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outlined a plan, negotiated with Summers
in a series of meetings, for unprecedented
faculty involvement in the search for
Kirby’s successor. (Summers had never
gone beyond convening an informal advi-
sory group for decanal searches.) Having
already dealt with the Faculty Council
(FAS’s elected representatives) and having
apparently responded to the intense fac-

ulty concern
about the situa-
tion by agreeing
to this conces-
sion, the presi-

dent may have felt that a plan was in place
to proceed with pending business.

But the meeting headed in a sharply
di≠erent direction. Fifteen speakers rose
to challenge Summers’s truthfulness; to
object to the manner in which Kirby had
been treated; to question Harvard’s moral
position in the wake of the federal litiga-
tion against the University and Summers’s
friend Andrei Shleifer, Jones professor of
economics (see “HIID Dénouement,”
March-April, page 67); to ask whether
fundraising could be conducted in the
prevailing circumstances; to express

doubt that a dean could legitimately be
appointed; to propose, somehow, a direct
decanal appointment endorsed by the
Corporation, bypassing the president;
and, most ominously, to raise the specter
of a second vote of no confidence in the
administration. No one spoke on Sum-
mers’s behalf.

The circumstances recalled the faculty
meeting of February 22, 2005, when three
senior faculty members suggested a
mechanism for communicating profes-
sors’ concerns to the Corporation, only to
see the suggestion swiftly swept aside by
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Derek bok, Harvard’s president from
1971 to 1991, resumes those duties on
July 1 on an interim basis until a per-
manent successor to Lawrence H.
Summers takes o∞ce. In late March,
shortly before his second visit to cam-
pus in preparation for his return to
Massachusetts Hall, Bok discussed his

emerging perspectives and priorities with Harvard Magazine.

• On possible disarray within the Faculty of Arts and Sciences
(FAS) or other parts of the University:

“I haven’t spent enough time in Cambridge in the last three
months to answer that question with complete confidence,”
Bok said. But based on extended meetings earlier in March—
including with FAS’s Faculty Council and some of the depart-
ment chairs—he said, “I strongly suspect that there is a wide-
spread desire throughout the FAS to get back to work and put
the past behind them.”
• On decanal appointments and other significant vacancies:

Responding appropriately “calls for a delicate balance,” Bok
said. “I don’t want to risk making long-term appointments that
could cause a problem for the next president. On the other
hand, I don’t want to burden my successor with having to make
more major appointments right away than a new president can
comfortably handle.” To strike the proper balance, he said he
would make permanent appointments “where there is a very
strong and obvious candidate,” opting in other instances for
temporary appointments but doing “enough of the preliminary
spadework to ease the task of my successor.” (Moving quickly
to fill the most prominent vacancy, Bok in mid March solicited
ideas from faculty, sta≠, and students concerning the FAS
deanship. He noted that the Corporation had asked him to un-
dertake this search “immediately,” in the hope that a successor
can be in place by July 1.)
• On revising the undergraduate curriculum:

“[FAS dean] Bill Kirby has already asked me to meet with

several of the committees involved,” Bok said, and some faculty
members have extended invitations, too. “So I will certainly ac-
cept those invitations and share any knowledge and ideas that I
have, because the subject is not only very important to Harvard
but of great personal interest.” (Bok was president when the
current Core curriculum was created, and his new book, Our
Underachieving Colleges, addresses curriculum design and peda-
gogy.) But he proceeds with the “clear understanding that the
ultimate decisions in these matters are for the faculty to make.”
• On Allston:

Acknowledging that he had not yet studied the plans in
depth, Bok noted, “My strong impression is that progress
should continue and not be stalled merely because the Univer-
sity is looking for a new president. I don’t think we can a≠ord
to have the process bog down.”
• On his general goals:

“I hope that I can maintain the progress that is already under
way to promote interdisciplinary initiatives, to improve under-
graduate education and the development of science at Harvard.”
Bok said he aims to “allow my successor to take o∞ce with as
few unnecessary problems and with as much helpful prepara-
tion as I can provide.” As an interim leader, Bok said, he would
not formulate major new multiyear University initiatives, not-
ing, “I think there will be plenty to do maintaining momentum
with the ones that we have.” He has already asked each dean
and vice president for plans for next year, indicating their goals,
anticipated problems, and ways he could be most helpful, so he
can begin his tenure with “a pretty good sense of what I need to
do to help the University move forward.”
• On the presidential search: 

“At my request,” Bok said, “I am not going to serve as a full
member of the search committee,” because of his administrative
duties. “But I do hope that I will be able to consult frequently.”

He added, “I have no way of knowing how long my tenure
will last, but I would say that everyone seems agreed that it
should be a lot shorter than last time. I will be mightily sur-
prised if I am still in Massachusetts Hall past June of 2007.”

The Interim Agenda

Derek Bok
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