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harvard’s sexual- 
Assault Problem
On September� 21, Harvard released the re-
sults of a sexual-conduct survey conduct-
ed among its undergraduate, graduate, and 
professional-school students during the 
spring of 2015. The results—echoing those 
from the 26 other private and public Asso-
ciation of American Universities (AAU) in-
stitutions that participated—are troubling 
for the University, for U.S. higher education 
generally, and particularly for Harvard Col-
lege. In a letter to President Drew Faust, 
released in conjunction with the AAU ag-
gregate report, former University provost 
Steven E. Hyman, who chairs the Harvard 
Task Force on the Prevention of Sexual As-
sault (formed in 2014), called “the incidence 
of nonconsensual sexual contact by physical 
force or incapacitation…unacceptable” and 
said that it “requires concerted action from 
the entire community.” Among the most 
pertinent results Hyman detailed:

• Sixteen percent of female seniors in 
the College report completed or attempt-
ed penetration that was nonconsensual 
during their time at Harvard.

• When figures for nonconsensual 
touching are included, that figure rises to 
31.2 percent.

• Consumption of alcohol—by the per-
petrator, the victim, or both—played a role 
in the majority of incidents of complete 
or attempted penetration perpetrated by 
force, and for nearly 90 percent of the re-
spondents who reported completed or at-
tempted penetration by incapacitation.

• Although College females reported 
that the location where completed or at-
tempted penetration most commonly took 
place (more than 75 percent) was in a dor-
mitory, about 15 percent of incidents took 
place in single-sex organizations that were 
not a fraternity or sorority (i.e., in final 
clubs and other club settings).

• Rates of nonconsensual penetra-
tion and touching are substantially high-
er among both men and women in the 
LBQAN (Lesbian or Gay, Bisexual, Asex-
ual, Questioning and Not Listed) com-
munity throughout the 
University.

• Female undergradu-
ates at Harvard are less 
likely to believe that cam-
pus officials would take 
a report seriously, con-
duct a fair investigation, 
or take action against 
an offender than the 
full Harvard cohort are. 
Worse, only 16 percent 
of Harvard female under-
graduates believe it very 
or extremely likely that 
campus officials would 
take action against an 
offender, compared to 37 
percent of female under-
graduates at the full set 
of AAU institutions sur-
veyed, and 25 percent of 
female undergraduates at 
the subset of private AAU institutions.

• Among female Harvard College stu-
dents who indicated they experienced an 
incident of penetration by force, 69 percent 
did not formally report it, nor did 80 per-
cent of those women who experienced an 
incident of penetration by incapacitation. 
“The most frequently cited reason for not 
reporting,” Hyman wrote, “was a belief 
that it was not serious enough to report.”

At an open meeting later that day at-
tended by several hundred students, 
Faust and other administrators responded 
to questions—a sharp contrast with the 
handling of past crises, such as the revela-

tion of widespread academic misconduct 
in 2012-2013. The president acknowledged 
that the University’s current measures in-
tended to address the prevalence of sex-
ual assault are “completely insufficient,” 
though she emphasized that improving the 
situation is a collective responsibility of all 
members of the Harvard community, not 
just administrators.

In a letter to the community, Faust wrote:
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Percent of Harvard students reporting nonconsensual sexual contact involving physical force or 
incapacitation in the current year by school.

Percent of female undergraduate seniors reporting nonconsensual sexual 
contact involving physical force or incapacitation since entering college. 
The Harvard numbers represent first, all female undergraduate seniors 
including those in the extension school, which is comparable to the AAU 
averages; and second, only those women enrolled in Harvard College.

Source: Letter from Steven e. Hyman to President Drew Faust, September 21, 2015

Source: Data aggregated from letter of Steven e. Hyman to President Drew Faust, September 21, 2015
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The first time Smart professor of law Jon Hanson lived on wheels, he was managing a 
restaurant and sharing a trailer with his high-school sweetheart, Kathleen. The newlyweds 
had bought the trailer cheap and persuaded their shop teacher to let them fix it up dur-
ing class senior year. Neither planned to attend college. That changed after Hanson’s 
father died, when something jumped out among his father’s few possessions: his books. 
Applying to Rice on Kathleen’s suggestion, Hanson got in and soared, earning a fellowship 
for research in Europe. (They traveled in a camper van there, later taking their three kids 
across America in an RV.) Then on to Yale—he to the law school, and Kathleen to the 
college. By Hanson’s “2L” year, he’d coauthored his first law-review article, and was off 
to the scholarly races. At Harvard, Hanson stands out for connecting law to the mind 
sciences and for his approach to legal education. Teaching 1L torts, the three-time Sacks-
Freund teaching-award winner bucks the case-churning norm to spend the semester 
drilling down on a handful—tracing how each case reveals a “web” of factors that have 
perpetuated inequities through the years. Last year, with Jacob Lipton, J.D. ’14,  
he launched the “Systemic Justice Project” and two accompanying courses to allow 
students to plumb the sources of law-related social problems—and tackle problems of 
their own choosing. Students adore him. “Once you’ve encountered him, you cannot 
leave without being impacted,” says Ariel Eckblad, L ’16. So Hanson hopes. Law school, 
he argues, “ought to be a place” where students study the problems that brought  
them there—and learn “the tools to take those problems on.” vmichael zuckerman

J o n  h a n s o n

These deeply disturbing sur-
vey results must spur us to an even 
more intent focus on the problem of 
sexual assault. That means not just 
how we talk to one another about 
it, not just what we say in official 
pronouncements, but how we actu-
ally treat one another and live our 
lives together.  All of us share the 
obligation to create and sustain a 
community of which we can all be 
proud, a community whose bedrock 
is mutual respect and concern for 
one another. Sexual assault is intol-
erable, and we owe it to one another 
to confront it openly, purposefully, 
and effectively. This is our problem.

