
h a r v a r d  p o r t r a I t

“There are people for whom the past is very vivid,” says professor of government 
Eric Nelson ’99. He is one of them. Stirred by a viewing of The Ten Commandments, 
he became “maniacally interested in ancient Egypt” as a four-year-old, tried to learn 
hier oglyphics, and went to the Metropolitan Museum of Art every week. (His own 
family history includes grandparents who survived the Holocaust.) Later, Nelson 
added a passion for politics and acquired some languages: he reads Greek, Latin, He-
brew, French, Italian, and German, and speaks French, Italian, and “embarrassingly bad 
Hebrew.” His passions and skills have fueled a virtuoso academic career as a political 
theorist: a summa cum laude history degree, a doctorate from Trinity College, Cam-
bridge, a stint as a Junior Fellow, and tenure at the precocious age of 32. His first 
book, The Greek Tradition in Republican Thought (2004), traces the “impact of the revival 
of the Greek language in Western Europe on the development of political theory,” he 
says. The Hebrew Republic (2010) argues that modern political thought grew not from 
secularization, but from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century encounters of Christian 
scholars with the Hebrew Bible and related sources; they saw the Bible as a political 
constitution written by God. Nelson also edited a 2008 edition of Thomas Hobbes’s 
translations of the Iliad and Odyssey; Hobbes, he says, “rewrote the poems so they 
would teach Hobbesian political theory.” An avid skier and opera fan, Nelson also 
collects old books. “There is something about holding a first printing of Leviathan in 
your hands,” he says. “It does give you a feeling of connectedness.”

e r i c  n e l s o n

• The competition. Finally, Harvard is re-
sponding to pressure from peer institu-
tions. MIT has a long, deserved reputation 
for fostering engineering-based business 
start-ups; its Entrepreneurship Center (di-
rected by Bill Aulet ’80) offers a wide array 
of events and programs for students and 
alumni, and is tied into dozens of manage-
ment and venture-oriented engineering 
courses. Stanford is perceived as having 
especially entrepreneurial DNA: its presi-
dent, John Hennessy, was a spectacularly 
successful entrepreneur, and is a director 
of the Stanford-born Google; it has risen 
along with Silicon Valley; and it is widely 
known for academic programs that foster 
innovation, such as its Hasso Plattner In-
stitute of Design (the “d.school”). Stanford 
is competing to establish a high-profile 
new engineering and innovation campus 
in New York City; and its Graduate School 
of Business recently received a $150-million 
gift to establish a Stanford Institute for In-
novation in Developing Countries, meant 
to help alleviate poverty.

Harvard’s development office has thus 
made innovation a major theme in emerg-
ing plans for the next capital campaign. 
Students and faculty members are taking 
note, too: Hi has scheduled a January trip 
to Silicon Valley to visit, among other fa-
cilities, the Stanford offerings and IDEO, a 
famous innovation consulting firm whose 
founder and chair, David Kelley, runs the 
d.school. IDEO partner Diego Rodriguez, 
M.B.A. ’01, a d.school founding professor, 
is one of the HBS/innovation lab entrepre-
neurs in residence. Harvard clearly wants 
to compete with some of the other leading 
academic centers of innovation and entre-
preneurship.

In concLuding her remarks at the dedi-
cation ceremony, President Faust invoked 
a different sort of Harvard innovator—
George Santayana, A.B. 1886 (summa cum 
laude, no less), Ph.D. ’89—quoting his 1908 
essay, “Hamlet”:

Imagination needs a soil in history, 
tradition, or human institutions, 
else its random growths are not sig-
nificant enough and, like trivial mel-
odies, go immediately out of fashion.

The soil of Harvard and of Boston, she 
said, had long provided, and would con-
tinue to provide, a suitable foundation for 
the fruits of the imagination now nurtured 
in the i-Lab to flourish.
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