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Family Spirit, Wetly
Cap and gown:  check. Poncho, coat (if 
available), gloves, scarf, hat (ditto): check. 
In 2010, when Harvard’s deciders moved 
Commencement forward from early June, 
they focused on the delights of late May 
(and were rewarded with 92-degree heat 
midweek, leading Baccalaureate suppli-
cants to beg for an air-conditioned Me-
morial Church—a prayer answered this 
spring). This year, they got April.

On Thursday, the rain began shortly after 
7:00 a.m., and intensified; the temperature 
never broke the mid 50s. At the Chief Mar-
shal’s luncheon, Alumni Association execu-
tive director Philip Lovejoy joked that the 
relocation from the Lamont Library lawn to 
Widener Library, effected in 2015, was then 

welcomed because 
the new venue was 
air-conditioned; this 
year, it provided dry 
shelter and warmth. 

After a rain delay (and a merciful shortening 
of the formalities), the afternoon exercises 
proceeded with President Drew Faust speak-
ing in a black coat and scarf (see page 22); one 
wag suggested that the next speaker, newly 
minted Dr. Mark Zuckerberg, natty in blue 
suit, white shirt, and tie, revert to form and 
be provided with a Harvard hoodie. His ad-
dress, streamed live, was always going to play 
to a larger audience online; with the physical 
one dramatically reduced (but loyally includ-
ing his wife, Priscilla Chan ’07—on hand for 
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Wet, dry, loud (clockwise from upper left): 
Haiyang Zhao, LL.M. ’17, adjusts a rain 
poncho from the Law School; Medical 
School standard bearer Erica R. Kiemele, 
M.D. ’17, honors her Blackfoot and 
Taiwanese heritage with handmade attire 
and the crimson stole of Harvard’s Native 
American Program; Dins (from left) 
Jacques Berguig ’18, Brian Rolincik ’18, and 
James Baskerville ’18 salute John Williams;  
and imminent Ed.M.s Keya Wond  wossen, 
Sara Trail, Rashaida Melvin, Dorothy 
Mrema, Kidus Mezgebu, Alysha English, Vic 
Quintanar, Monique Hall, and Tiffini Hyatt 
take part in Black Commencement.
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                   Visit harvardmag.com/
commencement to read  
additional coverage of all the events  
mentioned in this article.
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her tenth reunion, too—gamely coping in a 
plastic poncho; see above), the ratio was even 
more skewed. Friday morning dawned even 
worse: the overnight deluge tapered to wind-
driven rain, but the temperature had fallen to 
48 degrees. At least the faucet was turned off 
for the Radcliffe Day tent luncheon.

Wednesday evening  in Annenberg Hall, 
ending the dinner for honorary-degree recipi-
ents, Faust had, hopefully, repeated the old 
chestnut for the assembled glitterati: “It never 

rains on Harvard Commencement—even 
when it rains.” For a champion of Veritas, 
it seemed a shocking attempt to spread 
fake news. The meteorologists had not 
hedged: the official forecast for Thursday 
read “Chance of precipitation is 100%,” and 
the scientists clearly won out. Even so, the 
candidates got their degrees. The vener-
able rites were plenty festive: Winthrop 
residents, this year’s campus refugees as 

their House is being renewed, seemed to have 
a fine time celebrating with their families, in 
close quarters, under the tent on Lamont’s 
lawn (helpfully vacated by the Chief Mar-
shal’s spread to accommodate just this use). 
So Faust’s larger truth was borne out: mere 
rain could not drown the spirit of Harvard’s 
parade.

Nor did it obscure the unusual character 
of this 366th Commencement. The Univer-
sity always throws a world-class fête during 
its graduation gala. Rarely, amid the hoop-

la, does it also display its academic essence: 
identifying big ideas and great challenges, 
advancing debate. This year, at a divided 
moment across the wider world, Harvard 
pursued celebrations and fruitful conversa-
tions about consequential issues.

