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this experience. In fact, as my pencil hovered 
over 9:24 to 9:30, that particular window in 
time (six minutes), my mind offered up a 
line from the T.S. Eliot poem “The Love Song 
of J. Alfred Prufrock”: I have measured out my 
life with coffee spoons;

That line repeated itself to me over and 
over and over—six minutes, six minutes, 
six minutes—and I realized that I was do-
ing something because of what other people 
thought I should do and not, perhaps, what 
I thought I should do. When the summer 
ended, I began to let that idea of myself go, 
and started figuring out how I really wanted 
to spend the rest of my life.

Was it easy? Absolutely not. My father 
was not happy that I abandoned the law. In 
fact…I had to become president of Tufts be-
fore my father finally admitted that I made 
the right decision.

“You’re to be judged by the  
content of your character”
At the ROTC Commissioning Ceremony  Wednesday 
morning, General Mark A. Milley, Chief of Staff of 
the U.S. Army, and President Donald Trump’s nomi-
nee as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had blunt 
things to say about the qualities of leadership, within 
the military in a democracy—and beyond. The new 
ensigns and lieutenants would need to be extraordi-
narily competent as part of their obligation to the men 
and women looking to them not only for personal lead-
ership but for evidence of competence and character. 

Those troops “don’t want to follow someone 
who’s immoral, who’s out there doing things 
like lying, cheating, carrying on….They’re 
looking to you to have the spine of titanium 
steel to stand up and do that which is right, 
even when it’s going to cost you your career…
who is not afraid to speak truth to power no 
matter what the cost will be to yourselves. 
Someone who is honest, who has standards, 
and never, never, hides behind his soldiers.”

Enlisted personnel, he continued, are also “look-
ing to you to be humble.…” Referring to the an-
cient Greek concept of hubris, he said, “We see that 
in our daily lives all over the place: we see 
that in the military, we see it in politics, we 
see it in sports, we see it in commercial life.…
We see people who really think that they 
are above everything else.…” Military officers, 

he noted, “take an oath—an oath that says, ‘I’m 
willing to die,’ an oath that says, ‘I’m willing 
to sacrifice’—and it’s not an oath to a king 
or queen or a dictator or a president or any 
individual. We don’t do that.…We…do not 
take an oath to a tribe, a person, a country, or 
a flag, or an individual. We take an oath to an 
idea embedded in this document called the 
Constitution of the United States. And it’s 
an incredibly powerful idea.…That idea has 
brought down tyrannies and dictatorships.…
The idea that’s embedded in this oath—and 
that you’re willing to die for—it says that ev-
eryone under those colors of red, white, and 
blue—and that flag—every one of us is born 
free and equal, and…you’re to be judged by 
the content of your character, not the color 
of your skin.”

“The destination is freedom”
On Class Day, Design School graduates heard Teju 
Cole, Vidal professor of the practice of creative writ-
ing, speak about professional ethics, and doors.

Design is not an intellectual exercise. It 
comes with ethical burdens. The work you 
will go on to do from 
here…will in aggre-
gate be influential. 
But the question of 
what kind of influ-
ence you will have 
is up to you. We face 
challenges and we 
need you to be a door 
for us.…There are 
those who agree to 
build prisons. There 
are those who agree 
to build detention camps. Oppression has 
always had great use for architects and de-
signers and urban planners. Redlining was a 
technical skill. And everything that betrays 
our collective humanity depends on people 
just like you with skills just like yours.

Fascism in guises large and small requires 
signage and advertising. It requires vivid de-
sign and the architecture of enmity. Histo-
ry assures us that many, many people get 
swept up in the flood of its seduction. Will 
you be one of those who refuses to partici-
pate? Even when you know that there will 
be no medals for your refusal? Even when 
you’re assured that your refusal will only 
earn you mockery, poverty, or worse? You 
are the makers. I want to dream for you, and 
implore of you, a participation in a making 
worthy of your skills.…

[E]xpertise is not the destination.…The 

The Personal President 
In a year of rather stern speechifying about political polarization and the need to engage on such divi-
sive issues as access to abortion and controlling climate change, President Bacow had serious things 
to say (see page 17). But he also indulged in some asides that revealed a quick wit that appears often 
in private conversations, the long-established ties that preceded his move into Mass Hall, and a bit 
about his cultural roots.

Intoducing the honorary-degree recipients at the annual Wednesday dinner in An-
nenberg Hall, he noted that he had the “distinct pleasure of sharing initials” with the 
first: museum leader Lonnie Bunch. And of economist Emmanuel Saez, said Bacow 
(holder of four degrees in economics, law, and public policy), the Berkeley professor 
was known as “a shy data jock—by the way, I can relate to that.”

When Daniel Fenn ’44, A.M. ’72, received his Harvard Medal Thursday afternoon 
(see page 68), reflecting 75 years of alumni service, the president went off script to 
recall meeting the honorand when Bacow was “a 20-year-old graduate student at the 
Harvard Kennedy School in 1972.”

And as someone who speaks openly about his Judaism and roots in Jewish culture 
(the chaplain of the day Thursday morning was the Bacows’ rabbi, Wesley Garden-
swartz), it was both natural—and very funny to those who have seen her work, most 
notably during the $9.6-billion Harvard Campaign—to hear Fenn’s fellow medalist 
Tamara Elliott Rogers, former vice president of alumni affairs and development, de-
scribed as wielding “just the right balance of chutzpah and humility.”

Teju Cole

General Mark A. Milley
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