
J o h n  h a r v a r d ' s  J o u r n a l

Year One
The harvard community  learned at least 
two things about Lawrence S. Bacow during 
his first year as the University’s twenty-ninth 
president: he is very much a people person, 
and very peripatetic. The two are connected.

During a conversation at Massachusetts 
Hall a couple of weeks after Commence-
ment, Bacow said, “This was a year in which 
I learned a lot about Harvard.” That is say-
ing something. He first dipped a toe into 
higher education in Boston by entering MIT 
as an undergraduate in 1969; earned three 
graduate and professional degrees at Har-
vard; had a long and increasingly senior run 
at MIT; and then presided at Tufts. Begin-
ning in 2011, as a retirement activity, Bacow 
honed his view of the University from the 
top, serving as a fellow of the Harvard Cor-
poration. Nonetheless, he said, during the 
past academic year he scheduled lots of time 
to get to know people, beginning with fac-
ulty and staff members.

Locally, he said, “[I]t was important 
that I get out and around so that people 
could get some idea of who this new presi-
dent is.” Accordingly, he spoke at forums 
on the economy and on social enterprises 
at the Business School; a Kennedy School 
citizenship ceremony; the Radcliffe In-

stitute’s vision and justice “convening”; a 
summit on gender equity; the Institute of 
Politics; a School of Public Health gather-
ing; a Medical School conference celebrat-
ing an enormous gift; the Harvard Heroes 
staff-recognition event; and many more for-
mal occasions. Faculty members briefed 
the president as he prepped for his trip to 
Asia, and for his presentations across the 
United States and in Silicon Valley (see 
below). He engaged spontaneously with 
proponents of divesting fossil-fuel invest-
ments (who aim to reverse University op-
position to doing so), and with picketers 
supporting the graduate-students’ union 
(now in protracted contract negotiations; 
page 34). And he dropped in on lunch at 
Annenberg, accepted invitations to dine in 
the Houses, and welcomed students to join 
his runs around the Charles River. Of min-
gling with students, he said, “I hope to do a 
lot more next year.” Not living on campus, 
he noted, unlike his former arrangement at 

Tufts, “means that I have to work harder 
to engage.”

 In town and farther afield, Bacow invest-
ed heavily in meeting “some of our best sup-
porters, our alumni, around the country and 
around the world.” And how. After an initial 
alumni gathering in Detroit, he appeared in 
New York, San Diego, Miami, Phoenix, Hous-
ton, and Chicago. He broke bread with the 
Varsity Club and had a pre-Game reception in 
Boston. During the winter, he visited London 
on the way to the World Economic Forum in 
Switzerland. In March, he attended alumni 
events in Hong Kong and Tokyo, bracketing 
an official visit to Beijing (where he met with 
President Xi Jinping) and a stop in Shanghai. 
And of course he and many alumni met in Ter-
centenary Theatre at Commencement, where 
he hosted German chancellor Angela Merkel.

Alongside those engagements, Bacow had 
another travel agenda. From the announce-
ment of his appointment in February 2018, 
he conveyed deep concern about rising criti-
cisms of higher education and eroding public 
perceptions of the value of college. Accord-
ingly, he traveled widely and often to address 
the public, showcasing Harvard scholarship 
in service to society. He spoke with high-
school students about the worth of postsec-
ondary education at a meeting in Pontiac, 
Michigan, his hometown, before appearing 
at an economic-development forum in De-
troit—and unveiling research partnerships 
with the University of Michigan on opioids 
and urban poverty and inequality. His San 
Diego visit showcased a high school’s use of a 
HarvardX online humanities course, and the 
Phoenix stop highlighted the University’s 
partnership with Bloomberg Philanthropies 

emerged transformed, earning its way into 
its new identity as Swartz Hall. 

