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eviction impacts
Kudos� to Elizabeth Gudrais for her article 
on Matthew Desmond and the victims of 
eviction (“Disrupted Lives,” January-Feb-
ruary, page 38). However, Desmond should 
have spent some “immersion” time with the 
other victims of eviction—the landlords.

I have been a landlord for many years, 
and can tell you from experience that just 
from financial considerations, eviction 
is the last resort when all other options 
have been exhausted. Based on my experi-
ence, evicting a tenant costs the landlord 
at least the equivalent of six months’ rent 

(legal, carrying costs, repairs, etc.).
So when a tenant fails to pay the rent 

on time, the landlord usually tries to con-
tact the tenant to resolve the situation by 
payment plan, moving-on help, etc. The 
breakdown comes after no response from 
the tenant or multiple breaking of prom-
ises or commitments.

And the author should note that anyone 
in the eviction process has at least received 
a letter from the landlord, and been legally 
served, and notified of a court date, and 
the judgment. So a tenant saying that they 
didn’t know about the eviction is either ly-
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Counting Costs
No public figure exists for Harvard’s in-
vestment in Allston since the 1980s: prop-
erty purchases, planning consultants for the 
research campus envisioned a decade ago, 
design fees and construction for the halted 
science complex (about to be rebooted for 
engineering and applied sciences), permit-
ting and community benefits for recent proj-
ects and their price tags, and financing for 
all of the above—totaling at least many hun-
dreds of millions of dollars. Few if any other 
universities could have absorbed the cost.

One source of development funds was 
an annual half-percent “decapitalization” 
from the endowment put in place by Presi-
dent Neil L. Rudenstine in 2001, for five 
years, to pay for Allston infrastructure. 
President Lawrence H. Summers broad-
ened its scope and extended its duration, 
to reconfigure the campuses old and new. 
From fiscal 2002 through 2013, that levy has 
yielded $1.523 billion. (The figure, now 10 
percent of the annual endowment operat-
ing distribution, is no longer published, 
and the proceeds are considered a central 
administrative assessment, not an Allston 
line item per se.) Those revenues could 
have paid some of the up-front costs, and 

supported substantial construction debt.
But as reported in the last issue (page 

31), the University has in the meantime in-
curred another Allston expense: from fis-
cal 2008 through last year, Harvard paid 
$1.255 billion to unwind interest-rate swap 
agreements it put in place in late 2004 to 
finance planned borrowing for fast-tracked 
construction. Money is fungible: dollar for 
dollar, the disbursements from the half-
percent decapitalization may not have 
paid directly for undoing the swaps. But 
that money had to come from Harvard’s re-
sources, and the facts remain: about $1.5 bil-
lion of endowment funds were disbursed; 
Harvard had to pay $1.255 billion to undo 
the swaps; effectively, very little of the sum 
released from the endowment has been 
available to defray costs to date for actual 
development in Allston (the original ratio-
nale for the assessment)—at a time when 
the endowment has declined in value, limit-
ing academic budgets.

Recent changes in how administrators 
and the Corporation manage capital proj-
ects and finances should help avoid repeat-
ing such costly missteps, as planning for 
Allston’s future resumes (see page 18). So 
will Harvard’s new preference for donor 
and partner funding, instead of debt. More 
transparency would be desirable, too.

  vJohn S. Ros�enberg, Editor 
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The View from mass hall

See, Compare, Reason, Decide

In January, I gathered with hundreds of Harvard alumni and 
friends in London, and from there made the trip to Davos, 
Switzerland for the World Economic Forum. In both places, I 
was struck by how often conversations centered on the value 

of the humanities. Introducing a faculty discussion at Guildhall in 
London, alumnus Don Guiney described Harvard as having “handed 
him a looking glass,” an invaluable perspective that stretched be-
yond himself and yet at the same time cast his own life into new 
view. For the next hour, Harvard faculty members David Hempton, 
Jill Lepore, and Michael Norton explored the ways in which the 
ideal of a “successful life” has changed over the centuries. In Davos, 
an alumnus told me that, while at Harvard, he took a course called 
“Thinking About Thinking” that continues to influence all he does.  
I met later with Boris Johnson, the Mayor of London, who credits 
his reading of Classics at Oxford with shaping his views on every-
thing from politics to public transportation.  The common refrain 
was that such courses did more than transmit knowledge: they 
taught you how to imagine, adapt, assess, interpret, change, create.

