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Cambridge 02138
 Morality, Mars, the Meaning of Education

L AW IN A L IFE BOAT

-

-

-

-

ADRIFT AT SEA with no food and no hope 
of rescue, desperate crewmen kill their 
shipmate Richard Parker and eat his re
mains to survive (“Law in a Lifeboat,” 
January-February 2026, page 26). An iden
tical episode occurs in the nineteenth-
century novel The Narrative of Arthur Gordon 
Pym of Nantucket. Yet another example of 
an author lifting material from the head
lines? No. Remarkably, Edgar Allan Poe 
published his book in 1838, 46 years be
fore Parker, Dudley, and Stephens were 
shipwrecked.

MARK ECKENWILER ’82

IN RETRACING  the impact of The Queen v. 
Dudley and Stephens, Adam Cohen fails to 
pose or answer what I view as the most 
significant issue: what assurance did the 
murderous seafarers have that they would 
not be rescued an hour or a day after their 
act of cannibalism?  In other words, how 

can one adjudge the legality or morality of 
the throat slitting absent greater context?  

-

-

Clearly, had the act been committed 
within sight of a rescuing boat, there 
would be no real legal or moral quagmire; 
we would all agree that the perpetrators 
committed murder. The degree of tem
poral and spatial separation from rescue 
must inform any judgment in the case; if 
those who engaged in the act could rea
sonably assume that they had no way out 
but the killing of another, this becomes a 
much closer case. 

Moreover, in such desperate straits, it 
is doubtful that any legal regime could 
curb the appetite of the empowered.

MICHAEL SUSSMAN, J.D. ’78

-
-

THE   Queen v. Dudley and Stephens  case 
cannot reasonably be compared to the 
trolley problem as suggested in “Law in 
a Lifeboat.” In the trolley case, a utilitar
ian can easily demonstrate that switch

ing the runaway train saves multiple lives 
and maximizes utility. Captain Dudley 
and Stephens, by contrast, were guilty of 
a crime even if they were judged on utili
tarian grounds. Maximizing utility, in this 
case, would seem to require maximizing 
the expected remaining life-years of the 
survivors, i.e., saving the life of someone 
with a life expectancy of 50 more years 
is better than saving the life of someone 
who has a life expectancy of 15 or 20 more 
years.  Killing the youngest member of the 
crew doesn’t accomplish this. If Captain 
Dudley had been interested in maximiz
ing utility, he might have slit his own 
throat or Stephens’s throat. What this 
case really demonstrates is that Dudley 
and Stephens, like many who invoke utili
tarian arguments, were really interested 
in maximizing their own utility.

-

-

-

HOWARD LANDIS, M.B.A. ’78

ADAM COHEN’S  article about  Dudley 
and Stephens  is entertaining, but this 
case does not deserve the level of at
tention it has received in the legal and 
philosophical academy.  

-

According to Cohen, “the case almost 
perfectly illustrates the great philosophi
cal debate between utilitarians...and those 
who espouse a rights-based theory of jus
tice” (January-February 2026, page 30). 
But Dudley and Stephens is a poor illustration 
of that debate. The problem is that it was 
overwhelmingly likely that Parker would 
have died of dehydration if he hadn’t been 
killed. This is a moral confound in the case: 
a factor beyond Parker’s right to life and 
the calculus of consequences that is po
tentially morally relevant. 

-

-

-
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-
-
-

-
-

A true test of the disagreement be
tween utilitarians and rights-based theo
rists needs to be a case in which this mor
al confound is absent. Perhaps the most 
famous is the late Judith Jarvis Thom
son’s case of the doctor who kills a per
fectly healthy bystander in order to save 
the lives of five other innocents who will 
die if they do not receive the bystander’s 
vital organs through transplantation. 
Here, I expect, the reader will agree that 
it is not morally permitted to kill the one 
to save five. If there is a major lesson to be 
drawn from Dudley and Stephens, it is that 
we all need to be very careful to avoid 
moral confounds when we test moral 
principles against each other.

 SAMUEL C. RICKLESS ’86 

-

-
-
-

-

-

IF THE CANNIBALISM  debate provokes 
strong opinions, so did the debate over 
the allocation of life-saving ventilators 
in ICUs during the early COVID-19 ep
idemic. Various U.S. medical centers, 
state health commissions, and bioethi
cists rushed to promulgate triage guide
lines. The University of Pittsburgh guide
line, a model for many states, does not 
mince words: the tiebreaker for access 
is age. They use the term “life-cycle con
siderations,” a code for giving priority to 
younger patients within age groups: 12 to 
40, 41 to 60, 61 to 75, over 75. A list of “fac
tors that have no bearing”—which starts 
with “race, disability” and includes “per
ceived social worth, perceived quality of 
life”—omitted age.  

-

-

-
-

-

Unashamed, undisguised medical 
discrimination was signed by appar
ently honorable, even distinguished, 
physicians and bioethicists. It was the 
impetus for the book I published in 
2024, American Eldercide: How It Happened, 
How to Prevent It. What made the situ
ation even more appalling—and ulti
mately different from the cannibalism 
on the boat—was that an ethical alter-
native was staring them all in the face. A 
Harvard Medical School epidemiologist 
organized a petition that was quickly 
signed by hundreds of doctors. In cases 
of scarcity, which are likely to recur in 
any public health catastrophe, they rec
ommended a lottery.
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 7  W A R E  S T R E E T

Time for Iteration
On tough grading, meandering paths, and the  

purpose of education

I remember well my first brush with tough grading at Harvard—circa 1990, 
during my first-year Expository Writing course (better known in the College 
as “Expos”). We had turned in our first assignment, and before the next class 
session, the instructor pulled me aside. “I’m going to use your essay as an 
example,” he said. My ego soared until he finished the sentence: “…of what 
not to do.”

He wasn’t wrong. Buoyed by some bad high school habits, I had appar-
ently written the entire paper in the passive voice. I don’t recall the grade he 
gave me, but it certainly wasn’t an A. There was no better way to knock that 
bad habit out of my writing for good.

-

-

That was a productive moment of discomfort, the kind of ideal educa
tional experience that Lindsay Mitchell, a onetime Expos teacher and former 
Harvard Magazine senior editor, describes in her thought-provoking cover 
story about the costs of Harvard’s current wave of grade inflation (page 24). 
Mitchell delves beyond stereotypes and reflexive judgments to describe a set 
of challenges for teachers and students—and for the Faculty of Arts and Sci
ences (FAS) as it works to fine-tune the academic enterprise.

-

-

-

The FAS “re-centering academics” initiative is part self-reflection and part 
sales job: recasting the purpose of higher education as something less trans
actional and more transformative. Several stories in this issue explore how 
students across the University can embrace the possibilities of failure and 
exploration. Lydialyle Gibson digs into the history and mission of Harvard 
Extension School, which offers an alternate route to advancement, along with 
the thrill of knowledge for its own sake (page 30). In his charming Under
graduate column, Andrés Muedano ’27, one of our Ledecky fellows, writes 
about his efforts to resist the pressure today’s undergraduates feel to instru
mentalize every moment (page 56). 

-

-

What Muedano and Mitchell describe might be an inevitable byproduct of 
an ever-more-competitive admissions process that not only rewards achieve
ment but also compounds the pressure to do more, faster, without the leeway 
to stumble or meander. But Dean of Arts and Humanities Sean D. Kelly offers 
Muedano a different way to view academia: as an opportunity for what Plato 
called “serious play.” It’s a sunnier metaphor for the work of learning than 
the “friction” Mitchell describes in her grade inflation story (and that I expe
rienced as a shell-shocked Expos student). Both are useful ways to think about 
how to spend our precious time in school, and what it means to iterate—in 
our work, and in our plans.

On the subject of iteration: if you sense something different about this issue, 
your eyes have not deceived you. We’ve changed our section titles to make 
their contents clearer: “Arts & Culture,” “Research & Ideas,” “People & Pas
sions.” (We are fans, here, of the ampersand.) We’ve also adjusted our print 
size and some of our typefaces for the sake of greater readability. And we’re 
introducing some new recurring features that will highlight the wide-ranging 
experiences and interests of Harvard alumni. Feedback is welcome, whether 
positive or critical. It’s all part of the process.  

-

 —Joanna Weiss, Editor

-

-

-

-

-

 Hard cases  may make bad law, but they 
also make great stories—seemingly for
ever. As a law student, I wrote about the 
Richard Parker cannibalism case in the 
Harvard Law Review 41 years ago, in my 
book note reviewing Cannibalism and the 
Common Law by A.W.B. Simpson. My anal
ysis then was that the case illustrated the 
limits of utilitarianism, because a “great
est good for the greatest number” moral 
theory, taken seriously, would appear to 
mandate that poor Parker (or someone) 
be consumed, rather than simply justi
fying or excusing such action. It’s tough 
to square that demand with most peo
ple’s moral intuition. I knew at the time 
that I was not the first Harvard-affiliated 
person to address the Parker case, and I 
suspected—correctly, I now see—that I 
would not be the last.

