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What Counts
The things  that can be counted, count. That say-
ing enjoys a special currency in certain pre-
cincts—in academia, especially among prac-
titioners of many of the quantitative social 
sciences and the sciences proper. Locally, for 
those so inclined, the good times are rolling.

At least three converging factors—the ad-
vance of new research tools and fields; the 
easing of fiscal constraints after the Great 
Recession; and the blessings conferred by 
The Harvard Campaign—have enabled the 
University to put forth a trio of bracing in-
tellectual programs, each broad in scope and 
each broadly quantitative. 

The Harvard Data Science Initiative, first 
out of the chute, in early 2017 (see harvard-
mag.com/datascience-17), describes itself 
as being at the intersection of statistics and 
computer science, but with implications for 
“almost every empirical scholarly field,” fore-
seeing applications in “a wide range of practi-
cal areas including business and commerce, 
government and politics, pure and applied 
science and engineering, medicine and public 
health, law, education, design,” and, for good 
measure, “many others.” Medical scientists 
talk about gathering information from unusu-
ally long-surviving cancer patients to identi-
fy patterns that lead them to new therapeu-
tic regimes, “druggable” genetic targets, and 
more. Kennedy School professors are exam-
ining communication strategies to encour-
age students to attend school more often (see 
“Trimming Truancy,” May-June 2018, page 8). 
And soon. All clearly to the good.

The Quantitative Biology Initiative, orga-
nized during 2018, leans more toward basic 
than applied science—melding life sciences 
with computation, engineering, and phys-
ics to harness enormous sets of data and use 
them to build models of complex living sys-
tems that are not themselves so complex as to 
be unwieldy and impractical. As illustrations, 
the initiative describes problems such as un-
derstanding “how molecular circuits within 
cells make decisions, how biological compo-
nents such as cells and proteins self-assemble 

to create complex structures including tissues 
and organs, and how biological systems adapt 
to changing needs of the environment.” In due 
course, naturally, there may be important ap-
plications, too (“Our goal is to uncover basic 
principles governing biology, to learn from bi-
ology to build novel engineering systems, and 
to address fundamental questions that have 
an impact on human health and disease”), 
but this work seems more clearly anchored 
in Cambridge, and ultimately Allston, than 
in the Longwood Medical Area.

Finally, the Harvard Quantum Initiative, 
a pre-Thanksgiving arrival (read about it at 
harvardmag.com/quantum-sci-18), aims 
to meld basic science (from physics) with 
“solution-driven” engineering, extending to 
partners in government, industry, and other 
academic institutions. Superfast quantum 
computing is a, if not the, holy grail. Astro-
physicist Christopher Stubbs, the new dean 
of science, lists the two recent initiatives as 
among his chief priorities.

These programs involve graduate stu-
dents and postdocs, expanded undergradu-
ate teaching and experiential learning, new 
multidisciplinary faculty collaborations (and 
appointments), and more. They appear likely 
to attract interested students and research-
ers—and the resources to proceed. Each is 
likely to yield many exciting discoveries, even 
if the findings are not always immediately ac-
cessible to laypeople from other fields.

It is not churlish to note, at the same time, 
that the equivalent ambition is somewhat 
lacking, or at least less readily apparent, 
within the arts and humanities. The Uni-
versity has invested heavily in the whole-
sale remaking of the Harvard Art Museums 
as a teaching instrument, with excellent 
results, and has broadened undergraduate 
learning opportunities—but neither consti-
tutes a similarly exciting point of intellec-
tual or interdisciplinary departure. There is 
a smattering of interesting work in digital 
humanities, but many scholars regard that as 
a useful toolkit, not a breakthrough. To the 
extent that the humanities disciplines ap-
pear to have difficulty alighting on a similar, 
galvanizing Big Idea—well, that’s the prob-

lem with the humanities, many people seem 
to think.

Nor is it new: in his remarks upon the ded-
ication of the Barker Center, in 1997, then-
president Neil L. Rudenstine (himself a liter-
ature scholar in good standing) commented: 
“[M]any of the discussions and debates of the 
past few decades—even at their most dispu-
tatious—have significantly broadened and 
deepened our ideas about human nature 
and experience in extraordinary ways,” he 
said. “We know much more about the hu-
man past—and present; about the values, 
the ways of life, and the art of people in a 
far greater number of societies; and about in-
dividuals and groups whose very existence, 
and whose contributions, were often over-
looked and certainly underestimated,” a set 
of accomplishments that represent “a major 
achievement” realized through “real strug-
gle, debate, and disagreement”: the generative 
forces of new ideas. At the same time, Ruden-
stine worried that “The best work of the past 
20 to 30 years is already well established.…We 
can begin to consider which courses, curri-
cula, and research might prove to be most 
fruitful in the next few decades.” 

What seemed true then seems so now. 
The stakes in the humanities are more im-
portant than ever. It won’t do to let mat-
ters languish. Harvard retains formidable 
resources—in its faculty members, libraries, 
collections, and students—in the humani-
ties. Scholars in these disciplines appreciate 
and are excited about the advances in the 
sciences, and should neither feel, nor be in-
advertently left to feel, overlooked. The Uni-
versity and its supporters, presented with 
exciting paths to new work in the humani-
ties, will no doubt rally to the cause.

And by the way, that saying up top, about 
things being counted? It is a weird recasting 
of the original “Not everything that counts 
can be counted, and not everything that can 
be counted counts,” and is often attribut-
ed to Albert Einstein. That attribution is 
wrong, as a rudimentary textual sleuthing 
reveals—the kind of work at which human-
ities scholars excel. You could look it up.
 vjohn S. roSenberg, Editor

NONLEGACIES…AND LOTTERIES
The CommentS in   “What Legacy?” (7 Ware 
Street, January-February, page 5) were ap-
preciated by this grad, who benefited from a 
“thumb on the scale,” at least to the point of 
being admitted and given financial aid.

I was a public-school boy and transfer from 
Northeastern. Married, I lived off-campus 
and wasn’t part of the House system. Dudley 
House, even with Lehman Hall, wasn’t quite 
the same. As a consequence, I never quite fit 
in. Despite the aid, I had to work 20 to 25 hours 

a week and through the summers.
I value what I got in my years there and 

some of the doors opened to me later—though 
I was still scrabbling from having left home at 
18. Lately, as I was reflecting on my experience 
with a classmate also from the Boston pub-
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