Yet—at harvard and els�ewhere—students worry aloud 
about the repercussions of following their interest in art or linguis-
tics or any of the other humanities disciplines. Given recent public 
discourse, their concern is understandable. It seems that every few 
weeks another column or report comments on bleak job prospects 
for recent graduates who did not major in something “useful.” Never 
mind that gaps in unemployment rates between degree holders are 
sometimes just one percent—as is the case with accounting and 
English language and literature—or that liberal arts majors close 
the salary gap over the course of their careers.  Short-term snapshots 
translate into real anxiety for students and their parents, and it is 
imperative that we continue to make the case for education that 
encourages flexibility and invites change. 

Why study the humanities? Interpretation, judgment, and dis-
cernment will always be in demand, and they are cultivated and 
refined in the humanities. We learn, for example, how civilizations 
have varied across space and time. We come to understand that the 
world has been different and could and will be different again. Lit-
erature and the arts enable us to see through a new lens, to look at 
the world through others’ eyes. Students in the humanities learn 
how to think critically and communicate their ideas clearly, and 
those transferrable skills lead to rewarding lives and careers in ev-
ery field of endeavor.  

If we hope that the next generation of leaders will build a world 
that is better than the one we inhabit, we must teach them the 
importance of stepping back from the urgent present to imagine 
a different future. The ability to innovate—a skill that nine of out 
ten employers agree is the most important for new hires—requires 

thinking beyond immediate 
needs and making creative 
leaps. Where better to mod-
el this approach than in the 
arts and humanities? They 
champion boldness in do-
ing and thinking, leading 
to new and deeper under-
standings of the world. 
Training students narrowly 
for jobs that they can occu-
py immediately upon gradu-
ation is shortsighted: how 
many of those jobs will even 
exist a decade or two from 
now? Far better to create in 
students the capacities to 
confront the circumstanc-
es of life with a combination 
of realism and resilience and 
with habits of mind and 
skills of analysis that transcend the present.

In 1869, Harvard President Charles W. Eliot noted that “…to make 
a good engineer, chemist, or architect, the only sure way is to make 
first, or at least simultaneously, an observant, reflecting, and sensible 
man, whose mind is not only well stored, but well trained also to 
see, compare, reason, and decide.” While we now would of course 
add women to his prescription, we must continue to embrace his 
goal. We must challenge ourselves to ensure that our graduates are 
indeed prepared to “see, compare, reason, and decide.” The humani-
ties are a critical part of that work. Understanding derives from 
both what is measurable and what is unmeasurable—it is enhanced 
by scientific insights and mathematical proofs, by philosophical 
puzzles, and by literature and art that transform the heart as well 
as the mind. Education must encompass all of these as it seeks to 
fashion not just employees and employers, but human beings who 
can help create a better future—for themselves and for the world. 

               Sincerely, 
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ing, or someone in their household is dis-
posing of their mail.

And while it is unfair to make general-
izations about evicted tenants’ character, 
these tenants often cause massive dam-
age to the apartment. Or what about Des-
mond’s roommate, “Woo,” who had been 
jailed for delinquent child-support pay-
ments. Was he a hard-luck victim or an ir-
responsible and uncaring father?

I don’t pretend to know the solution to 
this problem. However, I would suggest 
some research be done on how to stop the 
household perpetrators of eviction who 
victimize so many of those who sadly de-
pend on them.

Richard Odes�s�ey, Ph.D. ’74
Lawrenceville, Ga.

My mos�t recent is�s�ue arrived in my mail-
box on Christmas Eve. I talked to at least 
two people yesterday who will soon be 
evicted from their homes. I had to tell them 
that there was nothing that I, as a legal-aid 
attorney, could do to stop it. The best ad-
vice I could give them was to start packing 
and see if they could store their belongings 
with family or friends. This happens on a 
daily basis for me and my colleagues at legal 
services and other social-services agencies 
across the country.