-
-

-

-

-

JOSEPH M. RAMIREZ, J.D. ’85

ADAM COHEN’S  cover story on the case 
of the nineteenth-century English can
nibals is an intriguing—and highly enter
taining—meditation on what appear to 
be irresolvable legal and moral paradox
es. Cohen mentioned that the cannibals 
were found guilty. He didn’t comment, 
however, on their punishment, which be
came a story in itself. At the time murder 
was a capital offense, so they were duly 
sentenced to be hanged. But the sentence 
prompted massive public sympathy for 
the convicts due to the extremity of their 
predicament at sea, and the court itself 
recommended mercy. The result? A six-
month prison sentence without hard la
bor, after which they were released. Talk 
about lessening a sentence!

SANIEL BONDER ’72

-
-
-

-

-

-
-

-

ADAM COHEN’S  “Law in a Lifeboat” is 
an excellent example of how moral di
lemmas interact with the law. It also ex
emplifies the fascination with cannibal
ism. But Harvard isn’t the only campus 
tied to the subject. An even closer con
nection is at another university. Ten years 
before Captain Dudley infamously saved 
himself, Alferd Packer confessed (contro
versially) to eating his companions on a 
winter trip through the San Juan moun
tains in southwestern Colorado. He even
tually spent many years in prison for his 
supposed deeds. At the University of Col
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-orado in Boulder in 1968, the administra
tion allowed the students to name the 
eatery in the new student union. It is still 
the Alferd Packer Restaurant and Grill.

RANDY LEVINE, PH.D. ’72

-

-

I WAS DISAPPOINTED  to see that your 
account of the seafaring cannibals case 
neglects to mention the definitive mod
ern scholarly account of the incident 
and resulting legal proceedings by the 
renowned legal historian and Michigan 
law professor A.W.B. Simpson, Cannibal
ism and the Common Law: The Story of the Tragic 
Last Voyage of the Mignonette (1984).

JOHN H. LANGBEIN, LL.B. ’68

-
-
-

-
-

ADAM COHEN’S  article on the 1884 can
nibalism-at-sea case was riveting. Co
hen mentions other popular tales in
volving cannibalism, including “Hansel 
and Gretel” and The Silence of the Lambs, 
in his piece; I am only surprised that 
he omitted a reference to the 2004 folk
rock album Mignonette, which was di
rectly based on the incident, and the 

ill-starred 2024 Broadway musical it in
spired, Swept Away.

-

PETER VERTES, M.A. ’86

-
-

-

ADAM COHEN’S  article on the history 
of The Queen v. Dudley and Stephens brought 
back a lot of 1L memories; I remember 
learning the case from Professor James 
Vorenberg. (Clearly, it made an impres
sion that remains after 45 years!) He im
parted to the fledgling lawyers in the 
1L Criminal Law course that the law 
would entail hard, even impossible, cas

-
-

es, and notwithstanding the imperfec
tions of each competing theoretical ap
proach, the ability to live in a tolerant 
and just society depended equally, if not 
more so, on the willingness of those in 
power to recognize the imperfections  
of “perfect” justice and to “do the right 
thing.” A lesson worth remembering, 
indeed.

HERSCHEL S. WEINSTEIN, J.D. ’80

IN MORE THAN  80 years of reading I have 
had few experiences of snapping back 
and upright, likely goggle-eyed, as I had 

You Answered
IN THE JANUARY-FEBRUAR Y ISSUE, WE ASKED YOU:     

What should the crew of the  
Mignonette lifeboat have done in 1884? 

Turn to page 64 for the survey results—
and a new question about this issue’s cover story.
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-
-

-

reading the sentence in Adam Cohen’s ar
ticle recounting his roommate’s chicken
leg-and-ketchup evocation of  “Thomas 
Dudley, an English captain…[who] after a 
shipwreck, with no food in his lifeboat…
decided the only way to survive was to 
kill and eat the cabin boy” (January-Feb
ruary 2026, page 27).

-     Mustard would have been a histori
cally more likely choice.

J. CYNTHIA WEBER, PH.D. ’70

M I C HAE L SAND E L

-

-

IN THE MICHAEL SANDEL  interview, the 
interviewer suggests that Sandel was 
concerned that globalization led to in
creasing inequality (“Making Waves with 
Philosophy,” January-February 2026, page 
29). This is true only if you adopt a hy
per-nationalist stance. Globalization led 
to greatly increased equality among all 
people since it raised a couple of billion 
of us out of poverty.

-

-
-

-

-

A good book in 2018, Factfulness by 
Swedish academic Hans Rosling, de
tailed how far the world advanced on 
such issues as hunger, education, wom
en’s rights, and infant health due to glo
balization and science.  Sandel seems (per 
the interviewer) willing to base his ar
gument about globalization and science 
on the know-nothing response to vacci
nation and immigration of the current 
administration.

JAMES KARDON ’71

-

-

-
-

THE MOST STRIKING  aspect of Professor 
Sandel’s call to “transition to the green 
economy” is its grassroots counterpart. 
A group called PlantBabyPlant has re
cently been launched to counter the idea 
of “Drill, baby, drill.” Its guiding force is 
Robin Wall Kimmerer, the author of Braid
ing Sweetgrass and The Serviceberry: Abundance 
and Reciprocity in the Natural World. Both her 
books have been on the bestseller list for 
years, proof that this worldview has al
ready taken root in our destructive con
sumerist culture.

Sandel’s brilliant analysis includes ex
amining “market values,” “social and civic 
inequalities,” and a twisted new concept 
of freedom. With Kimmerer and Sandel 
leading the way, I suggest we’re on the 
path to a transformative future.

-

KITTY BEER ’59

C A MPUS S PE EC H

-
-

I ENjOYED  Rakesh Khurana’s article “A 
Clear-Eyed Take on Campus Speech” 
(January-February 2026, page 37). I agree 
that the role of the university as an envi
ronment for civil discourse is more im
portant than ever, but he only touches 
on the role of social media in the current 
polarization of public discourse, while I 
believe it is a root cause.

-
-

-
-

-

-
-

In social media, groups are separated 
by their alignment with certain state
ments, which an algorithm then ampli
fies. Each of these bubbles gets its own 
set of facts that seemingly support inter
nal statements. The algorithms are de
signed to encourage strong reactions to 
drive engagement: rage, hate, envy, pride, 
certainty, demonization of contrary evi
dence or opinions. In every sense, the list 
of properties I currently see in social me
dia’s design is anti-university, anti-intel
lectual, anti-civic, anti-citizen. It is not 

surprising that the public (and therefore 
students) have responded in kind. The 
unavoidable fact is that universities are 
becoming more like social media than so
cial media is becoming like universities. 

To read more letters 
from readers, visit 

harvardmagazine.com/letters-ma26

-

-

There needs to be some idea of social 
media as a public utility that supports 
and is responsible to the public interest, 
in the same way that Dr. Khurana calls 
for university leadership to support and 
be responsible to the university commu
nity. In that regard, the crisis of civility is 
really a crisis of leadership at every level 
of society.

LARRY KYRALA, A.L.B. ’12

-

-

 I READ  former Dean Rakesh Khurana’s 
review of Terms of Respect with a sinking 
heart. My distress arose from what I 
saw as the contrast between the Eisgru
ber/Khurana view of how elite colleges 
should educate their students and that 
articulated by Dean Jeremy Knowles 25 
years ago, in his September 2001 welcom
ing speech to the first-years (a cohort that 
included our daughter). 

 Dean Knowles told his entering stu-
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-
-

dents that Harvard’s goal for them 
was that, upon graduation, “You will 
all be able to recognize ‘rot’ when you 
see it.” This goal would be achieved by 
exposing them to a wide (and unvar
nished) range of people and convic
tions. I believe that Dean Knowles was 
embracing Holmes’s marketplace of ideas, 
which Dean Khurana characterizes as 
“reduc[ing] discourse to competition 
and consumption” ( January-February 
2026, page 38). 

 In contrast, the Eisgruber/Khurana

preference is for Brandeis’s deliberative 
community, which must be “nurtured.” 
Forget unvarnished exposure. Quash
what Dean Khurana calls “‘ junk’ ideas.” 
Instead, expose students to those ideas 
and beliefs that “nourish public life”
(whatever THAT means!). 

