
Harvard Local,
In her Senior English Address, “Perfect Imperfec-
tion,” Alicia J. Menendez ’05, whose concentration
was women, gender, and sex uality studies and
whose thesis investigated gender and Harvard
final clubs, made passing references to the climate
on campus this year. 

In absolving us of the burden of per-
sonal perfection, Harvard inadvertently
prepared us for life. Life itself is imperfect:
Things fall apart. People fall apart. Friend-
ships fall apart. Even families fall apart. It

was a lesson
that we as a
class and we as a
nation learned
the day before
our first Har-
vard lecture:
September 11,
2001. But in the
course of our
time here, we
also learned that
it is our respon-
sibility to each
other and to
ourselves to
pick things up

and put them back together. Some seams
are e≠ortlessly re-stitched with an apology
or a kind word. Others take more time,
more healing. And still others require more
sociological super-glue than we have at
our disposal. But we cannot a≠ord to sim-
ply resign ourselves to the fact that things
are not perfect in the first place. We can-
not turn our backs on people, things, or an
institution we once loved, simply because
we have found their flaws. What we can
do is reassemble the pieces and find beauty
in the way things come together, even if it
is di≠erent from the way things once were,
even if it is not perfect.

We may sometimes disagree with the
University on anything from the move to
Allston to issues of divestment. We may
criticize the administration for being out

of touch with the student body. Many of
us think Harvard is a lonely place—per-
haps even its president. But most of us re-
alize that at the core, its principles and
values remain strong. Harvard is con-
stantly evolving. We are undeniably a
part of that change. We keep the Univer-
sity humble. We remind the College that
it still has a lot of pieces to put together.

Global,
In his afternoon address, President Lawrence H.
Summers focused on “perhaps the defining devel-
opment of our time,” the “growing integration” be-
tween the developing and the developed worlds,
and Harvard’s role in teaching students about the
world, attracting them from around the globe, in-
ternationalizing research, and e≠ecting all of these
goals through a presence in the world, tangible and
virtual. He began introducing the University’s
obligations this way: 

All of this is to say that we are at a
hinge point in history. The twenty-first
century can be a far better one than the
twentieth, with less brutality and more
human freedom, and many more people
lifted beyond bare subsistence. But it
need not be so. What happens will de-
pend more than anything else on ideas,
and on the wisdom of people who are in
positions to use them.

Isaiah Berlin famously observed that
“philosophical concepts nurtured in the
stillness of a professor’s study could de-
stroy a civilization.” Berlin might have
continued that wars can start or end de-
pending on what leaders do or do not un-
derstand about history or religion or cul-
ture, that economies can grow or contract
depending on what
policymakers do or do
not understand about
economic theories and
models, that people live
or they die depending
on what we do or do
not understand about
biology and medicine
and public health.

A great university
like ours, rooted in an
American tradition—
committed to educa-
tion, to spreading and

creating knowledge, to ideas and the peo-
ple who bring them forth—has a respon-
sibility not just to our students, but to our
nation and to the world. History will
judge our generation on how we build on
Harvard’s strong foundation to meet this
responsibility.

and Cultural
Before he narrated the poetic adventures of Ma-
halia Mouse, the female rodent who became a sci-
entist (rather than the subject of a scientific exper-
iment), and sang his encore of “I’m a Manatee,”
honorand and afternoon speaker John A. Lithgow
’67 talked, in “An Actor’s Own Words,” about two
humans who won Harvard’s Arts Medal: Pete
Seeger ’40 and Bonnie Raitt ’72 . Each used art to
bring about social change (cleansing the Hudson
River and teaching inner-city children music, re-
spectively). Lithgow then made the lesson general.

Now my entire speech could be de-
voted to stories like this: David Hays [’52]
and the National Theatre of the Deaf,
Mira Nair [’79] and her film school in
Uganda, William Christie [’66] and his
“Jardins des Voix,” Yo-Yo Ma [’76, D.Mus.
’91] and his Silk Road Project. These were
all marvelous, inspiring tales, but what
was especially exciting about them was
the fact that they were being told to col-
lege students, just at the moment when
they most needed to hear them.

Because here is the point:
Many of you are leaving Harvard with

lofty, ambitious goals. (Those of you who
have no immediate goals, don’t worry, you
will discover them soon.) A lot of you will
achieve those goals, some with extrava-
gant success. In fact, I’m secretly counting
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Read all about it
Full texts of Commencement-week
addresses appear on the magazine’s
website, www.harvardmagazine.com.
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