The first theme  of these campus con-
versations arose, de facto, in the first formal 

Clockwise from top left: Umbrellas were 
Thursday’s accouterments of choice; new 
masters of public health Ashley Cheng, 
Trush Patel, Namit Choski, and Anu 
Ghuman exult; Ph.D. recipients Adam 
Stack (anthropological archaeology), 
Nancy Khalil (social anthropology), and 
their fellows cheer; Priscilla Chan ’07 
applauds her husband, Mark Zuckerberg 
’06, LL.D. ’17; Class of  ’17 marshals Jarrod 
Wetzel-Brown, Rebecca Ramos, and 
Taylor Carol (at left) and Eliot House 
members Ashley Collins and Rachel Stein, 
honoring diversity, were among those 
joining the “fellowship of educated persons.”

A l l  p h o t o g r a p h s  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n ,  u n l e s s  n o t e d  o t h e r w i s e
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Six men and four women received honorary degrees 
at Commencement. University provost Alan M. 
Garber introduced the honorands in the following 
order, and President Drew Faust read the citations 

(two, fittingly, in iambic 
pentameter). For fuller 
background on each, see 
harvardmag.com/
honorands-17.

Hawa Abdi Di-
blawe. A physician 
humanitarian who 
has sheltered and 
cared for tens of 
thousands of refu-
gees in her war-torn 
country, Somalia. 
Doctor of Laws:  Con-
fronting the ravages of 
war and famine, offering 

succor to those in dire need, she fearlessly faces the 
forces of darkness and keeps aflame the light of hope.

Walter E. Massey. Past director of the Na-
tional Science Foundation, past president 
of the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science and of his alma ma-
ter, Morehouse College, now chancellor of 
the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
Doctor of Laws: Traversing two cultures as an 
academic leader, advancing useful knowledge as a 
citizen of science, a splendid mentor always poised 
to open doors for others, a model man of More-
house—steadfast, honest, true.

Michael O. Rabin. Pioneer-
ing computer scientist, Har-
vard’s Thomas J. Watson Sr. 
Research Professor of com-
puter science, winner of the 
Turing Award. Doctor of Sci-
ence: Prime aficionado of algo-
rithms and automata, high-capac-
ity hard drive of Harvard computer 
science, whose impact is as incalcu-

lable as his cryptosystems are 
uncrackable.

Dame Judi Dench. Winner 
of eight Olivier Awards for 
outstanding acting on the 
British stage—more than 
anyone—and 10 awards 
from the British Academy 
of Film and Television Arts. 
Doctor of Arts:  With fair Titania’s powers of en-
chantment and Cleopatra’s plenitude of charms, a 
venerated queen of screen and theater with whom 
we feel a fond familial bond.

Norman R. Augus-
tine.  Past chairman 
and CEO of Lockheed 
Martin, a global lead-
er in aerospace and 
technology, chair of a 
National Academies 
commission that ad-
vocated support for 
basic research, and a 
trustee at Princeton, 
MIT, the University of 

Maryland, and Johns Hopkins. Doctor of 
Laws: Energized by the promise of the endless fron-
tier, devoted to science in the nation’s service, a tiger 
of industry with a zest for adventure; be it ideas or 
rockets, he has an eye for what will fly.

John Towner Williams. The composer of 
music for more than 100 movies, who has 
been nominated for more Academy Awards 

than any living being, ter-
restrial or extra-. Doctor of 
Music: The Superman of music for 
the movies whose scores of scores 
propel great stories skyward; his 
melodies dwell deep inside our 
memories, his harmonies induce 
our hearts to soar.

Sandra Mortola Gilbert. Poet 
and pioneering feminist lit-

erary critic, co-author of The 
Madwoman in the Attic and the 
three-volume No Man’s Land, on 
nineteenth- and twentieth-
century literature, respective-
ly. Doctor of Laws:  Casting novel 
light where shadows shrouded wom-
en’s writing, crafting poignant po-
ems that both inspirit and enlight-
en, a pioneer of feminist studies for 
whom the personal is the political 
as well as the poetical.

Huda Y. Zoghbi. A medical researcher who 
has discovered the gene associated with 
Rett syndrome and teased out clues to au-
tism, Parkinson’s, and Alzheimer’s. Doctor 
of Science: From dauntless young woman who nev-
er lost nerve to eminent expert on the nervous sys-
tem’s workings, she patiently translates the language 
of life so that patients might realize the promise of life.