  JOHN THORNDIKE ’64, J.D. ’68

-

-
-

KHURANA  often refers to “the universi
ty” as if it was a monolithic entity with 
powers to influence the speech, and per
haps the thoughts, of its faculty and stu
dents. Not so fast, grasshopper. Harvard 
is run by its Board of Overseers and the 
Corporation with the president, fellows, 
and faculty forming the chorus in this 
dramatic opera. The faculty have drunk 
deeply of the leftist lemonade. Just look 
at their political contributions. I think 
a cultural shift toward free speech has 
serious headwinds with this embedded 
philosophy and will be very difficult. 

 Khurana states that the obligation of 
the university “involves, among other 
things, convincing students that real 

-

learning requires slow thinking and 
patient listening” ( January-February 
2026, page 38).  Or, in the words of the 
great twentieth-century philosopher 
Yogi Berra, “You can observe a lot by 
just watching.” Yogi’s implied message 
was that you should approach life with 
an open mind and not judge without 
reason and evidence.  His plea runs 
headlong into the Ring Lardner expres
sion: “Shut up, he explained,” which is 
the current mantra of the countercul
ture brigade. 

-

 RONALD M. BARTON ’69

G E T TIN G TO M AR S

-

“HOW TO GET TO MARS  (for Real)” steps 
gingerly around the question of how 
much a manned expedition to Mars 
would cost ( January-February 2026, 
page 32). NASA’s own estimate for a 
single flight is approximately $500 bil
lion. With subsequent support flights, 
the cost would ascend into the trillions. 
Meanwhile, half of humanity lives on less 
than $6 a day. 

S P E A K U P, P L E A S E
Harvard Magazine welcomes 
letters on its contents.  
Please write to “Letters,”  
Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware Street, 
Cambridge 02138; send com
ments by e-mail to yourturn@
harvard.edu; or use the form on 
our website, harvardmagazine.
com. Letters may be edited for 
clarity, space, and content. 

-
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L E T T E R S

-

-
-

“I really do believe it’s part of us as hu
mans,” a former Harvard faculty member 
exclaims excitedly, referring to costly but 
mindless adventures like this one (page 
36). A pity that lifting up the less fortu
nate half of humanity is not a more promi
nent “part of us as humans.”

GEORGE SCIALABBA ’69

-
THANK YOU  for your interesting article, 
“How to Get to Mars (for Real).” The en
gineering challenges are formidable and 
were interestingly described. However, 
the article does not address the question 
of why.

-
-

-

If the point is to learn about Mars, ro
bots designed  for the purpose are like
ly to be more cost-effective. So, we are 
left with the romance. Sending people to 
Mars is not likely to be a good use of re
sources, I suspect.

JAY KADANE ’62

M ATH C IRC LE
I GREATLY  appreciated the article on the 
Cambridge Math Circle (“A Numbers 

-
-

Game,” January-February 2026, page 
13). I have been involved in a math circle 
for students for about 15 years and, for 
a short time, a now-dormant circle for 
teachers. It is worth noting that there is 
a prior history at Harvard in the 1990s. 
Bob and Ellen Kaplan started this circle 
and were quite influential in spreading 
math circles in the U.S. along with oth
ers. The Global Math Circle is a continu
ation of the Kaplan circle. 

BOB SACHS ’76

V ITA

-

THE VITA  story of Takashi Komatsu,
1886-1965, was a timely opportunity 
to revisit a global problem ( January-
February 2026, page 51). The run-up to 
Pearl Harbor and the ensuing U.S.-Japan 
conflagrations were all about “spheres 
of influence” driven by so-called vital 
economic interests. The United States 
proclaimed the Monroe Doctrine regard
ing South America but didn’t grant the 
Japanese empire similar entitlement in 
Southeast Asia. 

-

-

-

Komatsu, in his impressive ascent 
into the chambers of Japanese author
ity and power, certainly would have 
been a keen observer if not a signifi
cant participant in the discussions of 
empire management. His company must 
have been building battleships in the 
late 1930s. What were his thoughts? 
Did he have intense conversations with 
U.S. operatives in the late ’30s? Was he a 
principled dissident who survived? Did 
he leave revealing private communica
tions? Where are our historians when 
we need them?   

ROBERT PARK, A.M. ’67, S.M. ’81   

E R R ATA

-
-

IN “Pugilistic Art” ( January-February 
2026, page 64), Daniel Mendoza was 
said to have become England’s first 
sports megastar in the late 1800s. In 
fact, this took place in the late 1700s. 

In “A Flight of Fantasy” (January-Feb
ruary 2026, page 45), the name of the au
thor of Le Morte d’Arthur was misspelled. 
The correct spelling is Thomas Malory.

Real Estate, 
Masterfully Done.
The Cambridge spring market is here, and it’s 
shaping up to be an incredible season for real estate. 
At the MonaLisa Team, we’re already busy preparing 
a beautiful lineup of new listings—from classic 
historic homes to modern city condos—that will be 
making their debut soon! If you’re planning a move 
or just want to keep an eye on what’s coming to your 
neighborhood, we’d love to stay in touch. 

Scan the QR code to browse our current listings and 
see what’s live right now. Curious about what else we 
have in the works? Reach out anytime for a casual 
chat about our upcoming spring inventory!
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J O H N  H A R V A R D ’ SJournal

The Enterprise Research Campus in Allston, 
shown above, includes, from left to right: the 
East (red) and West Labs (silver) of One 
Milestone; the residential tower Verra (green); 
the Atlas Hotel tower (tan); and the Treehouse 
Conference Center (gray), also shown below 
(left). From the ground floor of Verra, the two 
lab and office buildings of One Milestone can 
be seen (bottom right).

A Transformation 
in Allston

Animating the Enterprise Research Campus 

by Jonathan Shaw

G LEAMING BUILDINGS visible 
from Cambridge across the 
Charles River signal the trans
formation of an overgrown 

-

rail-truck transfer yard in Allston—now 
Harvard’s Enterprise Research Campus 
(ERC). The mixed-use development, led 
by real estate investment corporation 

-

-

Tishman Speyer on land leased from Har
vard, was first envisioned in 2011 as a major 
installment in Harvard’s expansion into 
Allston. The red and silver buildings are 
the East and West laboratories and offices. 
Roche/Genentech, the global pharmaceu JO
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tical company, has al
ready leased a quarter 
of the approximately 
400,000-square-foot 
space, still under con
struction inside. The 
company will begin a 
phased move-in dur-
ing the summer. 

-

-

-
-

-

The green tow
er and the smaller 
companion building 
beside it are state-of-
the-art apartments, 
with 60 percent al
ready leased as of 
January. And the tall 
tan building with a 
bluish glass facade 
fronting Western 
Avenue is the Atlas 
Hotel, which officially opened on Janu
ary 28, replete with a ground floor res
taurant and, come the warmer months, 
rooftop dining and bar options. The Har
vard COOP will open a store in the hotel 
offering books and clothing. Room rates 

-range from several hundred dollars night
ly to more than $2,000 for special suites.

Next door is the Harvard-owned and 
-operated Treehouse Conference Center, 
a building made 
of engineered 

timber and designed by Kajima professor 
in practice of architecture Jeanne Gang. 
The conference center, which hosted 
several large gatherings in December 
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Clockwise from top left: a residential apartment interior; 
the co-working space at Verra; the lobby of the Treehouse 
conference center; and its branching staircase

Below: Ama at the Atlas, one of the hotel’s restaurants (left), 
as well as the lobby area, leading to the restaurant at the far 
end, photographed on opening day (right)
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2025, can accommodate events with as
few as 20 and as many as 755 attendees.
Phin Coffee House, a Vietnamese coffee
shop with an existing location in down-
town Boston, will open later this spring
on the ground floor, welcoming the pub-
lic into this low-carbon building. The ce-
ment used in its construction was made
with ground glass as a pozzolan to re-
duce its carbon content by as much as
95 percent. 

-

-

-

One Milestone—two laboratory and 
office buildings, named for their street 
address—is still under construction on 
a nine-acre campus, as are the retail por
tions of the ERC, which will include a 
Little Sprouts daycare center. Still to 
come are the finishing touches (a sculp
ture, more plantings) on the two-acre 
greenway that unites the complex. The 
linear park will eventually provide pedes
trian and bicycle connections east to the 

Charles River and west to the landscaped 
swales and groves (see “Green Shoots,” 
page 59) behind Harvard’s Science and 
Engineering Complex—and beyond to 
the residential neighborhoods of Allston.

-
Next to open on nearby North Harvard 

Street will be the Goel Center for Cre
ativity and Performance: a new home for 
the American Repertory Theater, and a 
significant addition to Allston’s cultural 
landscape.  

