presidents

and other politicians ever since, who have

sometimes confused what could be with

what is. In Isaiah, it expresses a hope

rather than a reality, and so it remains

today: a hope. It’s a hope worth having, a

hope worth working towards—a model

society that will have a benevolent e≠ect

on others, that will be just and wise, that

will dispense peace. But if you aspire to

be a city upon a hill, you have to be worth

looking up to. And if you are a light to all

nations, other people will be peering in

the windows. Transparency and democ-

racy go together. Do not allow your own

government to operate behind closed

doors. If you do, the city upon the hill will

be not one of light, but one of darkness.

Better to take another couple of verses

from Isaiah: “Learn to do well, seek judg-

ment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fa-

therless, plead for the widow” [1, 17]. And

“ they shall beat their swords into

ploughshares, and their spears into prun-

ing hooks: nation shall not lift up sword

against nation, neither shall they learn

war any more” [2, 4].
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