
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-
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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

N a  L i

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  S t u  R o s n e r Harvard Magazin e      23

Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For more information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746