Y E s T E r d a Y ’ s  n E W s

Surviving Among  
the Ashes 

by Nell Porter Brown

-

-
-
-

-

-

on a dark and stormy night in January 
1764, as snow and wind whipped across 
the Yard, a vast conflagration destroyed 
harvard hall. Gone to ashes was the stal
wart brick building and its roughly 4,600 
books. damaged beyond repair were 
most of the vital pedagogical scientific 
instruments, specimens, and objects 
known as the Philosophical apparatus. 
“In a very short time,” university Presi
dent Edward holyoke wrote, “this vener
able Monument of the Piety of our an
cestors was turn’d into a heap of 
ruins.” Winter vacation meant the 
campus was virtually empty, save 
for members of the Massachu
setts General Court. They had 
moved into the hall to es
cape a smallpox outbreak 
in Boston, and the blaze 
likely began under the 
hearth in the library. 

-

some 404 of the 
College’s precious 
library books sur
vived the fire: some 
had not yet been 
shelved, and others 
were out on loan. among 
those to avoid the flames, 
perhaps fittingly, was the 
fourth edition of John downame’s  

-

-
-

-

that John harvard bequeathed to the 
College upon his death in 1638. The story 
goes that, in 1764, an undergraduate, 
desirous of reading the red leather
bound door-stopper, had snagged it be
fore the break—and it was overdue at 
the time of the fire. The book, at times 
on display at houghton library, 
honors John harvard him
self—and the university’s 
sometimes-fiery educa-
tional mission.              

The Christian Warfare Against the Devill 
World and Flesh: Wherein is described 
their nature, the maner of their fight  
and meanes to obtaine victorye, printed 
in 1634. There is evidence that the Puri
tanical spiritual treatise was 
among the 400 volumes 
(plus 779 pounds  
sterling) 
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Adam Roberge (center) sings into a  
microphone with fellow members of  
Cambridge Common Voices during a  
performance in Sanders Theatre.

J o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  J o u r n a l
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Anyone Can Sing
Cambridge Common Voices welcomes all singers—and different 

ways of making choral music.   
by Schuyler Velasco 

W
HEN CONDUCTOR Andy Clark 
co-founded Cambridge 
Common Voices (CCV) in 
2018, he envisioned the all-

abilities community chorus as cutting-
edge and explicitly political. 

-
-

-

-

“I had these lofty ambitions of an inno
vative group that would reject the com
mon practices and pedagogies of choral 
music,” says Clark, the director of choral 
activities and a senior lecturer on music 
at Harvard University. He thought the 
repertoire would include “music to ad
vocate for the world we wanted to see 
and bring to light the ways callousness 
toward folks with disabilities compro
mises the quality of life for everybody.” 

The group’s members, however, didn’t 
want any of that. They just wanted to 
sing. 

“So many were pushing for choir as 
their friends had experienced it,” Clark 
recalls. “They wanted a conventional 
experience, and they wanted to perform 
music about love, about loss, about joy.” 

-

-

-

-

-

A partnership between Harvard’s cho
ral department and Lesley University, 
Cambridge Common Voices has 40 mem
bers from across the Boston area with a 
range of abilities and profiles, from physi
cal impairments to autism to—in many 
cases—prodigious musical gifts. Some 
members have encyclopedic memories of 
particular eras or genres; some play mul
tiple instruments or write music; several 
have perfect pitch and rhythm. Yet tra
ditional choir singing, with its physical 
demands (standing still for long periods), 
rigid behavioral expectations, and nar
row avenues for learning songs (reading 
sheet music or by ear) can be a poor fit for 
singers outside the typical mold. 

-

-

Adam Roberge was one of them. Born 
blind due to a congenital condition called 
Norrie disease, Roberge, 32, took private 
voice lessons but had had frustrating 
chorus experiences, especially through 
his public high school years. Sheet mu
sic wasn’t available in Braille; because 
he rocks back and forth when he stands, 

-

-

-

-
-
-

teachers assumed he couldn’t remain up
right through a concert. 

“Directors were not willing to have me 
in a choir,” says Roberge, a tenor.

He heard about CCV through a friend 
and became one of its earliest members. 
Since then, he has performed with the 
group at Fenway Park and at a celebra
tion for Cerebral Palsy Day in New York; 
he has sung with the Longwood Sympho
ny Orchestra and at Berklee College of 
Music. In themselves, those types of ex
periences embody the more overt messag
ing that Clark thought would character
ize the group in the beginning.

“If there is a message, it comes through 
with more nuance—in the ways in which 
we sing, in which we make music and are 
with one another,” Clark says. 

-

-

-

The group’s musical framework, too, 
is quietly groundbreaking. CCV’s direc
tors draw on universal design, an idea 
that first emerged in architecture to make 
buildings more accessible. In the past de
cade, the concept has made its way into 
education—teaching to different learning 
styles and capabilities, based on a founda
tion of cognitive neuroscience. Principles 
of Universal Design Learning, as outlined 

Ph o t o g ra p h s  c o u r t e s y  o f  C a m b r i d g e  C o m m o n  Vo i c e s
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-
-

by the education nonprofit CAST, empha
size lessons with multiple avenues to un
derstanding any topic, rather than a one-
size-fits-all structure.

In musical practice, that translates to 
several different, complementary ways 
to learn a given song. CCV can make use 
of traditional sheet music, lyric sheets, 
Braille, and solfège scales—in which each 
note corresponds to a hand signal that 
indicates whether the pitch is moving 
up or down. Roberge, for instance, learns 
through Braille and listening to rehearsal 
tracks on YouTube.

“There are aspects of our rehearsals 
that are very familiar,” Clark says. “We 
have a warm-up. We have an agenda of 
the progress we want to make. Then 
there are aspects that might be somewhat 
unconventional—we’re offering multiple 
modalities representing the music.”

-

-

-
-

-

-

-
-

AT A HOLIDAY CONCERT  this past Decem
ber, CCV’s full range was on display. To 
kick off the afternoon’s program in Har
vard’s Sanders Theatre, the group led 
the audience in a sing-along of favorites 
including “Let It Snow,” “Have Yourself 
A Merry Little Christmas,” and “Let It 
Go,” from the movie Frozen. Dressed in 
Christmas sweaters and Santa hats, sing
ers danced to the music and shook ma
racas and tambourines; a CCV member 
introduced each song with a bit of trivia. 

Next, CCV joined Harvard’s student 
singers and orchestra members in a world 
premiere staged reading of Charles Dick
ens’s A Christmas Carol, with settings of 
standards including “God Rest Ye, Mer
ry Gentlemen” and “It Came Upon a 
Midnight Clear.” The score is modern 
and a little tricky, with multi-part vo
cal lines woven around a central narra
tion and trading off melodies with the 
instruments.  

“Andy’s very firm on wanting to be like 
any choir—sharpening skills and taking 
on new, challenging pieces,” says James 
Gutierrez, CCV’s managing director. 
“The sing-along is, I think, the group’s 
comfort zone, but we also push them to 
do more complicated stuff with three- 
and four-part harmony.” 

CAMBRIDGE COMMON VOICES  came about 
as a collaboration between the Harvard 

-

-

-

choral department and Lesley’s Threshold 
Program, a residential college curriculum 
for neurodiverse students. Clark teaches 
classes on music and disability, and he 
conceived of the choir as both an addi
tion to Lesley’s offerings—at the time, 
despite the school’s robust arts therapy 
curriculum, there weren’t many musical 
outlets for Threshold students—and as 
a service-learning opportunity for his 
Harvard students, who sing in the choir, 
serve as teaching assistants, and some
times compose original music through 
the Harvard Choruses New Music Ini
tiative. CCV songs including “Where 
I’ll Go” (by Rachel Guo ’22) and “We All 
Have Dreams (by Rebecca Araten ’23) 
came out of the program.

-

-
-

-

In recent years, CCV has sharpened 
its focus on creating and performing 
such originals, in keeping with the prin
ciples of universal design. Clark likens 
the group’s musical selections to build
ings: Some are retrofitted versions of tra
ditional standards, akin to a 300-year-old 
campus building with an elevator and a 
wheelchair ramp. Others 
are built from the ground 
up with broader accessi
bility in mind.

-

-
-

For example, “The 
CCV Blues” has a way in 
for just about anyone; the 
song includes two-part 
call and response har
mony, spoken word, and 
improvisational solo sec
tions. Rehearsal resourc
es include lyrics, a sound 
file, and traditional sheet 
music. 

-

-

The rehearsals and 
original songs also make 
use of members’ singu
lar abilities, Gutierrez 
notes. Roberge, for one, 
has great ears: an auto-
motive enthusiast, he can 
identify the year, make, 
and model of many clas
sic cars by the sounds of 
their engines. Ellie Slager, 

CCV in concert (above); 
Soprano and longtime CCV 
member Ellie Slager 
performing a solo (right)

a 25-year-old soprano, is a prolific lyricist; 
she is working with the group’s arranger 
in Pennsylvania to set a few of her poems 
(she’s written over 100) to music. 