James Earl Jones.  Renowned actor on 
stage and screen, winner of the National 
Medal of Arts 
and lifetime 
awards from 
the Screen Ac-
tors Guild and 
the American 
Academy of 
Motion Pic-
ture Arts and 
Sciences. Doc-
tor of Arts: An 
actor of inimitable power whose roles bespeak his sin-
gular resources; when he a round unvarnish’d tale de-
livers, there’s never any doubt with whom the force is.

Mark Elliot Zuckerberg. CEO of Facebook 
and, with his wife, pediatrician Priscilla 
Chan ’07, founder of the Chan Zuckerberg 
Initiative, addressing disease, education, 
community, and opportunity worldwide. 
Doctor of Laws: Genitor maximus Libri 
Facierum [“Great creator of the book of faces”]; 
from a whiteboard in Kirkland House to One Hack-
er Way, he has forged a transformation through the 
power of connection and set his sights on how bold 
new ideas can serve the world.

H o n o r i s  C a u s a

Dame Judi Dench

Hawa Abdi 
Diblawe

Norman R. 
Augustine

Michael O. Rabin

James Earl Jones

event of the week. Phi Beta Kappa (PBK) 
orator Sherry Turkle, who probes the effects 
of emerging communications media, spoke 
about her generation’s embrace of digital 
technology (see page 18). She certainly had 

the political context in mind (she talked 
about reclaiming “our communities, our de-
mocracy, and our common purpose”). But 
her deepest argument was about the cor-
rosive effect of “efficient,” carefully curated 

social-media posts and e-discourse on the 
efficacy and empathy engendered in, you 
know, actually talking with other humans.

These issues were certain to be joined 
once Facebook CEO Zuckerberg was named 
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What’s Worth Fighting For: Former Acting 
Attorney General Sally Yates Speaks at 
Harvard Law School
The former Justice Department leader explains 
why she defied President Trump.
harvardmag.com/commyates-17

“Bravery, Not Perfection”
Reshma Saujani, founder of Girls Who Code, 
addresses Education School graduates.
harvardmag.com/commsaujani-17

“There’s Nothing Beyond Our Capacity”
In his Class Day address, the former vice president 
urged graduating seniors, “You have to engage.”
harvardmag.com/commbiden-17

Commencement  
Highlights 

Find more in-depth coverage of Commencement week from across 
Harvard’s schools at harvardmagazine.com/commencement. 

the guest speaker at the Thursday afternoon 
exercises. Introducing him at the honorands’ 
dinner, Faust uncontroversially said Face-
book “has changed how the world works.” 
In his address, Zuckerberg spelled out his 
optimistic and expansive vision of “building 
community across the world” (see page 22) 
in ways implicitly enabled by his software 
platform (and presumably others). Related 
issues, like privacy, are grist for Harvard’s 
Berkman Klein Center for Internet & Soci-
ety, whose faculty director, law and comput-
er-science professor Jonathan L. Zittrain, 
served as the honored guest’s escort.

On Friday morning, the Radcliffe Day 
panel, on “(Un)Truths and Their Conse-
quences,” was the latest in a series of cam-
pus symposiums on fake news (perhaps the 
most popular subject of concern for such 
sessions during the spring). Although not 
specifically Facebook-focused, the social-
media channels for disseminating rumor, 
opinion masquerading as fact, and out-
right falsehoods (or even more abhorrent 
material) are clearly implicated. And so, in 
its informal way, the University managed 
both to honor an interesting, and globally 
important, former student while paying him 
the further tribute of taking what he has 
wrought very seriously.

A second theme—internally focused, on 
matters of diversity and inclusion within 
the University—arose repeatedly. On Tues-
day morning, as the venerable PBK exercis-
es celebrated brilliant Collegians, a group 
of graduate students launched Harvard’s 
first Black Commencement; at day’s end, 
the third LatinX graduation ceremony took 
place. (Kente-cloth and Clase del 2017 stoles 
were proudly evident during Thursday’s 
conferring of degrees; see pages 14 and 15.)