For the third year running, it looks as 
though the Boston-area construction indus-

try will have nearly a billion reasons to say 
“thank you” to Harvard. Given the projects 
on deck—remaining House renewals, the 
Design School’s planned expansion, and the 

projected huge first stage of developing the 
commercial “enterprise research campus” in 
Allston (page 34), the hard hats’ good times 
seem likely to roll on. vjohn s. rosenberg

August 28, 2018: An on-the-run president, 
out for a run with students

October 4, 2018: Five Harvard presidents 
appeared at the installaton of Larry 29. 
The day before, Bacow conversed with 
immediate predecessors Drew Gilpin 
Faust and Derek Bok (interim 2006-2007).  
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to train mayors nationwide. A separate Cali-
fornia trip (he made three during the year) 
brought faculty members Gary King, Latanya 
Sweeney, and Alison Simmons together with 
leaders in Silicon Valley to discuss digital 
technology, artificial intelligence, and urgent 
social concerns: privacy, ethical use of algo-
rithms, and the future of work.

That outreach only adds to the presi-
dent’s expected, and increasingly demand-
ing, role in representing the University and 
higher education in the political arena. In 
early summer, Bacow made his seventh trip 
to Washington, D.C., as Harvard’s leader, 
during which he has met with about four 
dozen members of Congress (from both par-
ties) and of the administration. The high-
er-education agenda encompasses federal 
support for research and the taxation of en-
dowments, as well as immigration, financial 
aid, free speech and the diversity of opinions 
expressed on campuses, and other issues—
none of them susceptible of swift resolution.

In conversation, Bacow said he needed to 
attend to Washington outreach continuous-
ly “because so much of the future of higher 
education rests in the hands of congressio-
nal leaders and our government.” From the 
time of Vannevar Bush’s coordination of re-
search during World War II, spelled out in 
his 1945 report, Science—The Endless Frontier, 
Bacow said, the nation has supported a fed-
eral partnership with its leading universi-
ties. But, he cautioned, “Every so often that 
partnership is examined, reconsidered, and 
in some cases, reconstituted.…It feels like 
this is one such moment.” Airborne mem-
bers of the community can expect to see 
their president en route to the capital fre-
quently, because “Harvard needs to be an 
important part of that conversation.”

Nor will the University go it alone. Ba-
cow has joined the board of the American 
Council on Education, whose 1,700 mem-
bers include two- and four-year degree-
granting institutions, public and private. 
It is much broader in scope and reach than, 
say, the 62-member Association of American 
Universities. “We can’t afford to be seen as 
standing apart” from community colleges 
and other entities, he said. “We are all part 
of the broader community of higher educa-
tion” at a fraught time, and so he has made 
that additional commitment.

As he met  with and listened to constitu-
ents around the world, Bacow said, “I came 
to understand and appreciate how much at-

H A R V A R D  P O R T R A I T

As a  pure-mathematics student at China’s Zhejiang University, Na Li often asked 
professors how her courses applied to real-life systems. If she stuck to her non-
overlapping science and math classes, they said, she’d figure it out. Hoping to study 
mathematical biology at a UCLA summer research program before senior year, she 
was instead assigned to an engineering lab. “I was like, ‘What do you mean? I don’t know 
what mechanical engineering is, I don’t know what electrical engineering is.’” To prepare, 
she read Signals and Systems, a systems theory textbook that applied math to the study 
of complex entities. It clicked: this was the field for her. Li, now Cabot associate profes-
sor of electrical engineering and applied mathematics, deals mostly with the electric 
power grid in her research, transforming an outdated system to handle variable, alter-
native energy sources like wind and solar. Though some scoff at the possibility of a 
cascading power failure, Li, who experienced frequent power outages while growing 
up in rural China, does not: “I know the grid is not really reliable if you don’t have the 
right infrastructure and the right algorithms.” Her expertise expands beyond power 
systems. She remains fascinated with biology and physiology, and grabbed a copy of 
How the Immune System Works from her bookshelf to demonstrate the omnipresence 
of networks in the human body. “I still treat biology systems as a network. It’s just the 
network has different nodes and different interactions.” At home with her two young 
children, Li takes a break from systems and devours books on early childhood educa-
tion. Even then, she can’t turn off her analytical approach: “It helps me think about why 
I have emotions. What is a rational way, what’s the irrational way, and how to control 
them….I have a lot of scientific theorems to explain what’s going on.” vjacob sweet
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tention people pay to Harvard.” For example, 
he noted, his March speech at Peking Uni-
versity was immediately downloaded hun-
dreds of thousands of times (see harvard-
mag.com/bacow-china-19), an outcome he 
attributed to his role as president. (In the 
speech, he made the case for academic free-
dom, with references to both the centennial 
of the liberalizing May Fourth Movement 
and a verse by the late Abdurehim Ötkür, 
widely recognized as a Uyghur—and thus 
a proxy for the Muslim people under severe 