-

-

-
-

-

“I would be a whole different person 
if I wasn’t in CCV,” she said. Before join
ing, the group singing available to her 
was via small, informal after-school pro
grams. The choir is woven into her social 
circle, and a few fellow members are her 
roommates. 

At the end of 2025, the group completed 
its first album, consisting entirely of new 
music and recorded on campus. Much of 
the material, like the song “Give Me A 
Chance,” hearkens back to Clark’s activ
ist vision for the choir, but cast in per
sonal terms. Composed by member Zach 
Gordon, a multi-instrumentalist with 
perfect pitch who is on the autism spec
trum, the lyrics nod to his strengths while 
making CCV’s larger existential case:

Give me a chance to come along 
Give me a chance to play 
Give me a chance to speak 
I might have something to say.                          

J o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  J o u r n a l
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Clockwise from top left: views 
of Warren’s wood-paneled 
platform bed alcove and his 
bathroom, which features a 
zinc-lined tub, a marble sink, a 
floor composed of brown 
tesserae, and an overhead-tank 
toilet whose bowl was once 
embellished with gold leaf 

T R E A S U R E  

House Tales 
The quirky digs of a humanities department 

by Nell Porter Brown 

Across campus,  Harvard’s toiling em
ployees might dream of taking an after
noon power nap. At the 1833 Beck-War
ren House, home to the Department of 
Celtic Languages and Literatures, all 
they’d need to do is duck into a roomy 
bed chamber and doze off. Not that de
partment administrator Mary Violette, 
whose desk is a few feet away, ever has. 
Yet she has researched, and appreciates, 
the bed’s provenance. 

- -
-
-

-
-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

Her office was once the domain of 
Henry Clarke Warren, A.B. 1879, a pio
neering Sanskrit and Pāli scholar and 
polyglot. Disabled by a spinal injury as 
a child, Warren was virtually immobile 
and often in pain, but nevertheless 
traveled, studied at Johns Hopkins 
University, and led a rich life as an in
dependent academic. As an adult he 

lived  in Cam
bridge from 1891 
to 1899, buying 
what had been 
the home of Har
vard Latin professor Charles Beck. 
Warren remodeled the second floor, 
installing aquariums, skylights, a sun 
porch, and a zinc tub and seat in the 
Victorian-styled bathroom (still used 
today). It was here, too, that Warren 
completed Buddhism in Translations, 
an octavo in 540 pages with some 130 
Pāli scriptures converted to English 
prose and verse—part of the mono
graphic serial the Harvard Oriental 
Series, founded by his former teacher 
and longtime friend, influential Har
vard Sanskrit scholar Charles Rockwell 
Lanman. 
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With scant time and strength, War
ren was devoted “not to the learned 
quisquiliae on which many scholars 
fritter their days away, but rather to 
one or two works of individuality and 
independent significance,” noted Lan
man in his 1899 obituary for Warren, 
who bequeathed his home and land to 
Harvard. Students still study languag
es in the house—among them Old 
Irish, Middle Welsh, Scottish-Gaelic, 
French, and German. “So I think about 
what these walls have heard,” Violette 
says, and “[wonder] what languages 
the ghosts are speaking.”  
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News in Brief 
Garber Presidency  
to Continue 
THE HARVARD CORPORATION announced 
in December 2025 that President Alan 
M. Garber, whose term was to end in 
2027, would continue to serve indefi
nitely. Garber, Harvard’s 31st president, 
has been praised for his rational and 
unflappable presence since assuming 
the presidency, even as the partnership 
with the federal government to con
duct research on its behalf has come 
undone. 

Senior Fellow Penny Pritzker said Gar
ber “is both principled and pragmatic… 
deliberative and decisive…respectful of 
tradition and intent on innovation...He 
models open-mindedness and civility, 
with compassion toward others, a self
less concern for Harvard’s best interests, 
and an unwavering focus on how Harvard 
can best serve the wider world.” 

Courts Weigh 
Research Funding 
IN MID-DECEMBER, the  Trump  adminis
tration appealed a September 3, 2025 U.S. 
District Court ruling that restored more 
than $2.2 billion in funding to Harvard. 
Judge Allison D. Burroughs had found 
the government violated Harvard’s 
First Amendment rights by withhold
ing funding in retaliation for protected 
speech and had failed to follow proce
dures mandated by the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. 

Separately, in an early January rul
ing that affects all universities, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the First Circuit 
made permanent an injunction barring 
the National Institutes of Health from 
retroactively capping federal reimburse
ment of indirect costs associated with 
research, such as utilities, rent, and labo
ratory equipment. 

Donors Support Ph.D. 
Candidates 
AMID THE UNCERTAINTY  in research 
funding, a group of alumni donors has 
contributed $50 million to create an en
dowment fund for Ph.D. students in the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences (FAS), with 
the aim of raising another $50 million in 
matching gifts by the end of June. The 
initiative, dubbed the Research Accel
erator Challenge, will allow the FAS to 
admit more graduate students across 
its divisions (science, social science, 
arts and humanities) as well as in the 
Paulson School of Engineering and Ap
plied Sciences (SEAS). FAS leaders say 
the endowment will allow Harvard to 
compete for the best Ph.D. candidates 
and enable the kind of high risk, high 
reward research that leads to scientific 
breakthroughs.

-

-

- -

-

- - -

- -

- -

-

 “Graduate student support is a top 
priority for faculty across our Divisions 
and SEAS,” Hopi Hoekstra, the Edgerly 
dean of the faculty, wrote to students 
and faculty in February. “This initiative 
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reflects a shift from responding to con
straints to investing strategically in our 
core academic activities.” 

-

-
-

-

-
-

-

-
-

-

-
-
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Cambridge two ways: 
warm, modern architecture 
versus old world charm 

Defined by both character and innovation, these two homes 
offer different expressions of Cambridge living at around 

$2,500,000—one a newly built statement in modern design 
near Fresh Pond, the other a thoughtfully restored residence in 
Radcliffe that lives like a single-family. 

by Currier, Lane & Young            currierlaneyoung@compass.com 

17 Smith Place 

The showstopper here 
is an unforgettable 

entertaining level—an 
expansive, light-soaked 
space featuring soaring 18-
foot ceilings, skylights, and a 
beautifully appointed chef’s 
kitchen. That sense of scale 
carries across three levels, 
creating flexible living that 
flows through 5 beds, 3 baths 
and several outdoor spaces, 
including a roof deck, 
covered deck, and patio. 
Priced at $2,495,000, this 
warm, modern home offers 
parking and Fresh Pond 
proximity few Cambridge 
homes can match. 

11 Avon Street 

This restored 1890s home 
distills historic architecture 

into a space reimagined 
with care and timeless 
craftsmanship, making this 
3 bed, 2.5 bath condo feel 
elevated and current. High 
ceilings, oversized windows, 
spa-level baths, and a 
high-end kitchen deliver 
modern livability without 
erasing the past. A spacious 
and private fenced yard, 
attached heated garage, and 
flexible lower level complete 
a residence where classic 
Cambridge character meets 
contemporary ease. 

See listings before they’re public: currierlaneyoung.com/offmarket 

compass.com 

Currier, Lane & Young is a team of real estate agents affiliated with Compass, a licensed real estate broker 
and abides by Equal Housing Opportunity laws. All material presented herein is intended for informational 
purposes only. Information is compiled from sources deemed reliable but is subject to errors, omissions, changes 
in price, condition, sale, or withdrawal without notice. This is not intended to solicit property already listed. Photos 
may be virtually staged or digitally enhanced and may not reflect actual property conditions. 

Looking to Corporate 
Partnerships 
THREATS to federal research funding have 
made corporate partnerships and tech
nology licensing an increasingly impor
tant source of revenue. On January 2, Sam 
Liss, formerly the executive director of 
strategic partnerships in Harvard’s Of
fice of Technology Development (OTD), 
succeeded Isaac Kohlberg as head of the 
department. Senior vice provost for re
search John Shaw, to whom Liss will re
port as part of a reorganization of the 
OTD, noted that “this is a key moment for 
industry engagement at the University.” 

Rhodes and Marshall  
Scholars Named 
NINE  Rhodes and five Marshall scholars 
 from Harvard will study in the U.K. in 
2026. Rhodes scholars in the College class 
of 2026 include Americans Anil Cacodcar, 
Emma Finn, and Yael S. Goldstein, and 
international students Sazi Bongwe, Je 
Qin “Jay” Chooi, Hairong “Helen” He, Fajr 
Khan, and Will J. Flintoft. Harvard Law 
School student Omid E. Yeganeh, from 
Canada, is the ninth Rhodes scholar. 
Marshall scholarships were awarded to 
four members of the class of 2026—Kash
ish Bastola, Hannah Duane, Tenzin Gund-
Morrow, Ashwin Sivakumar—and one 
alumna, Edith O. “Tomi” Siyanbade ’23. 