To Matthew Desmond and to Harvard 
Magazine, I have this to say: thank you for 
your important work, and for telling the 
stories of my clients’ lives, and for sharing 
these with the wider Harvard community.

Kathleen Flaherty, J.D. ’94
Newington, Conn.

I appreciate this article and the sincere 
work that Professor Desmond does on a 
subject most would rather look away from. 
I would ask that sociologists direct more 
of their research, however, toward solu-
tions, and that we spend more time talk-
ing to those in poverty about how poverty 
can be overcome and explaining how poor 

decisions lead to and can keep persons in 
poverty.

For those born into poverty, we need 
to communicate loudly and often that 
no matter what the circumstances or the 
macroeconomic environment, poverty 
can be overcome and/or avoided by doing 
three things: complete high school (at a 
minimum); work full time; and marry be-
fore you have children. 

For those currently in poverty, we need 
to communicate loudly and often that 
this can be temporary if you make bet-
ter choices. Choose to stay in school and 
earn your high-school diploma. Choose 
to learn a trade if college is not appropri-
ate. Choose to take a minimum-wage job 
without benefits at a fast-food restaurant 
rather than remain unemployed. Choose to 
delay having children if you don’t have or 
earn enough money to support them. 

I was born 50 years ago into a family on 
public assistance residing in low-income, 
public housing in a small town in Georgia. 
I was able to overcome this circumstance 
as did all my siblings. We need to spend 
less time, as this article seems to suggest, 
categorizing the poor as “victims” and 
assigning others blame for their state. I 
recommend we share more about what is 
possible when working with those in dif-
ficult situations. Life is a series of choices 
and one’s fate is predominantly self-de-
termined. It is not just what I believe but 
what I know to be true.

Harold S. Lewis� ’85
Atlanta

I would hope that the next article about 
Matthew Desmond’s work would examine 
the problems owners experience in dealing 
with tenants who boldly lie on their rent-
al application, trash the property once en-
sconced therein, and work the system to 
avoid paying rent for which they are legal-
ly responsible.

John Purdy, M.B.A. ’62
Tucson

“dis�rupted lives�”� was jarring. Kudos to 
Matthew Desmond and his colleagues for 
their courage to take an ethnographic re-
search approach to exposing eviction as a 
significant source of degrading the poor fur-
ther into a class tantamount to that of the 
homeless refugee. Moreover, this body of re-
search throws a mirror up to the plethora of 
public-health issues that eviction generates, 

speak up, pLease
Har vard Magazine welcomes letters 
on its contents. Please write to “Let-
ters,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware Street, 
Cambridge 02138, send comments by e-
mail to your turn@har  vard.edu, use our 
website, www.harvard maga zine. com, 
or fax us at 617-495-0324. Letters may 
be edited to fit the available space. 
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as well as our collective 
need to solve these prob-
lems in our communities.

As an aside, your 
readership may consid-
er the ironic juxtaposi-
tion of the magazine’s 
front cover, “Eviction: 
A plague on America’s 
poor,” with the back-
cover ad for Maserati, 
“The Key to an Extraor-
dinary Life Is Quite Literally the Key,” in 
questionable taste. Frankly, it speaks vol-
umes about the challenges we face as a 
“great society.”

Robert G. Denmark, M.P.H. ’92, S.D.M. ’94
Lafayette Hill, Pa.

Thank you for publishing the excellent 
article on eviction. I would just like to note 
a couple of additional ironies. In Massa-
chusetts, if a family leaves its housing after 
receiving an eviction notice but before the 
sheriff arrives to toss its belongings onto the 
sidewalk, the state considers that the family 
left shelter voluntarily and so is not eligible 
for aid through the homeless assistance pro-
gram. Most families, of course, are not aware 
of this Catch-22 and believe they are doing 
the right thing by leaving before undergoing 
the public humiliation (and public expense) 
of being physically expelled.