In her Baccalaureate address Tuesday af-
ternoon, President Faust got laughs with a 
joke (this works only at Harvard, and only 
this year) aimed at the “Final Report of the 
Implementation Committee for the Policy 
on Membership in Single-Gender Social 
Organizations”—a reference to the fero-
cious debate about the sanctions to which 
the freshmen who enroll this August and 
their successors will be subject should they 
join a final club or similar entity. Those dis-
agreements pit inclusion (opposing groups 
that discriminate on the basis of gender) 
against free association, professors’ author-
ity to enact policy for students, and the ba-
sis on which academic recommendations 
are made. (In his talk, Zuckerberg gave a 

shout-out to “the incredible Harry Lewis”—
the professor in his first Harvard lecture, 
Computer Science 121, and former College 
dean who informally led opposition to the 
sanctions policy during the faculty’s as yet 
inconclusive debates.)

As all those currents swirled, the presi-
dent’s Task Force on Inclusion and Belong-
ing presumably toils along, aiming next year 
to recommend ways Harvard can build on 
increased demographic diversity to achieve 
real inclusiveness among all members of the 
community. (One of its ideas is discussed in 
The College Pump, page 68; co-chair Dan-
ielle Allen—Conant University Professor 
and a political philosopher very attuned to 
equality and the quality of discourse—was 
on the Radcliffe journalism panel.) Faust 
touched on some of the hard issues facing 
Harvard in her Thursday afternoon address, 
on free speech (see page 21). 

From an  interior focus on diversity and in-
clusion, it was a small pivot (via fake news 
and the communities mediated online) to 
opposite concerns in the wider world be-
yond: border walls, immigrant bans, and the 

Selfie presence: At Class 
Day, featured speaker Joe 
Biden, former U.S. vice 
president, summoned 
College dean Rakesh Khurana for 
a photo op. (Biden also adorned 
the event media credentials.)
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like. And indeed, the third through-line 
of this Commencement week was the Unit-
ed States and its global village pre- and post-
November 8.

Some of this was subtle. The PBK poet, 
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Commencement  
Talk 2017
Oratorical highlights

Reclaiming “What We Know about 
Life”
MIT’s Mauzé professor of the social studies of science 
and technology, Sherry Turkle ’69, Ph.D. ’76, a critic of 
social media, titled her Phi Beta Kappa oration “How 
Technology Makes You Forget What You Know about 
Life.” “Curated” conversations by social media and 
email, stripped of the “boring bits” and the frustrations 
of human discourse, may be technologically efficient, 
but they are shorn of human efficacy and empathy, 

she argued. “For the 
failing connections of 
our digital world,” she 
said, “conversation is 
the talking cure.” From 
her conclusion:

We need to re-
claim what we 
know about life. 
When we reclaim 
our attention, our 
solitude, and our 
friendship, we will have a better chance to 
reclaim our communities, our democracy, 
and our shared common purpose. We had 
a love affair with a technology that seemed 
magical. But like great magic, it worked by 

Drew Faust

J O H N  H A R V A R D ’ S  J O U R N A L  •  C O M M E N C E M E N T  2 0 1 7

Mark Doty, nodding toward New York real-
estate developers who assume other roles, 
crafted a new, political work, riffing on “pre-
cious glitter,” titled “Air Rights.” Senior Eng-
lish speaker Auguste (Gussie) Jennings Roc 
’17 drew on her experiences on 9/11 and dur-
ing the Visitas weekend disrupted by the 
Boston Marathon bombing manhunt to af-
firm that “love and courage trump hate and 
destruction”—even in a world where there is 
“fear of deportation, fear of walls and bans” 
(see page 21). Graduate English speaker Wal-
ter Edward Smelt III, M.T.S. ’17, drew upon 
the authority of “Rumi, an immigrant from 
what is now Afghanistan to what is now 
Turkey, an immigrant from the thirteenth 
century to our own, a Muslim mystic” (see 
page 21). And one of the honorands, Hawa 
Abdi Diblawe, is herself a brave humanitar-
ian from Somalia—a geographically incon-
venient fact that made it more than a little 
difficult to gain her access to this country, 
in the wake of President Donald Trump’s 
(contested) executive orders banning im-
migration from six predominantly Muslim 
nations. Zuckerberg choked up while talking 
about an undocumented high-school stu-
dent whom he is mentoring—whose identity 
he felt compelled to protect.