NOTA BENE: Two interfaculty initiatives 
have new leaders. Rita Hamad, professor 
of social epidemiology and public policy, 
is the next faculty director of the Har
vard Center for Population and Develop
ment Studies. Lesser professor in early 
childhood development Stephanie Jones 
will be the faculty director of the Center 
on the Developing Child…Following a 
December shooting at Brown University, 
a Harvard ID is required to enter all FAS 
buildings until at least the end of the 
spring semester…The spring 2026 visit
ing fellows at Harvard Kennedy School’s 
Institute of Politics are former Speaker 
of the House Kevin McCarthy, a Repub
lican, and former Secretary of Transpor
tation Pete Buttigieg, a Democrat.  
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What Do Puppies Know? 
The characteristics that make a great  

service dog emerge as early as eight weeks of age. 
by Schuyler Velasco 

A
S RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS,  dogs 
have a powerful advantage over 
other highly intelligent species, 
like parrots or chimpanzees, for 

the scientists studying them. “They’re 
ubiquitous,” says Brian Hare, Ph.D. ’04, 
a professor of psychology, neuroscience, 
and evolutionary anthropology at Duke 
University. Urged on by his Harvard thesis 
adviser, Moore professor of biological an
thropology emeritus Richard Wrangham, 

 
Hare began his academic career studying 
primates, but he homed in on cognition 
in canines during graduate school. In the 
two decades since, he’s had the covetable 
task of observing and training generations 
of puppies as they grow up. 

“I have the largest sample of animals on 
campus by far,” says Hare, who heads up 
Duke’s Puppy Kindergarten, a longitudi
nal, training-based study of puppy cog
nition dating back to 2018 with backing 

from the National Institutes of Health. 
“People bring their dogs in just like peo
ple bring kids, and it’s literally thousands 
and thousands of testable animals.” 

-

-

-

-

-
- - -

-

The Hare laboratory’s latest research, 
now a preprint for the journal Animal Be
havior, focuses on puppies bred to become 
service dogs—and the stages at which 
they develop certain abilities and intelli
gence markers that suggest whether they 
will be successful at such work. 

The researchers tracked 101 puppies 
from two service dog organizations—Ca
nine Companions and Eyes, Ears, Nose 
and Paws—during the period of rapid 
brain development that occurs between 
8 weeks and 20 weeks of age. 

Every two weeks, a team led by co-au
thor Hannah Salomons tested skills in
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cluding memory, problem-solving, im
pulse control, and social communication. 
In one test, puppies learned to nudge a 
loose lid off a Tupperware container to 
access a treat. Trainers then sealed the lid 
and waited for the puppy to look to them 
for help—a social communication skill. 

-
-

-

-

-

- -

-

- -

-

-

Of the 10 abilities tracked in the study, 
nine typically emerged by the time the 
dogs were 16 weeks old. One of the ear
liest, the ability to understand human 
gestures such as pointing, appeared at 
around eight weeks. 

“Some of what we were able to measure 
emerges rapidly,” Hare says, “and [the pup
pies] reach adult performance levels within 
weeks. With other skills, it’s quite gradu
al, and they’re improving a little bit every 
other week.” Bladder control, for example, 
usually shows up at around 14 weeks, while 
eye contact could emerge somewhere be
tween the 10th and 11th week. 

When he was a graduate student at 
Harvard, Hare studied the evolutionary 
differences between dogs and wolves, 
focusing on the ways in which domesti

cation changes cognitive development.  
Effective service dogs, he notes, have cer
tain traits that diverge significantly from 
their wild ancestors. 

“One of the things dogs inherited from 
wolves, and what makes them great 
guards,” he says, “is they’re very xeno
phobic. They’re fearful of strangers—it’s 
why, when you have a dog at home, they 
bark when somebody comes to the door, 
or they can be aggressive out on a walk.” 

But service dogs, including those from 
Canine Companions, have been intention
ally bred for the opposite trait. “They aren’t 
just neutral to strangers, they’re ‘xenophil
ic’; they actually prefer strange people to 
people they know and live with,” he says. 
“That’s a big, big change. These dogs are 
crazy attracted to new people, and that’s 
what makes them great service dogs.” 

In the Animal Behavior study, a dog’s in
dividual aptitudes and skills generally 
remained consistent into adulthood—a 
crucial finding that suggests those dogs 
that have the smarts and temperament 
to handle the rigors of service work 

could be identified earlier. 
“That could really be a game changer 

in terms of being able to have more dogs 
available to help more people,” Hare says, 
“because we could know early which dogs 
would be worth investing in, and which 
dogs might not have the capacity for it.” 

Hare’s family dog, Neutron, didn’t have 
the capacity for it. Despite being bred at 
Canine Companions as a service animal 
(the organization has its own breed type, 
a mix between a Labrador and a Golden 
Retriever), Neutron proved too scared of 
the vet’s office to hack it as a working dog. 
He’s perfectly happy helping around the 
lab, but more than a year of time, money, 
and effort went into his training before he 
flamed out. Hare hopes studies like these 
could improve the selection process and 
make service dog training more efficient 
and less costly. 

“[What’s] important for training seems 
to emerge in this very narrow window,” 
Hare says. “And as long as they have so
cialization and a rich, warm family life, 
that maturation process will happen.” 
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Research in Brief 
Cutting-edge discoveries, distilled 

by Jonathan Shaw 

The Original Pollination Signal 
Plants usually attract pollinators using bright colors and 
scents, but some of the plants that have been around the 
longest use heat instead. A collaboration between profes
sor of molecular and cellular biology Nicholas Bellono and 
Hessel professor of biology Naomi Pierce has shown that 
cycads, a division of cone-bearing plants that are ancient 
in evolutionary terms, warm their reproductive structures 
in daily cycles, releasing invisible infrared radiation that 
attracts beetle pollinators. Experiments showed that bee
tles are drawn to this heat even when color, scent, and 
touch are removed, proving that infrared radiation itself 
acts as a signal. The team also discovered that the cycad-
feeding beetles have specialized sensory cells in their an
tennae that detect infrared heat, tuned precisely to the 
temperatures produced by their host plants. This heat-
based signaling predates colorful flowers and likely played a key role in the earliest 
plant-pollinator relationships, long before bees and butterflies became dominant. 
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A beetle (above) feeding 
on the reproductive cone 
of a cycad, and serendipi
tously pollinating the 
plant. The beetles are 
attuned to and attracted 
by the infrared heat 
signature of the cones, as 
illustrated on the right. 

Selling the Building, Risking the Hospital 
In the early 2000s, some U.S. hospitals 
began to sell their buildings and land to 
real estate investment trusts (REITs), 
then leased them back, with the prom
ise that the capital infusion would be 
reinvested into better patient care. Re
searchers at the Harvard Chan School 
of Public Health compared 87 hospitals 
acquired by REITs between 2005 and 
2019 with similar hospitals that were 

not. They found that REIT-acquired hos
pitals were almost six times as likely to 
close or declare bankruptcy than hos
pitals that retained ownership of their 
real estate. The study also found no 
meaningful differences 
in patient care quality, 
staffing levels, or short-
term health outcomes 
such as mortality or re

admissions, despite the income from 
the sales. Instead, the financial strain of 
rent obligations may weaken hospitals’ 
long-term stability, raising concerns for 
patients and communities and high
lighting the need for stronger regula
tory oversight of such sales. 

REIT-acquired hospitals were 
almost six times as likely to close 
or declare bankruptcy. 

How a Gut Toxin Warps DNA 
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Researchers led by Cabot professor of chemistry Emily Balskus have discovered why pa
tients exposed to gut bacteria that produce a toxin called colibactin can develop cancer-
linked mutations. Colibactin is generated by several species of bacteria (including some 
strains of E. coli) when triggered by environmental factors including diet. It binds to DNA 
regions rich in the bases adenine and thymine, where it forms rare but dangerous “cross
links” that tie the two strands of DNA together and block them from repairing themselves. 
It’s a powerful example of how the gut microbiome can influence health. 

A toxin that binds to human DNA, 
tucked into a narrow groove of the 
famous double helix, forms cross-links 
that block DNA repair and can lead to 
colorectal cancer. 

HARVARD MAGAZIN E      21

All content ©2025 Harvard Magazine. For more content and contact information visit www.harvardmagazine.com

Colibactin is a powerful example  
of how the gut microbiome  
can influence health.

https://www.harvardmagazine.com


R e s e a r c h  &  I d e a s  

Bees and Flowers Are  
Falling Out of Sync 

As climate change intensifies, scientists are revisiting  
an old way of thinking about extinction. 

by Andrés Muedano 

I
N “STRUGGLE FOR EXISTENCE,”  the third 
chapter of On the Origin of Species, Charles 
Darwin describes not only constant 
competition and scarcity but also co

operative interdependencies between 
plants and animals. One major example: 
bumblebees and the European violets 
they pollinate. If the bees were to go ex
tinct, Darwin speculated, so would the 
flowers. 