repression in western China). “Part of what 
I’ve experienced this year,” he said, “is com-
ing to understand the power, if you will, of 
the megaphone that one is privileged to hold 
as the president of Harvard”—and the ac-
companying responsibility.

The flip side is the sometimes inordinate 
attention paid to the University. This year, 
the spotlight shone on matters ranging from 
the decision not to reappoint the Winthrop 
House faculty deans (Bacow deferred to the 
authority of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
and the College deans when asked about 
the matter during an FAS faculty meeting) 
to the trial of the Students for Fair Admis-
sions’ lawsuit alleging that Harvard unfairly 
discriminates against Asian-American ap-
plicants for admission to the College (“Ad-
missions on Trial,” January-February, page 
15). Given the unrelated “Varsity Blues” ad-
missions scandal that revealed bribes and 
test cheating at other schools—heighten-
ing scrutiny of admissions at selective col-
leges—Bacow said, “One of the things likely 
to shape this coming year is [U.S. District] 
Judge [Allison] Burroughs’s decision” in the 
SFFA suit; symbolizing the high stakes, he 
attended the closing argument.

 

“I Can’t See My Family”
DACA recipient Daishi Miguel Tanaka ’19 
grad uated without his parents in attendance.
harvardmag.com/tanaka-19

Harvard Entrepreneurs’ Summer Road Trip
The Office of Technology Development
hosts a Palo Alto venture-capital night for 
Harvard start-ups.
harvardmag.com/startup-roadtrip-19

Curricle, the Course Catalog Matrix 
A new course-exploration tool presents the 
curriculum as a rich network of connections.
harvardmag.com/curricle-19

Explore More
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Turning to matters  more directly under 
the institution’s control, Bacow cited several 
substantive and intellectual priorities that 
advanced during the year and may serve to 
dispel the perception that, as he often puts 
it, members of elite academic communities 
are more concerned with making them-
selves great than making the world better. 
He pronounced himself “very pleased” with 
the College’s “Service Starts with Summer” 
initiative for entering freshmen (harvard-
mag.com/service-summer-19)—and by the 
donor response to his call, in his installation 
address, for funding such opportunities. And 
based on his discussions with faculty mem-
bers about their research in rural and “heart-
land” American venues, he said, it is “fasci-
nating to see how much is going on” there.

He has also been “very energized by how 
people have responded to my talks” in Davos 
and Silicon Valley “about understanding the 
second- and third-order consequences of 
new technologies” like artificial intelligence 
and machine learning—challenges that span 
Harvard’s intellectual capital in the schools 
of business, engineering and applied scienc-
es, government, and law, plus fields like phi-
losophy and units such as the Safra Center 
for Ethics and the Berkman Klein Center for 
Internet & Society. One can imagine collab-
orative research projects with industry, ad-
dressing privacy, big data, and, Bacow said, 
“how these new technologies will change 
the way in which we work and the way in 
which we organize work”—both as new op-
portunities arise and as existing positions 
are displaced, necessitating retraining and 
the acquisition of new skills. “We need to be 
engaged,” he said, “and we will be.”

Similarly, he said, he was “determined to 
find new ways for Harvard to use its im-
mense resources to respond to the challeng-
es posed by climate change—and there’s a 
tremendous interest within our community, 
and an appetite for doing more.”

