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JUSTICE BREYER
A comment  from an un-
informed foreigner. It seems 
to me that the U.S. Supreme 
Court is the very insurance 
that the government reflects 
what people want, to some 
extent anyway, that many 
foreigners look on with envy 
(“A Workable Democracy,” 
by Lincoln Caplan, March-
April, page 48). In the U.K., 
decisions of the courts are subject to govern-
ment modification. I wish that they were not. 

Hugh Quick, M.B.A. ’56
Ilminster, Somerset, England

I was delighted  to read the comprehen-
sive and thoughtful article discussing Justice 
Stephen Breyer, my much beloved former 
boss. I enjoyed the article tremendously, but 
also noted a small error. On page 51, the ar-
ticle refers to one of the Justice’s earlier aca-
demic works. The proper title for the book 
is Breaking the Vicious Circle, not Breaking the Vi-
cious Cycle.

Aileen McGrath, J.D. ’07
Law clerk to Justice Breyer, October term 2008

San Francisco

Editor’s note: We are grateful for the correc-
tion, and in awe of McGrath’s sharp eye.

When i taught  political science at UC 
Berkeley, I told my students that they did 
not really favor free speech and thought. 
Since the 1960s, the students were for 
mostly leftist views. In the 1950s, the closed-
minded students of America were for more 
rightist views. 

But whether the national pendulum is at 
the right or at the left, they all have in com-
mon that they are against truly free speech. 

Speech that they greatly 
disagree with is labeled as 
fascist, or communist, or 
racist, or sexist, or some 
other smear word. Rarely 
do they want to allow it.

The same is true of any 
“democracy.” Even true de-
mocracies are intolerant. 
They only grudgingly allow 
others to speak, if they can-

not discourage it, or ban it, or intimidate it, 
or call it names like “rude” or “disruptive” 
or “nasty” or “uncalled for.”

The people in power try to do the same 
thing. They do not want to lose their power, 
and they do not want to answer criticism of 
their power. If people in power are able to 
censor, they will try to censor. If the people 
out of power strongly object to being cen-
sored, the people in power might back off, 
especially in America—a nation that has a 
tradition that encourages free speech and 
condemns censorship.

Sometimes organizations, like homeown-
ers associations, forget that free speech is 
the rule in America, not the exception—not 
a gift that citizens should be grateful for, but 
a right that they should fiercely defend.

Dr. Edward Vogt, J.D. ’68
Walnut Creek, Calif.

A SCHOLARLY TEMPLE
As a graduate  student in history, I quick-
ly came to regard Harvard’s Houghton Li-
brary as a scholarly temple whose treasures 
surprised and enthralled (“An ‘Enchanted 
Palace,’” March-April, page 36). My favorite 
of its holdings, a journal kept by Transcen-
dentalist writer Margaret Fuller during the 
republican revolt in Rome in 1849, had been 
recovered from Fuller’s fatal shipwreck off 
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 Minding the Gap
Four days  before last Christmas, the 
$300-billion California Public Employees’ 
Retirement System (CalPERS), the nation’s 
largest pension plan, announced that it would 
reduce the expected rate of return on its in-
vestments from 7.5 percent to 7 percent. That 
change might seem modest, and its context—
an underfunded public-pension plan, like 
those run by many states, cities, and teacher 
or uniformed-services retirement funds—
might seem remote from Harvard’s concerns.

But the direction of the change and its 
implications serve as a useful, cautionary 
analogy. CalPERS adjusted its rate-of-re-
turn assumption after failing to earn it for an 
extended period. Resetting the rate means 
that it expects a higher share of costs to be 
paid by its member government agencies, as 
the contribution from investment returns is 
diminished. In addition, CalPERS blandly 
noted, employers will see increases in their 
“unfunded actuarial liabilities.” The figures 
are not small: the state expects its direct 
pension costs to rise 40 percent, or $2 bil-
lion, annually, and plan sponsors generally 
can expect their costs to rise 1 percent to 5 
percent of payroll. Unfunded accrued liabil-
ity payments, to be made over 20 years to fill 
the existing gap, will rise 30 percent to 40 
percent. In other words, spending on pub-
lic safety, education, and parks must be re-
duced—or towns and school districts must 
find more revenue to maintain such services 
while they cover the higher pension costs.