 
A century and a half later, Darwin’s 

example still animates scientific re
search. In a study published last Sep
tember, professor of organismic and 
evolutionary biology Charles C. Davis 

and his co-authors modeled the inter
actions between bees and violets in the 
United States. They found that one way 
climate change threatens plant species 
is by disrupting their relationship with 
pollinators. 

Davis, who studies biodiversity and 
serves as the curator of vascular plants 
at the Harvard University Herbaria, ex

plains that while bees play a signifi
cant role in the life cycle of violets, 
the plants do not strictly depend 
on them to survive. “These are 

strange species,” Davis says: they 
can reproduce sexually through 

pollination, or they can reproduce 
asexually through a self-fertiliza
tion process in which the flower 

never actually opens. 

-

-
-
-

- -

-
-

-
-
-

- -
-
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Still, it would be a problem if flowering 
plants like violets reproduced only asexu
ally, says Shijia Peng, a former postdoc
toral fellow in Davis’s lab who conduct
ed the bulk of the research for the study, 
which was published in the Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences. “It would 
decrease genetic diversity” and eventu
ally “maybe lead to extinction,” says Peng, 
now at the University of Oxford. 

As the climate changes, the study 
found, so too does the relationship be

tween bees and flowers. Using 
herbarium specimens and 
crowdsourced observations 

from amateur naturalists, Peng 
focused on 23 violet and seven bee 

species. She built a dataset of more 
than 15,000 violet observations collect
ed from 1895 to 2018 and more than 6,700 
crowdsourced bee observations collect
ed between 1900 and 2022. This yielded 
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thousands of datapoints, each tak
en at a specific location across the 
eastern United States. 

-

-

-

-
-

-

-
- -
-
-

By mapping the flowering, fruit
ing, and climate information and 
cross-referencing it with bee ob
servations, the researchers could 
see when bees and violet flowers 
were in the same place at the same 
time—and found an increasing 
separation between the two part
ners. During the last 120 years, ris
ing temperatures have shifted when 
violets bloom, while the timing for 
bees remains the same, Davis says: 
“They’re falling out of sync with 
each other.” 

This research suggests that the 
usual practice of quantifying a giv
en species’ extinction risk—which 
doesn’t consider its interactions 
with other organisms—might not 
tell the full story. Peng argues that global 
conservation frameworks, based on de
cades of studies that don’t take coopera
tive mutualisms into account, may be un

derestimating some species’ true level of 
vulnerability. The new study’s “stunning 
insight,” says Davis, “was that, if you look 
only at the plant side of the equation, you 

don’t see particular threats to the spe
cies. It’s only once you factor in this in
terlocking mutualism that the picture of 
the threats starts to really crystallize.” 
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W HEN I WAS TEACHING  Harvard under
graduates a decade or so ago, a student 

shared a prophecy her mother delivered 
while dropping her off at campus for the 

first time. Pointing to one of the many 
placards emblazoned with “Harvard” near 

the Yard, the mother looked at her daughter 
and said: “Those are the last two A’s you’re 

ever going to need.” 

-
-

-

-

-

-

-
- -

-

- -

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

That mother clearly understood something important, not 
just about the golden ticket a Harvard degree is thought to 
represent, but also about her daughter and about Harvard cul
ture. She likely knew she had an overachiever on her hands 
and that a tireless pursuit of top marks could easily spoil her 
daughter’s time in Cambridge. What she did not anticipate 
was how her daughter’s experience 
of college would change when the 
A’s started raining down.  

On February 6, a Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences (FAS) subcommitee 
released recommendations for ma
jor changes in the College’s grad
ing policy, aimed at curbing the 
grade inflation that has come to de
fine Harvard’s academic enterprise. 
The suggestions will likely domi
nate conversations on campus this 
spring, following months of concern 
over Harvard’s grading excesses. A’s 
were commonplace by 2014, when I 
started teaching in Harvard’s man
datory first-year expository writing 
program, informally known as “Ex
pos.” They were even more abundant 
when I left the program for a maga
zine job in 2021. Last October, the FAS 
released a report that quantified the 
change: solid A’s made up 24 percent 
of final grades in the College in 2005, 
40.3 percent in 2015, and 60.2 percent 
by the spring of 2025. (Eliminating 
non-letter grades like pass-fail from the calculation makes the 
problem even more stark: nearly two-thirds of all letter grades 
are currently A’s.) 

After the October report, a bevy of think pieces on grade in
flation at Harvard emerged. Most invoke an archetypal Harvard 
student: blithely skating her way across campus toward perma
nently elite status, a tear forming at the corner of her eye at the 
mere mention of an A-minus. In this sketch, there’s a kernel of 
truth. Most of us who’ve taught here in the past 10 years have 
hosted at least a few students in our offices crying over their 
grades. After I gave one student a B as her final grade, she sent 
me a blunt email detailing all the reasons she deserved an A 
instead—a fit of pique that came 
across as entitled. 

But I also suspect this portrait 

of the arrogant, A-bedecked Harvard student grows more out 
of preconceived notions of the College than from any under
standing of how students experience grade inflation. Take my 
angry emailer, for example. What was she thinking her mis
sive would accomplish? Did she imagine I would throw up my 
hands and say, “By God, you do deserve an A!” Beneath her Hail 
Mary note ran a strong undercurrent of desperation. 

How grade 
inflation 
created 

“the most 
stressed-out 

world 
of all.” 

This brings us to how grade inflation generates a counterin
tuitive effect: instead of producing self-satisfied, complacent 
students, it supercharges their anxious striving. As Amanda 
Claybaugh, the dean of undergraduate education who authored 
the October grade inflation report, told me, “One might expect 
that a world where everyone got A’s would be a very relaxed 
world, but actually, it’s the most stressed-out world of all.” 

Claybaugh, a professor of English, is driving the effort to 
reconsider academic evaluation at 
Harvard. Runaway grade inflation, 
she notes, may undermine the edu
cational mission, since it’s unclear, 
when grades are this high, if adequate 
correction of student work is taking 
place, or if course material is genu
inely challenging. Part of the broader 
FAS goal of “re-centering academics,” 
the grade inflation initiative is meant 
to preserve the value of a Harvard de
gree, which could be diluted as A’s 
proliferate and an impression of lax 
academic standards spreads beyond 
campus. 

WHEN I SPOKE  to Claybaugh last fall, 
she confirmed that my frustrated 
Expos students were part of a larger 
phenomenon in the College. Faculty 
teaching large introductory courses 
routinely field about 200 grade change 
requests for every exam, “which is an 
enormous amount of pressure and la
bor. And they grade very carefully in 
the first place,” she explained. “They 

also say that they feel students can’t take in the feedback they’re 
getting because they’re so fixed on arguing for why they need 
an A.” 

The psychology driving this grade-frenzied atmosphere stems 
from the way A’s flooding the marketplace changes their value as 
a currency, rendering them both essential and trash at the same 
time. When you feel that everybody’s got an A, then you must 
get one, too—every time—or you have failed to keep up with 
the mainstream. Yet all the A’s in the world will still do zilch to 
get you ahead. 

Several current undergraduates I spoke to described the 
stress this situation has produced among a student body de

termined to excel. “Grade infla
tion means there’s no way to tell 
a great student apart from a good by LINDSAY MITCHELL 
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student,” math concentrator Gil’i Zaid ’26 told me. “People who 
want to differentiate themselves can’t do it by taking a reason
able number of classes and doing well in them. You can only 
do it if you take six classes and get overwhelmed by work. Or 
through taking the regular four, then adding in four extracur
riculars and pouring yourself into them.” 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

In turn, the swelling fear of not keeping up with the perfectly 
graded masses discourages students from taking academic risks. 
On campus, stories abound of introductory classes populated 
by enrollees who don’t need them—many have already taken 
a version of the same class in high school—but who are will
ing to repeat the material to have their A outcome in the bag. 
In those classes, if there’s a curve set by the highest or median 
score, students taking the class to actually learn the material 
are often left to claim the lower grades. 

And instead of picking courses that might prove challenging or 

just exploratory, many students aggressively seek out “gems,” the 
new Harvard slang for “guts”: easy classes without rigorous grad
ing schemes. Meanwhile, the number of students taking classes 
pass-fail drifts upward, as students cower before intimidating 
subjects and elect the route that obviates grading altogether. 

In my Expos classes, the students’ risk aversion showed itself 
first during individual conferences, when I met with every per
son to discuss their drafts. One of the most common problems 
with first-year essays is that they often argue a fairly superficial 
thesis. One goal of the conferences, then, was to demonstrate to 
students how to engage more deeply with the course material 
so they could go home and craft an argument that was more 
complex and based on rigorous observation. 