 He also cited “real progress in my drive 
to partner with other universities,” from the 
Michigan initiative to local ventures, includ-
ing prospective projects for graduate-stu-
dent or faculty housing and, at the frontiers 
of science, biomedical research facilities and 
an emerging engagement with MIT on quan-
tum science and engineering. The latter field, 
Bacow said, feels today much the way life 
sciences appeared in the 1970s, when scien-
tists had “just started to explore our capac-
ity to sequence and edit the genome”—work 
that is now finding application in “therapies, 

December 5, 2018: Speaking at a breakfast 
briefing for new members of the U.S. 
Congress at the Kennedy School 
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drugs, and whole new industries.” In the 
quantum realm, he said, “It feels to me like 
we’re in a similar position today”—on the 
verge of exciting science, to be followed by 
new technologies and practical applications.

Along with those initiatives in public 
policy and emerging science, the president 
emphasized another theme from his instal-
lation address that he wished more people 
focused on, and to which he remains strong-
ly committed. In a world overwhelmed with 
digitally available information—and misin-
formation—“I continue to believe that we’re 
going to see a renaissance of interest in a 
truly liberal education.” More than ever, that 
means teaching critical-reasoning skills, 
helping learners do “more to distinguish 
the signal from the noise.”

Also within  the president’s influence, at 
least, is securing the resources to advance 
aspirations as professors articulate them 
and as the University pursues its institu-
tional interests. During most of his trav-
els for alumni events, Bacow’s schedule set 
aside time to meet privately with some of 
those best University supporters: in the ag-
gregate, probably scores of such visits. They 
seem to be having an effect.

Even with the conclusion of the $9.6-bil-
lion Harvard Campaign just before Bacow 
became president, the Corporation’s senior 
fellow, William F. Lee, indicated in May that 
“[I]t was a great fundraising year” (see har-
vardmag.com/srfellow-update-19). The an-
nual financial report will presumably show 
the results this fall. Among those already 
publicized are:

• A $100-million anonymous gift in sup-
port of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences 
(FAS), math, and science, announced last 
autumn.

• Weeks later, a further landmark gift from 
Len Blavatnik, M.B.A. ’89, whose foundation 
gave $200 million to the Medical School 
(harvardmag.com/hms200mgift-18), and, 
the week after Commencement, $131 mil-
lion more for bioengineering from Hansjörg 
Wyss, M.B.A. ’65 (see page 28).

•  And sandwiched in between, $100 million 
from David E. Goel ’93 and Stacey L. Goel for 
a new American Repertory Theater facility, a 
new element in Harvard’s plans for Allston 
(harvardmag.com/art-allston-19). “I said I 
wanted to accelerate development in Allston,” 
Bacow noted. The ART gift will make an im-
pact some years hence (an architect has been 
named for the project, as reported at harvard-

Yesterday’s News
From the pages of  the Harvard Alumni Bulletin and Harvard Magazine  

 1914 The Class of 1918—with 704 ma-
triculants (up from 622 a year before)—
moves into Gore, Standish, and Smith 
Halls, the new dormitories created by 
President Lowell as a way to plunge in-
coming students quickly into college life. 
The editors suggest the new dorms and 
scholarships have made the College more 
attractive, and also credit the past year’s 
efforts to publicize Harvard nationally. 

 1924 A number of “radical changes in 
policy and service have been made in Me-
morial Hall.” Instead of being charged 
board by the week, students may buy 
single meal tickets or six- or 30-day cou-
pon books (breakfast is 35 cents, lunch 
65 cents, dinner 75 cents). White wait-
resses will replace black waiters. And 
“for the first time in the history of the 
dining hall, women will be allowed at the 
transient tables” in the main dining hall, 
rather than being restricted to a private 
dining room.

   

11934  American Ballads and Folk Songs, 
compiled by John A. Lomax, A.M. ’07, and 
Alan J. Lomax ’34, with a foreword by 
Professor George Lyman Kittredge, is 
praised as evidence that the United 
States, “at least the part of the population 
which has not been trammeled by excess 
of schooling, is in fact a singing land.” 