Harvard does not face budget-busting 
pension and retiree healthcare obligations. 
But its ability to realize its academic aspira-
tions depends directly on the performance 
of its investments. Distributions from the 
endowment made up 36 percent of operat-
ing revenues in fiscal year 2016—just two 
percentage points less than all student tu-
ition and fee payments and sponsored-re-
search funds combined. Budgets are built 
assuming that endowment returns reach 
Harvard’s 8 percent target: sufficient to 
distribute 5 percent of the value each year, 
and preserve future purchasing power as 
higher-education costs inflate. But actual 
returns have averaged 5.7 percent during 

the past decade (see, respectively, harvard-
mag.com/distribution-16 and harvardmag.
com/endowment-drop-16). The sweeping 
changes at Harvard Management Compa-
ny announced this past January by its new 
president, N.P. Narvekar, are intended, ur-
gently, to enhance returns (see harvard-
mag.com/hmc-overhaul-17).

In the meantime, in the midst of the larg-
est capital campaign in higher-education 
history, with well more than $7 billion given 
or pledged, that gap in endowment returns 
shows up across the University. The medical 
and engineering schools, busily investing in 
promising research, continue to show op-
erating losses; the Faculty of Arts and Sci-
ences, having drawn down endowment and 
unrestricted funds to pay for House renewal 
(and still straining to finance that huge proj-
ect), expects to fall back into the red next 
year, a victim of endowment-driven bud-
get constraints. Having effectively frozen 
the number of professors for several years, 
it will continue to do so—and disclosed in 
February that graduate admissions will be 
cut by more than 4 percent (see page 23).

Given modest expectations for tuition 
income and federal support for research, 
Harvard’s pursuit of its academic mission 
depends very much on the success of Narve-
kar and his colleagues—a multiyear proj-
ect; continued philanthropic largess; and 
a tighter rein on spending than has been 
the norm. But today’s changing invest-
ment opportunities threaten the Univer-
sity’s basic financial assumptions. As the 
CalPERS CEO explained, “We lowered the 
rate because experts…advised us that…the 
long-term financial outlook had darkened. 
Achieving a 7.5 percent return…was now far 
less likely than it was just two years ago 
when we last revisited it.” Ominously, the 
agency had previously lowered its discount 
rate, from 7.75 percent to 7.5 percent, in 2012.

If internal improvements and external 
conditions do not yield Harvard’s hoped-
for investment returns, other things will 
have to give: the scope of academic ambi-
tions, employees’ income and benefits, and 
so on. The investment arithmetic suggests 
that Harvard could face the equivalent of 
the painful trade-offs now facing California.
 v john s. rosenberg, Editor

Long Island after she sailed home to Amer-
ica. The pages musty, the ink still blurry, its 
scribblings fiery in defense of Italian free-
dom, it managed—through a magical mix of 

the sensory and the intellectual—to bridge 
the gulf of time. I recall Fuller’s loud pleas 
amidst Houghton’s anachronistic hush, as 
she daily recounted the progress of a Ro-
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man representative assembly and finally the 
French invasion that restored papal rule. 
Here, in this “enchanted palace,” past and 
present melted into one, ink and blood and 
water blended on the page, and the short-
lived European strivings of 1848 yet survive.

To this day, in life’s daily din, I close my 
eyes and imagine the big tables with the ar-
chival boxes, snow serenely falling in the 
Yard, Charles Sumner’s oil portrait gazing 
down upon us—and the Italian nationalist 
Giuseppe Mazzini entering Rome in triumph.

Yonatan Eyal, Ph.D. ’05
Cincinnati

IN PRAISE OF QUIET
Lydialyle gibson’s  excellent profile of 
Susan Cain and her associates highlights a 
very disturbing cultural trend, and it isn’t 
only introverts who are affected (“Quiet, 
Please,” March-April, page 31). The whole of 
our lives have become noisy lives. Our elec-
tronic devices and instant access through 
so-called “social media” have shrunk our at-
tention spans to a dangerous degree. Like-
wise, the demand that we respond to ev-
ery stimulus, social, political, and personal, 
threatens to turn us into mere reacting or-
ganisms. The egoistic instinctive reactions 
of tweets and selfies hang in the atmosphere 
like a toxic miasma of inane blabberings.

How to return to the virtues of silence? 
How to make room for reflection, contem-
plation, and the digestion of our experienc-
es? The relentless exteriority of our lives is a 
very real threat to our humanity and to the 
cultivation of sensitivity and feeling which 
alone can form the platform from which real 
help can come to a suffering world.

To quote Lao Tzu, “Do you have the pa-
tience to wait until your mud settles and 
the water is clear?” For as the Master of Tao 
knew, “Silence is a source of great strength.”

Jeffrey Antman, M.T.S. ’79
Lebanon, N.J.