The article notes that sociologist Mat-
thew Desmond advocates increasing access 
to free legal counsel for tenants to protect 
their housing rights. However, during the 
recent era of increasing rents, support for 
legal aid has fallen, not risen. One reason is 
that a major source of funding for legal aid 
is interest on lawyers’ trust accounts. Since 
interest rates have fallen drastically, legal-
aid groups have lost up to 80 percent of the 
funds they receive from this resource. That’s 
how it seems to go with services for the 
poor in hard times: more need, less access.

Jane Collins� ’71
Medford, Mass.

Prior to s�tudying the poor, Matthew 
Desmond, the sociologist in Elizabeth Gu-
drais’s article, wrote On the Fireline. There, he 
examines why firefighters “choose to enter 
such a risky profession, and how their up-
bringing socializes them to underestimate 
just how dangerous it is.” To promote fire-
fighter safety, Mr. Desmond concludes that 
the U.S. Forest Service should “focus more 

on teamwork and less on indi-
vidual responsibility.” 

Next, Desmond studied the “involun-
tarily displaced,” explaining that the poor 
create “disposable ties” for urban survival. 
However, these disposable ties “fray or 
break off after a short duration.” Desmond 
also states that displaced children live “a 
transient existence that is known to affect 
children’s emotional well-being and their 
performance in school.” 

Succinctly put, instability creates more 
instability.

The questions Desmond ponders in re-
lation to firefighters are applicable to the 
poor as well: why do some people choose 
to engage in risky behaviors and does their 
upbringing socialize them to underesti-
mate just how dangerous their behaviors 
can be?

Can the same remedy Desmond suggest-
ed for the firefighters work for the poor? 
Can society focus more on teamwork, i.e., 
the nuclear family, and less on the indi-
vidual?

Gudrais and Desmond ignore the obvi-
ous instability of the nuclear family with 
the evicted poor. Who are the “relative” 
children with Danielle Shaw and Jerry 
Allen? Why are Shaw and Allen living to-
gether in the first place, especially since 
they are both so young and neither has 
a stable job? Where are their parents? 
Where is the husband of the woman who 
works two jobs, with two children, one of 
whom is two months old? How can Woo 
consider marrying someone else when he 
does not support the children he has with 
another woman? 

No problem in society will be fixed 
while the family is broken. Period.

Beth Donofrio, Ed.M. ’94
Nokomis, Fla.

Los angeLes, DefenDeD
While i commend Noah Pisner’s choice 
of university, persistence, and writing abil-
ity (The Under-

Many more 
correspondents 

weighed in on eviction, 
Keystone XL, and other 
issues. Read additional 
letters at http://harvard-
mag.com/letters-14. 

(please turn to page 72)
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graduate, “Goodbye, L.A.,” January-Feb-
ruary, page 31), I take issue with serving 
reheated leftovers; namely, the dusty por-
trayal of Los Angeles as an intellectual and 
cultural wasteland full of illiterates is trou-
bling. As a native Angeleno, I find that my 
fellow citizens do in fact read books and 
engage in the world of ideas. This may come 
as a shock to many of your readers who base 
their judgments, as the writer does, on mid-
twentieth-century stereotypes of this fine 
metropolis, but I ask my fellow alums to 
take a leap of faith. Surely the rocket scien-
tists at CalTech and Jet Propulsion Labora-
tory, or the folks at RAND, read books from 
time to time, perhaps even doing so without 
moving their lips.

Specifically, portraying Los Angeles as 
“only a refraction of America brought gently 
down to Earth” is a curious choice. While 
undoubtedly not the author’s intent, mark-
ing a multiethnic city and specifically the 
heavily Jewish entertainment industry as 
ignorant and un-American, an unreal, di-
minutive Other in our nation’s midst, is up-
setting for obvious reasons. Los Angeles is a 
wonderful, challenging city with a rich cul-

tural and intellectual life; I submit that it is 
the tip of the spear of American culture, not 
some foreign outpost.

Rus�s�ell Schmidt ’01
Los Angeles

I almos�t choked on my gluten-free cronut 
when I read that yet another intellect had 
defected to Harvard College from our Left 
Coast. And not because of the traditional 
reasons—poor public transportation, no 
seasons, general lotus-eating—but because 
too few people read. Though Pisner seems to 
have absorbed a great deal about this “ter-
rifying” place during his year at USC and 
through the writings of Nick Hornby, I can 
assure your readers that many of us, film-
makers included, do indeed read books. At 
least the successful ones do; a lot of the oth-
ers drop out of film school and we never re-
ally hear from them again. But, happily, they 
do visit us on vacation.

