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 “What makes learning 
possible”
President Dre w Faust addressed the gradu
ating seniors on Tuesday afternoon at the Bacca
laureate service. Her topic, “Living an Unscripted 
Life,” was timely and perhaps even, in this early 
passage, autobiographical, given the challenging 
world circumstances early in her administration.
[T]he introduction to the Report 
on Gen[eral] Ed[ucation] tells you that, 
and I’m quoting, “the aim of a liberal 
education is…to disorient” and then “re-
orient” young people, to expose them to 
“phenomena”—and I quote again—“that 
exceed their, and even our own, capac-
ity fully to understand.” We seem to have 
done an exceptional job at this, with a 
little more outside help than anyone an-
ticipated.

So, what can we take from this heavy 
dose of disorientation? How has it pro-
vided you with a unique and invaluable 
set of lessons and educational experi-
ences? What might we have learned from 
these extraordinary recent years that can 
serve us in times of calm or crisis? What 

have we learned that is too important to 
forget?…

[One thing is] humility. In case we 
didn’t know it before, we have been force-
fully reminded that we cannot control or 
even predict the future or what it will re-
quire from us.

Now a place with the word “veritas” 
emblazoned across the doors may not 
bring the word “humility” immediately to 
mind.…But this past year was humbling for 
all of us. And humility can be a very effec-
tive tonic. Humility, in fact, is what makes 
learning possible—the sense of ignorance 
fueling the desire to overcome it.

The unforeseen events of the past two 
years have forced us to imagine the world 
differently; they have demanded that we 
adapt, and throw away the script we 
thought we were following. And they have 
reminded us once again of the value of the 
liberal arts, which are designed to prepare 
us for life without a script—for a life with 
any script. Since you cannot know what 
you need to be ready for, we have tried to 
get you ready for anything.

 “tend to public good”
In her Commencement afternoon address, 
President Faust donned her historian’s hat to put 
the University’s interest in public service in context. 
She began by introducing herself as the “warmup 
act” to the next speaker, himself recently retired 
from a career of public service. 
I intend to…explor[e] with you for the 
next few minutes a set of long-held values 

and commitments to which we at Harvard 
have devoted particular attention this 
year. These commitments are in fact those 
that Justice Souter’s life and accomplish-
ments exemplify….I speak, of course, of 
Harvard’s long tradition of public service, 
going back to our seventeenth-century 
roots.

The University’s founders described 
the arc of education as one that moves 
from self-development to public action. 
John Cotton, a prominent figure in Har-
vard’s founding, wrote, “God would have 
[a man’s] best gifts improved to the best 
advantage.” But the student, he continued, 
would also “see that his calling should 
tend to public good.”

This prescription, articulated nearly 
four centuries ago, captures with remark-
able fidelity a fundamental purpose of the 
modern research university, the develop-
ment of talent in service of a better world. 
This commitment is at the heart of all we 
do—and at the heart of what we celebrate 
today as we mark the passage of more than 
6,000 graduates from our precincts into 
wider realms of challenge and achieve-
ment. We have equipped them, we trust, 
with the abilities, in the words of Charles 
William Eliot, to go forth “to serve better 
thy country and thy kind.” We hope that 
we have equipped them as well with the 
capacity to lead fulfilled, meaningful, and 
successful lives.

Yet not infrequently, these missions of 
private accomplishment and public duty 
have been seen in tension. Phillips Brooks, 
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Audio and video recordings and texts 
of the principal speeches, news re-
ports on University and many school 
events (including Business School 
Class Day speaker Sir Ronald Co-
hen, M.B.A. ’69; the Design School’s 
Denise Scott Brown; Mexico’s presi-
dent Felipe Calderón, M.P.A. ’00, at 
the Kennedy School; and the Law 
School’s Samantha Power, J.D. ’99), 
and expanded photo galleries are 
available at harvardmagazine.com/
commencement. Phi Beta Kappa poet 
D.A. Powell, shown here, read a new 
work, “Panic in the Year Zero,” at the 
Tuesday morning literary exercises.
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for whom the Phillips Brooks House for 
social service is named (and this is a place 
where Justice Souter spent time as an un-
dergraduate), once remarked, “We debate 
whether self culture or our brethren’s ser-
vice is the true purpose of our life.” But, 
he determined, the two must coexist, in 
a creative balance in which we develop 
our talents in order to share them. Brooks 
concluded that while, as he put it, “No 
man can come to his best by selfishness…
no man can do much for other men who is 
not much himself.”