CODDLED CAMPUSES
At least  I got a nice chuckle out of “A 
Coddled Campus?” (The Undergraduate, by 
Matthew Browne, March-April, page 22). The 
author describes the “funereal spirit” at Har-
vard following Trump’s election; how “people 
cried, phoned loved ones, hugged, slumped…;” 
and how the entire town had “the glaze of 
something sinister.” When asked by friends 
and family if there was anybody at Harvard 
who supported Trump, the author admits he 
knows of no one who did, and that “it strikes 

me there was genuinely almost zero support 
for his campaign on campus.”

I was delighted to learn that Harvard stu-
dents aren’t coddled and that the College is 
doing an incredible job admitting a diverse 
student body. I was inspired to send a crate 
of Kleenex in response to the next solicita-
tion from Harvard. I’m certain there must 
have been progress since my day. But when I 
was at Harvard, students weren’t shy about 
proclaiming every view from the extreme 
right wing to communism. We had lively 
dinner table debates, yet remained friends. 
Somehow, I think that was a better atmo-
sphere for intellectual freedom and learning.

Sam Levin ’80, J.D. ’83
New York City

Matthew browne  notes that he hasn’t 
“had a substantive conversation with a fel-
low undergraduate who vocally identifies 
as a Trump supporter.” Then he avers that 
the “Clintonite consensus and shock of the 
electoral result weren’t a product of an echo 
chamber wherein no alternative viewpoints 
are discussed.” Indeed. Is critical thinking no 
longer taught at Harvard? Perhaps it’s merely 
been buried under a pile of snowflakes.

Mike Szymonifka ’80
Clark, N.J.

A jewel  rewards the reader near the end 
of Matthew Browne’s thoughtful, informa-
tive, courageous, and well-written column.

Still, I fear he misuses “coddling.” Echo 
chamber, which Browne uses correctly, can 
exist among adult equals. When John Stuart 
Mill in On Liberty said “truth is burnished by 
its collision with error,” he was rejecting the 
conformism of an echo chamber, not assail-
ing nurturing in a primary school.

I feel Browne is too hard on students for 
“making careful decisions that ensure secu-
rity.” This is prudence, not self-coddling. But 
he may be too soft on faculty and administra-
tors (he barely mentions either), who are the 
real problem. The echo chamber is real on the 
faculty, at Kirkland House, and to a degree at 
the Fairbank Center (three places I happen 
to know from inside), and the worst part is 
that its existence is unrecognized.

Example: After George W. Bush’s reelec-
tion in 2004, the Fairbank Center held a pan-
el, “Bush’s foreign policy in Asia in his sec-
ond term.” The five panelists were all liberal 
Democrats. No Republicans were asked. (I 
noticed the omission as I was advising Vice 
President Cheney on China at this time.) 
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Leaving aside unfairness, it was pedagogi-
cally flawed to exclude anyone from Bush 
circles, who just might have a clue to plans 
for the second term not known to Sinolo-
gists of the opposing party.

This is so normal that a similar example—
shocking to Mill’s insistence that truth can 
only be burnished by brushing error—came 
upon Trump’s election, when the Asia Cen-
ter and the Fairbank Center mounted a pan-
el “Trump and Asia.” No one from Trump’s 
appointees or circle was on the panel.

Browne says he feels no “gag order” to 
conform. You don’t need a gag order to keep 
Harvard leftist. We few conservatives are 
constrained to a self-generated gag order 

by manners and experience. 
I’m sorry to tell Browne that angry people 

waving banners may be coddled as well as 
living in an echo chamber. And the profes-
sor who “criticizes the world deliberately 
and forcefully” is not necessarily burnish-
ing truth by rubbing it alongside (what he 
considers) error.

Anyway, Browne is an icon of true liberal-
ism compared with many of his “superiors.”

Ross Terrill, Ph.D. ’70
Boston

BAD BEEF
Many,  many thanks for publishing the ar-
ticle on Gidon Eshel and his superb advocacy 
(“Eating for the Environment,” March-April, 
page 11): “lose the beef” indeed. I would add 
only that dairy products are as bad or worse 
than beef from an environmental, nutritional, 
and ethical standpoint, and for all the same 
reasons. Concerned about calcium? Fear not: 
Harvard’s own Walter Willett and School 
of Public Health call federal dairy recom-
mendations “egregious” and make clear we 
will get even better forms of calcium (and 
protein) directly from plant sources (where 

cows get their own 
nutrients, after all). 