The problem of sexual assault was 
brought to the forefront of discussion on 
campus when The Harvard Crimson published 
“a long, anonymous, first-person account of 
an unwanted sexual encounter” (see “Ad-
dressing Sexual Assaults,” July-August 2014, 
page 23). Faust announced the formation of 
the task force headed by Hyman a few days 
later. Because only a fraction of sexual as-
saults are reported, surveys have come to be 
seen as a key way to learn more about the 
problem. Universities—reacting to govern-
ment pressure and the threat of lawsuits 
brought by students under Title IX (the fed-
eral law that prevents discrimination on the 
basis of sex)—are seeking more data so that 
they can figure out ways to increase report-
ing, prevent sexual misconduct, and comply 
with the law.

At Harvard, the data point to the Col-
lege as the locus of the worst of the prob-
lem: the University, including the gradu-
ate and professional schools, had a lower 
rate of nonconsensual sexual contact than 
the AAU average in the eight months 
preceding the survey, but the rate at the 
College was higher. And as noted, un-
dergraduate women were less likely to 
believe that Harvard officials would take 
a report seriously, conduct a fair investi-
gation, or take action against an offender. 
Rakesh Khurana, just starting his second 
year as dean of Harvard College, spoke in 
an interview of a “trust deficit,” the need 
to give “Harvard the institution” a human 
face, and to bring “moral and emotional 
urgency” to solving a problem that in-
volves, at root, “a human being who has 
been deeply impacted.”

Lack of confidence in officials is 
matched, University-wide, by a paucity of 
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Prize Patter
Run-up to this year’s Ig Nobel ceremony: an 
on-the-scene report
harvardmag.com/nobel-15

how to harvard
Harvard Magazine asked recent reunioners to 
reflect on their undergraduate experience.
harvardmag.com/howtoharvard-15

Cs 50 Comes to Yale
Notes from New Haven, where the most popular 
course this semester hails from Harvard.
harvardmag.com/Cs50-15

Explore More
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harvardmagazine.com brings you continuous coverage of  
University and alumni news. Visit to find these stories and more: 

dunster house redone
The first House to undergo full 
renewal, Dunster welcomed 
students back, following 15 months 
of renovations. harvardmag.
com/dunster-15
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design Engineering debuts 
The schools of design and of 
engineering and applied science 
launch a new masters degree. 
harvardmag.com/design-15

student knowledge on policies and pro-
cedures: about half or more of all under-
graduate and graduate students said they 
knew little or nothing about what hap-
pens when a student reports an incident 
of sexual assault or sexual misconduct; 
where to make such a report; or even how 
sexual assault or misconduct is defined. 
More than a third said they wouldn’t 
know where to get help if they or a friend 

experienced such an incident. This lack of 
knowledge will doubtless be the focus of 
follow-up by Harvard researchers; the re-
sults suggest at the very least a profound 
need for better guidance and education.

Faust has asked the task force to pro-
vide her with detailed recommendations 
by January 2016.

For complete coverage, see harvardmag.
com/assault-15. vjonathan Shaw

$6 Billion-Plus
The har�var�d campaign had gathered 
$6 billion in gifts and pledges as of June 
30, vice president for alumni affairs and 
development Tamara Elliott Rogers has 
confirmed. The receipts, 92 percent of the 
nominal $6.5-billion goal, are up from $2.8 
billion at the public launch in September 
2013, and $4.3 billion nine months later, as 
of the end of that fiscal year. The arithmeti-
cally inclined will note that, to fundraisers’ 
delight, the pace of giving accelerated during 
the past fiscal year, rising to a 12-month to-
tal of between $1.7 billion and $1.8 billion. 

With even modest luck this fall, including 
the scheduled public launch of Harvard Law 
School’s fundraising effort, the campaign 
ought to stride past the higher-education 
record: $6.2 billion, realized by The Stanford 
Challenge at its conclusion in 2012. 

Two gifts of unrestricted endowment 
funds for public health and engineering 
and applied sciences ($750 million in toto), 
announced during the 2014-2015 year, an-
chored the swelling sum. Other important 
contributors included an unspecified gift, 
thought to be $60 million to $75 million, 
for computer-sciences professorships; 
a $24-million public-health program; a 

$10-million gift for teacher training; and 
various deadline donations during the fall 
2014 launches of the design, education, and 
medical school campaigns. 

It would not be surprising were the pace 
to slow a bit. During the first weeks of the 
fall semester, the avalanche of announce-
ments dwindled compared to 2014; the 
notable gifts were a $15-million donation 
to undergraduate public-service-oriented 
courses and fellowships, and a $20-mil-
lion foundation gift to Harvard Medical 
School.

Campaign leaders are not spending 
much time crowing about results: they are 
focused on pursuing priorities that are not 
yet fully funded; and the University is not 
especially eager to prompt envy of Har-
vard, especially when public institutions’ 
finances remain under duress. (Nor should 
anyone look for the campaign goal to be 
raised just for the bragging rights.) None-
theless, some details are available:

• The Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) 
has raised $2.2 billion toward its $2.5-billion 
goal, including the $400-million endowment 
gift for engineering and applied sciences, 
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