Some of it, inherent in the guests’ iden-
tities, was very direct. College Class Day 
speaker Joe Biden, the former vice president, 
assured the students that “this condition 
is temporary,” and summoned better all-
American angels: “We’re a nation that has 
always thought big, not small. I’m so tired 
of both political parties talking about in-
crementalism. America has always thought 
big, and boldly! What has happened to us?” 
(see page 21). Sally Yates, dismissed from her 
leadership of the Justice Department for re-
fusing to defend the first executive order 
on immigration, counseled the lawyers-to-
be to be prepared “to decide who you are 
and what you stand for.” Former secretary 
of state John Kerry, addressing the Harvard 
Kennedy School just days before the centen-
nial of the late president’s birth, said that his 
recent travels had revealed to him a global 
community “unsettled about the leading na-
tion of the free world…walking away from a 
century of thoughtful, carefully conceived 
economic and strategic leadership.” And in 
Longwood, former Environmental Protec-
tion Agency administrator Gina McCarthy 
told the public-health graduates that citi-
zens hunger for facts and scientific truths, 
and that when people “speak with very clear 

conviction in this country, policymakers and 
politicians—albeit many of them reluctant-
ly—they will listen,” making it imperative 
for experts to communicate with the pub-
lic at large.

There was  plenty of fun as well. The 
morning exercises featured two made-for-
video entertainments (a signature of Faust-
era graduations). When the provost made 
to introduce John Williams, he cut his text 
short so the Din & Tonics could perform 
an animated a cappella medley of the com-
poser’s famous film scores—an interlude 
that extended the conferring of honorary 
degrees to nearly 40 minutes, but probably 
took the crowd’s collective mind, briefly, 
off its collective wetness. And after Pusey 
Minister in Memorial Church Jonathan L. 
Walton offered the benediction, he then 
wished, especially for the class of 2017—
while ceding to James Earl Jones of the fa-
mous voice—“May the Force be with you.” 
As was noted more than once, Zuckerberg 
had a Star Wars-themed bar mitzvah, so this 
alignment of honorands was kismet, or cos-
mic, or something.

The students were not the only people 
commencing. Ending, law dean Martha Mi-
now presented her gavel-wielding throng 
for their degrees for the last time. Beginning, 
medical and public-health deans George Q. 
Daley and Michelle A. Williams (identifying 
herself as “the freshman dean”) performed 
their formalities for the first time.

At the luncheon in Widener, the Chief 
Marshal—Massachusetts attorney general 
Maura Healey ’92—gave Zuckerberg the 
Kirkland House directory for his entering 

year, claiming for it the inspiration for his 
subsequent activities. And then, in a dubi-
ously legal but inspired bit of computer craft, 
hackers disrupted The Harvard Crimson’s web-
site at the hour appointed for the afternoon 
exercises, posting contents that were, um, 
not respectful of the honored guest speaker.

Zuckerberg himself —speaking without 
a prompter, and seemingly without resort-
ing to his text—began by aiming a number 
of sharp arrows in his own direction before 
turning to an expansive exhortation to “cre-
ate a world where everyone has a sense of 
purpose” (see page 22 ). Acknowledging that 
this is an “unstable” time, he pushed back 
against “the forces of authoritarianism, iso-
lationism, and nationalism.” In the sweep of 
his ambitious vision, and the detailed, emo-
tional precision of his anecdotes, he sound-
ed—despite their differences of origins, age, 
experience, and means—more akin to Joe 
Biden than to any other speaker on cam-
pus this week.

And perhaps that dialogue across gen-
erations was exactly the right thing for the 
University during Commencement—in 
2017, or any other year. Thursday morning, 
in the gathering drizzle, Law School career-
services staffer Paula Garvin, on duty as a 
monitor guiding her charges to their seats, 
surveyed the scene thus: “All the rest of the 
year, it’s just the Yard, but today it has a dif-
ferent pulse. It’s thrilling. People come from 
all over—the medical school, the law school…
it’s like a family coming together. And every-
one fits in.” It would take a lot more than rain 
to wash that Harvard spirit away.

vjohn s. rosenberg

Sherry Turkle
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