For those unsure 
how to transition 
to a plant-based 
life, free resource guides include the kick-
start program offered on the first of every 
month by the Physicians Committee for Re-
sponsible Medicine, guidance from the hit 
movie Forks Over Knives, or Lani Muelrath’s 
The Plant-Based Journey: A Step-by-Step Guide.

Ellen Kennelly ’85, M.Div. ’90
Bellingham, Wash.

HENRY KNOWLES BEECHER
I didn’t  know much about Henry Knowles 
Beecher before I read Jack El-Hai’s Vita 
(March-April, page 42), but then I only met 
and chatted with Dr. Beecher for about an 
hour, in the fall of 1954.

He was in the news for his study of how 
opioids worked to kill pain—science, not 
anecdotes. I needed a third-year-paper topic, 
was interested in law and medicine, and my 
best friend’s father, who’d suffered a heart 
attack that summer, had changed his will in 
the hospital under the influence of opioids.

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. 

Visit harvardmag.com 
for additional letters.
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“That is the geopolitical question of our age.  
This important and fascinating book extracts lessons 

for how we can avoid such a confrontation.” 
—WALTER ISAACSON

“Graham Allison is one of the keenest 
observers of international affairs around. 

That’s why I regularly sought his counsel both as a senator and 
as vice president. In Destined for War, Allison lays out one of  

the defining  challenges of our time.” —JOE BIDEN

“One of the most insightful and thought-provoking books I have 
ever read on the most important relationship in the world.” 

—General (Ret.)  DAVID PETRAEUS

Expecting nothing, I phoned Beecher, got 
an appointment, and found him very inter-
ested in my topic: medication as a threat to 
testamentary capacity in will contests and 
in advising medicated clients. The paper 
was published in 1957. I went on to teach and 
write on law and medicine, and grew up with 
the institutional review board movement.

I learned from Beecher what it was to be 
received and inspired by an ethical medical 
investigator.

 David J. Sharpe, LL.B.’55, S.J.D. ’69
 Hudson, N.Y.

LABOR LAW
In america,  we have three categories of 
workers: hourly, salary, and independent con-
tractor. Hourly employees have the least risk, 
independent contractors the most. Nonethe-
less, the riskier categories provide the most 
freedom, and potentially the most reward.

In a free society, you would think work-
ers and employers could choose their own 
pay arrangements. But no—our Department 
of Labor insists workers be paid hourly, the 
lowest-risk and lowest-reward category, un-
less they meet an exception. Working on 

salary, or working as an independent con-
tractor in the “gig economy,” is forbidden 
unless you qualify through multi-factorial 
tests. Choose the wrong category, and the 
employer faces penalties far exceeding any 
“damage” to the worker.

“Labor Litigator” (by Marina Bolotnikova, 
March-April, page 64) introduces attorney 
Shannon Liss-Riordan as she prosecutes a 
“wage-theft” case. Her clients were work-
ing on salary but now claim they should 
have been paid hourly. Liss-Riordan states, 
“You’re a company that brought in $600 mil-
lion in revenue last year. You can afford to 
hire a lawyer to explain these things to you.”

The whole system, which she works to 
great advantage, is wrong-headed. If em-
ployees voluntarily work on salary, there 
is no “wage theft” involved. Indeed, where 
a company hums along for years paying as-
sistant managers an agreed salary, it is theft 
for the government to enable collection of 
devastating penalties after the fact. And why 
are labor laws so complicated you can’t under-
stand them without an attorney? For years I 
have advised on the tests for overtime eligibil-
ity, which are anything but “straightforward.”

In the interests of balanced dialogue, 
surely the author could have found some-
one to provide the counter-argument?

Laura Fleming ’93, J.D. ’97
Dubach, La.

CLARIFICATIONS
Information  provided by Harvard athlet-
ics led to the misidentification of Sofia Car-
rera-Justiz as Haley Bowe in a caption for the 
story about water polo coach Ted Minnis (“A 
Players’ Coach,” March-April, page 26). 

Megan Marshall, author of the Elizabeth 
Bishop biography reviewed in the March-
April issue (page 61), notes that her finished 
book describes Robert Lowell’s work as 
“comparatively neglected,” not as “compar-
atively forgotten,” which was cited from a 
galley in the review. The young Bishop was 
dangled over the railing of a second-story 
porch balcony, Marshall writes in her chap-
ter “Balcony,” not from a second-story win-
dow. Marshall herself did not, while a stu-
dent in Bishop’s class, break Bishop’s rule 
and submit a poem “that she had previous-
ly workshopped in another class,” although 
Bishop mistakenly believed she had.
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