Daniel Steven Cooper ’95
Oak Park, Calif

A writer who acknowledges feelings 
of “inadequacy” at not being admitted to 
Harvard College on his first at-bat, while 
expressing jealous resentment of a “snotty-

nosed harp prodigy who had gotten [sic] 
into Yale”—and losing no opportunity to 
disdain another top-notch university from 
which he had transferred—may expect to 
be referred to as a “Harvard twit.”

Some years ago, my LA-born wife (B.A. in 
history with Phi Beta Kappa at UCLA and 
J.D. with Fulbright at UC, Berkeley) was 
lecturing at the Kennedy School. On a visit 
to WHRB we met a young announcer, who 
told us that she was at Harvard because she 
had not been admitted to Berkeley.

Terry Murphy ’59, J.D.
Bethesda. Md.

skiing ceLebrateD
“cros�s�-country by s�ki”� (New England 
Regional Section, November-December 
2013, page 16F) wonderfully shares the joys 
of Nordic ski racing and Harvard’s role in 
the sport. To its account of cross-country 
skiing at Harvard, I would like to add the 
contributions of Graham Taylor ’49. After 
captaining the Harvard Nordic ski team as 
an undergraduate, Taylor returned as its 
head coach for several years in the fifties 
before devoting his life to coaching high-
school skiers in the Boston suburbs—a task 
he continues to this day. Taylor’s dedication 
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to the sport resonates in Harvard circles and 
beyond, and he ranks among the legends of 
New England ski coaches.

Chris� Stock ’14
Captain, Harvard Nordic Ski Team

fiscaL facts of Life
Regarding the “Fiscal Portrait” (January-
February, page 28): As I read of Harvard’s 
“wider deficit of $34 million” in fiscal 2013, 
and its loss of $1.255 billion, resulting from 
speculative interest-rate swaps, “following 
the fiscal crisis in 2008,” my stomach is quea-
sy. I contemplate my strategy for convincing 
a classmate to part with a hundred bucks or 
so for the Harvard College Fund. Invariably, 
my list contains several prospects with less-
than-stellar records of contributing.

Unlike the feds, Harvard can’t simply 
turn on the printing presses. We cannot 
be all things to all people all the time. Of 
course, it’s exciting to create the frontiers 
of learning and teaching, our role since 
1636. But how about a little fiscal restraint? 
After all, we still owe $5.7 billion (per 
that fiscal report). A billion here, a billion 
there. Pretty soon, it adds up.

Steve Sus�man ’57, J.D. ’60
Denver

cLose-reaDing Department
In adam kirs�ch’s� wonderful story about 
Robert Frost (“Extracting the Woodchuck,” 
January-February, page 44) there is a small 
error that has been known to inflame the 
passions of poets and proofreaders alike. 
The final stanza of “Stopping by Woods on 
a Snowy Evening” (written on a hot June 
morning) contains an insidious, incorrect 
serial comma. The first line of that stanza 
should read: “The woods are lovely, dark and 
deep.” The Oxford comma was introduced 
posthumously in 1969 by Edward Connery 
Lathem. Frost—who meticulously edited 
his own proofs—never intended it; Lathem 
added it without justification even though 
it alters both the sound and the sense of the 
line.

Donald Hall [’51]—who discusses this 
topic brilliantly and at length in The Atlan
tic Monthly (“Robert Frost Corrupted,” re-
printed at www.pnreview.co.uk/cgi-bin/
scribe?item_id=6740)—gets at the root of 
why the error proliferates: “But Lathem’s 
corrupted text of Robert Frost is increas-
ingly taken as the true text. When a critic 
or anthologist writes Holt for permission 
now, permission is granted to reprint from 

Lathem’s edition.” Hall concludes by sug-
gesting that a variorum edition of Frost’s 
poems be commissioned that would rein-
state the poet’s original intent before we all 
become so accustomed to the altered po-
ems that Frost’s own punctuation strikes 
us as a typo. Which is what compelled me 
to write you a letter at three in the morning 
about a topic some might view as picayune.