 1939 A New York Times article head-
lined “Harvard Descends on Student 
Communists; Burns 5,000 Soviet-Hitler 
Pamphlets” prompts a swift reply from 
the Corporation denying destruction of 
the circulars; pointing out that the single 
student leafleter had simply broken a rule 
requiring distribution of printed matter 
by mail, not in person; and denouncing the 
article’s mention of an alleged “quiet drive 
by the University authorities against stu-
dent communism” as “utterly incompati-
ble with the well-known traditions of aca-
demic freedom in Harvard University.”

 1969 The Harvard Independent debuts.

 1999 A standing-room only crowd 
estimated at 1,500-plus (including stu-
dents who slept on the steps to get a 

seat) hears the Reverend Billy 
Graham deliver a Sunday-

morning sermon in the Me-
morial Church.

2004 Founded-at-
Harvard website The-

facebook has been 
sued by rival Con-

nectU, founded by 
fellow Harvardians. 

2014 To encour-
age undergraduates 
to relax, and avoid  
a disciplinary sum-
mons, Lamont Library 
and the Administra-
tive Board distribute 
“Prac tice Safe Cit-
ing” squeeze balls at 
the start of fall term.
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to showcase your book in Harvard Magazine and reach 258,000 Harvard alumni, faculty, and staff. 

The November-December 2019 Harvard Magazine will feature the Harvard Authors’ Bookshelf—Holiday 
Reading List, a special advertising section for authors (adjacent to Montage coverage of books and the arts). Your 
book ad includes a book jacket photo and 8 lines of text. Your ad will appear both in print and online. For pricing 
and information go to: harvardmagazine.com/hauthors, call 617.496.6686, or email classifieds@harvard.edu.

Calling All Harvard Authors!

mag.com/artallston-architect-19, but ad-
ditional fundraising, plus design and regu-
latory review, all are on the horizon). On a 
faster track, the entity Bacow created last fall 
to oversee development of the commercial 
properties opposite the Business School dis-
seminated its request for proposals to private 
developers in June; a developer for the project 
may be chosen late this year (see page 34). 

In one sense,  after an energetic, even hy-
peractive, first year of meeting the Har-
vard community and external constitu-
ents worldwide, Bacow’s second year might 
promise to be more settled. He is again based 
in Massachusetts Hall (it was undergoing 
renovation when he took office), and, as of 
April 2, housed in the president’s residence 
at Elmwood (which was also being renovat-
ed): proximate to campus and the students 
with whom he hopes to engage more.

On the other hand, he expressed no res-
ervations about maintaining a busy travel 
schedule: “I do anticipate continuing to get 
out and engage with folks in D.C., and I’ll 
continue to meet with alumni around the 
country”—and indeed beyond, including an 

alumni-association global 
gathering in Amsterdam 
this fall, a convenient 
jumping-off spot for other 
European cities, too.

Harvard in 2019 is clear-
ly not Tufts in 2001. Dur-
ing his second winter as 
president there, in 2003, 
Bacow laid out principles 
and a strategy for that 
university, focusing on 
need-blind undergradu-
ate admission to attract 
the best students in competition against 
its best peers; better compensation for and 
more aggressive hiring of the best faculty 
members; and belt-tightening elsewhere 
(a centralized budget with rigorous pri-
ority-setting, deferred building mainte-
nance) to pay for the upgrades, along with 
fundraising.

Harvard, with its vastly larger endow-
ment and tradition of autonomous schools, 
may not lend itself to comparably unified 
strategies, or at least not immediately after 
a stupendous fundraising campaign.

Then again, Bacow may be drawing from 
other lessons he learned during his first uni-
versity presidency. At Tufts, he said, “every 
year was unto itself, often shaped by cir-
cumstances that could not be foreseen at the 
start of the year”—beginning, for him, at the 
outset of his presidency, with the tragedy 
of 9/11, and followed later in the decade by 
the Great Recession. A leader can plan, he 
said, but not predict.   vjohn s. rosenberg

May 4, 2019: The musical Adele Fleet 
Bacow and Larry Bacow make noise with 
The Harvard Undergraduate Drummers.  
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