In the mid twentieth century, John F. 
Kennedy worried about the potential con-
flict between “the public interest and pri-
vate comfort.”…Yesterday, I attended the 
commissioning of ROTC cadets who are 
likely to find themselves soon serving the 
public interest in the considerable dis-
comfort and danger of the war zones of 
Afghanistan and Iraq.

For these students, however, service 
represents not sacrifice, but the most im-
portant form of fulfillment—in which 
one’s talents can be harnessed for purpos-
es transcending one’s own individual life. 
A.J. Garcia, who worked in the president’s 
office during much of his undergraduate 
career, is now with Teach for America in 
the Rio Grande Valley of Texas. He re-
ports, “It is possibly the hardest thing I’ve 
ever had to do in my life, but by far the 
most rewarding. At the end of every day, 
I might leave work mentally, emotionally, 
and physically exhausted, but it is the best 
type of exhaustion and…well worth the 
impact of closing the achievement gap one 
child at a time.”

…But universities, their faculty, and 
their students play another important role 
in contributing to the public good. And 
that is through engaging those remarkable 
minds in discovering solutions to those 
biggest problems—solutions that will 
close the achievement gap—so we don’t 
have to address it one child at a time, solu-
tions that will help deliver health care, ad-
dress climate change, resolve ethnic con-
flict, and advance post-disaster recovery. 

I would like to imagine that whatever 
career our graduates pursue, whether in 
the private or the public realm, they will 
choose to make service an ongoing com-
mitment.

We as a university live under the protec-
tions of the public trust. It is our obliga-
tion to nurture and educate talent to serve 

that trust—creating the people and the 
ideas that can change the world.…Now, as 
Cotton did nearly four centuries ago, we 
charge you, in your varied fields and call-
ings, to, in Cotton’s words, “tend to public 
good.” We and the world need you.

Keeping “promises the 
nation has made”
The guest speaker for the afternoon exercises, 
the Honorable David H. Souter, retired associate 
justice of the Supreme Court, used the occasion—
an interested audience; the nearing end of the 
court’s term and its annual flurry of opinions; the 
pending hearings on the nomination of Elena Ka
gan, Law School dean emerita, as the successor to 

Justice John Paul Stevens; and his own recent free
dom from the constraints of office—to lead a con
versation about constitutional interpretation.

Souter challenged the notion that judges were 
charged simply with the task of applying a “fair 
reading” of the Constitution and of the facts of any 
given case to arrive at a decision (the argument 
often called “originalism” or “strict construction
ism,” as opposed to presumed “judicial activism”). 
In the Pentagon Papers case, he said, the plain 
language of the First Amendment (Congress shall 
“make no law” limiting speech) conflicted with 
constitutional mandates to secure the country—
and although publication was not further enjoined, 
the principles of vigorous action to protect the na
tion were reinforced. Similarly, he said, the facts 
in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) and in Brown v. 
Board of Education, six decades later, were not 

so dissimilar (the one involving passenger railroad 
cars, the other schools). But in the first case, “sepa
rate but equal” facilities were upheld, as a vast im
provement compared to the horrors of slavery, still 
in recent memory; in the second, they were ruled il
legal, in light of the newer fact of constitutionally 
repugnant, manifestly unequal segregation.

Souter concluded by applying his argument to 
the broader task of reconciling an untidy world 
with human longings through reason .
The fair reading model fails to ac-
count for what the Constitution actually 
says and fails just as badly to understand 
what judges have no choice but to do. The 
Constitution is a pantheon of values, and a 
lot of hard cases are hard because the Con-
stitution gives no simple rule of decision 
for the cases in which one of the values is 

truly at odds with another. Not even its 
most uncompromising and unconditional 
language can resolve the potential tension 
of one provision with another, tension the 
Constitution’s Framers left to be resolved 
another day; and another day after that, 
for our cases can give no answers that fit 
all conflicts, and no resolutions immune 
to rethinking when the significance of 
old facts may have changed in the chang-
ing world. These are reasons enough to 
show how egregiously it misses the point 
to think of judges in constitutional cases 
as just sitting there reading constitutional 
phrases fairly and looking at reported facts 
objectively to produce their judgments.

The fair reading model has all that to 
answer for, but more than just that. For 
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