You can see a beautiful handwritten 
copy of the poem at www.loc.gov/exhib-
its/british/images/vc195c.jpg.

Alethea Black ’91
Pawling, N.Y.

Editor’s note: Another correspondent ob-
serves that the 1923 Willa Cather novel 
cited in the article is titled A Lost Lady. 

keystone, continueD
For thos�e who want to ignore reality, the 
Keystone pipeline is a bad thing (Letters, 
January-February, page 4, commenting on 
“Forum: The Keystone XL Pipeline,” Novem-
ber-December 2013, page 37). For the rest of 
us, it just represents one of many options. 

Prohibition did not result in eliminat-
ing drinking. Making alcohol, marijuana, 
opium, heroin, cocaine, speed, and other 
drugs illegal did not prevent their sale. It 
just forced buyers and sellers to alterna-
tive and more expensive (and dangerous) 
choices.

What will happen if the pipeline is pre-
vented is the following:

1. The oil will travel by rail to the Gulf 
ports. It will cost three or four times as 
much to ship it by rail. The likelihood of 
environmental damage from spills will be 
higher.

2. A Canadian pipeline, in Canada, run 
by Canadians, will ship the oil to the Great 
Lakes, where it will travel to whatever 
point is appropriate.

3. Canadians may decide it is better for 
them long term to build a pipeline net-
work to the west coast, aimed at selling to 
the Chinese. They might decide that ship-
ping to the east coast of Canada might be 
better, because they can get higher Brent 
Crude prices, instead of WestTexas Inter-
mediate prices. This would be environ-
mentally positive, especially if the Chinese 
burn less coal and use the Canadian crude 
instead.

At present, the Keystone pipeline is the 
best economic choice. I do not think that 
forcing people to use inefficient economic 

choices will help anyone—and the Cana-
dian crude will still get to market.

Nolan Perreira, M.B.A. ’81
Chapel Hill, N.C.

Profes�s�or mcelroy’s� es�s�ay was disap-
pointing because of its narrow focus on 
whether this pipeline would “significant-
ly exacerbate the problem of carbon pol-
lution.” When the question is put in this 
manner, it is analogous to asking whether 
a particular straw broke the camel’s back. 
The answer is a foregone conclusion. We 
cannot attribute significant carbon pollu-
tion to this pipeline any more than we can 
say that global warming produced typhoon 
Hayian.

The more relevant context for evaluat-
ing this pipeline arises from, as George W. 
Bush put it, our addiction to oil. As any 
enlightened addict would put it, one more 
fix is one more step deeper into the mire of 
addiction. What we need to do is reduce 
carbon pollution without waiting for the 
last drop of oil to be wrung from the earth. 
When do we kick the habit? 

The XL pipeline has received a lot of 
attention because, among other matters, 
hydro-fracking has the appearance of pol-
luting groundwater, and shale oil is par-
ticularly nasty. Ironically, while these fea-
tures draw attention to this project, they 
obscure the question of whether to extract 
more oil, regardless of immediate negative 
consequences, or start making the transi-
tion to carbon-free energy. Resources that 
are put into the XL pipeline are lost op-
portunity costs; we could devote those 
resources to reducing our dependence on 
fossil fuels, sequestering carbon, develop-
ing renewable sources of energy, and un-
dertaking other projects not yet invented. 
We have perhaps 250 more years of coal in 
the ground. Should we burn it all up and 
then shift to carbon-free energy? 

James� L. Weeks�, S.D. ’80
Potomac, Md.

erratum
At page 72P, the January-February issue 
contains an obituary of David Hubel, Enders 
University Professor emeritus. He was my 
Ph.D. mentor at Harvard Medical School. 
The obituary erroneously states that “he 
joined the Harvard Medical School faculty 
in 1954.” In fact, it was 1959.

Jonathan C. Horton, M.D. ’80, Ph.D. ’84
University of California, San Francisco
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