I was stymied when students fixated on leaving our talk with 
a fully articulated thesis statement that had been green-lighted 

by me. I would repeatedly steer them back to their assigned 
reading, suggesting strategies for finding patterns of evidence, 
only to have the students wildly pepper me with new thesis 
statements they came up with off the tops of their heads. Their 
urge to quickly receive a guarantee of an A was so strong it 
muffled my actual advice.  

After the conference, terrified students would often email 
me their revised drafts repeatedly to get me to say they were 
“okay” before I graded them. On occasion, someone emailed 
me every couple of hours when I didn’t respond immediately. 
With one abject soul, I was able to track her miserable night 
by looking at the string of messages she dispatched through 
the wee hours, while I was sleeping. She had sent me her the
sis statement over and over—with each successive iteration 
showing an almost imperceptible tweak—pleading with me 
to tell her if it sounded like an A thesis. 

One enterprising 
freshman, seeking as
surance that his A was 
nigh, looked me up on
line and realized I was 
a resident tutor liv
ing in one of the Quad 
houses—a good dis
tance from the freshman 
housing in the Yard. On 
the night before the fi
nal version of his paper 
was due, he knocked on 
my bedroom door well 
after midnight, covered 
in sweat. He had hoofed 
it all the way from the 
Square, draft in hand, 
hoping to convince me 
to check it for remain
ing deficiencies before 
he turned it in for real 
nine hours later. 

THESE ARE,  as you can 
imagine, miserable situations for everyone involved. In fact, the 
part of grade inflation that possibly strikes closest to the heart 
of the educational mission is the way it has compromised the 
relationship between faculty and students. 

When students become this obsessed with grades, the stu
dent-teacher interaction is reframed in crudely transaction
al terms. And in my experience, students often react to their 
grades in a way that suggests that they conceive of the grades’ 
significance very differently than their instructors do.  

To me, the grades I awarded had an extremely localized mean
ing that reflected student performance on specific assignments. 
In my way of thinking, it would have been reasonable if stu
dents’ grades improved during the semester as they showed 
greater mastery of the course material. 

But many students obviously believed their grades came closer 
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to denoting their whole worth. I, as the instructor, acted merely as 
a giver of A’s, and my willingness (or lack thereof) to grant them in 
turn defined the value of the student, who would go out into the 
world and make money or attain status in proportion to her graded 
value. With this mindset, my students mostly received solid A’s 
with an attitude of relief rather than 
joy. Any grade below that, on the other 
hand, landed as deflating or even ruin
ous, depending on how GPA-depen
dent that student’s future plans were. 

When students fear that any non-
A grade might eliminate them from 
consideration in the next competi
tion, they increasingly see faculty as 
a threat. Willa Fogelson ’26, a math 
concentrator, told me this can be a 
particular problem in departments 
where most students’ post-gradua
tion plans require high GPAs. “Math 
majors are…sometimes the most afraid 
that they won’t get [an A],” she said. 
“That’s the crux of the issue from 
where I’m sitting. I would like to 
think there was a time when there 
was this inherent trust between stu
dents and professors, and I don’t think 
that exists anymore.” 

According to Gurney professor of English literature and pro
fessor of comparative literature emeritus James Engell, a long
time thinker on the purpose of higher education, the disconnect 
emerges when students’ rising fixation on grades combines 
with increased time pressures on students and faculty, lead
ing to fewer opportunities for face-to-face conferences where 
the discussion roams beyond grading. “You need to treat the 
student as a whole human being, not just a person trying to do 

well in a particular class,” he explained. “You get to sit down and 
get to know the student and understand where they’re coming 
from, what their background is, what their hopes are…When 
we completely separate evaluation and this broader advising, 
we’re going down a bad path.” 

When students 
become this 

obsessed with 
grades, the 

student-teacher 
interaction  
is framed in  

transactional terms.  

THE AGATHA CHRISTIE-WORTHY my s
tery that now haunts the campus is 
what level of work the students are 
actually doing amidst the torrent of 
A’s. This gets at the question of how 
much grade compression (the narrow
ing of the grade range) is reflecting 
grade inflation (the extent to which 
those grades are granted for lesser 
work than they used to be). Depend
ing on whom you’re talking to, today’s 
students might either be megawatt 
stars—the best of all time, deserving 
of their higher grades—or faded shad
ows of previous generations. 

-
-
-

-
-

-

-

-

- -

-
- -

-

Both viewpoints rest on at least a 
few shaky assumptions, including 
vague guesses about what Harvard 
students “used to be like.” At one Ex
pos faculty lunch I attended, a chorus 

bemoaning the current state of literacy in the College dominated 
the clacking of forks against plates, until one instructor revealed 
she’d excavated a quote from one of the original Expos instruc
tors in the 1880s (Expos was founded in 1872). It almost exactly 
matched the substance and tone of the complaining we had just 
been doing: the quality of student writing was shoddy, by Jove. 

In truth, it’s hard to say how current Harvard students stack 
up compared to generations past. While modern students 
fought their way to the top of a much larger heap than in the 

Grading at Harvard: A Primer 
ON FEBRUARY 6, the Subcommittee on Grading of the Un
dergraduate Educational Policy Committee recommended 
two changes to the College’s grading policy. One is to im
pose a 20 percent cap on A grades in every class—with four 
additional A’s permitted per class to give more flexibility in 
small seminars. (There would be no caps on A-minuses, B’s, 
or other grades.) The second is to calculate honors granted 
inside Harvard using average percentile rank rather than 
grade-point average. Enacting these changes will require a 
full vote of the faculty, likely this spring. Here’s how grades 
are currently determined at the College: 

- -

-
-

-

-

While administrators monitor grade distributions, they 
do not currently impose faculty-wide requirements govern
ing how many A’s professors may award. The only universal 
grading standard appears in the Harvard College Student 
Handbook, which defines an A or an A-minus as work of “ex

cellent quality,” demonstrating full mastery of the subject, 
with an A reserved for “extraordinary distinction.” 

Grading practices vary widely, with instructors deter
mining how grades are calculated and how much weight to 
assign to exams, written work, and participation. In some 
large introductory courses or multi-section classes, instruc
tors apply mild curves to ensure consistency across sections. 
But most courses rely on absolute performance standards. 
Faculty members have final authority over grades, though 
students may request reviews. Any grade changes must be 
approved by the registrar. 

With an instructor’s permission, undergraduates may 
elect to take any letter-graded course pass-fail, though 84 
letter-graded credits (out of 128 total credits) are required for  
graduation. Certain courses, including tutorials and First-
Year Seminars, are graded as “satisfactory” or “unsatisfactory” 
rather than with letter grades and do not count toward the 
graduation requirement. —OLIVIA FARRAR  
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days when the mob simply migrated from Exeter every year, 
they’re also a generation whose attentional resources have 
suffered from exposure to social media and other addictive 
technologies. Many experienced a style of “concerted cultiva
tion” parenting—loaded up with activities to prepare them for 
the college admissions process—that taught them to instru
mentalize every moment but wasn’t so hot for encouraging 
them to lounge around a full day with a novel. 

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

So it makes more sense to think about what our students do 
well versus what they struggle with, and whether our grades 
reflect those realities. In my own classes, I frequently encoun
tered reading comprehension issues serious enough to hamper 
the putative goal of a writing class—and even seemed to wit
ness students’ reading skills degrading in real time. In my early 
Expos days, I liked to bring an old Lampoon parody of a Harvard 
student essay into class to read aloud 
together—with each person taking 
the next sentence round robin at 
the seminar table—as a lightheart-
ed way to kick off a discussion of my 
students’ own papers. After several 
years, though, I noticed more and 
more students seemed unfamiliar 
with the vocabulary in the paro
dy, with many now stumbling over 
words like “penchant,” “motif,” and 
“preponderance.” I finally stopped 
bringing the Lampoon piece to class, 
since by then the laughs had turned 
scarce and the faces had turned red 
with embarrassment. 

These students were not puffed 
up with unjustified praise, like the 
entitled Harvardian of the grade inflation think pieces. They 
showed awareness that they were not performing as well as they 
should. In fact, I suspect many Harvard students recognize that 
they’ve occasionally received high grades for mediocre work 
in the College. Claybaugh told me she recently encountered a 
senior looking back on his time at Harvard who told her that 
he’d earned a lot of A’s he didn’t deserve. But every grade he 
got that wasn’t an A, he knew he did deserve. 

Teaching Expos in the College, I came to recognize this mind
set. Many students feel the inflated grades they’ve received com
pose a smooth edifice that surrounds them and could crumble 
at any moment to reveal the pockmarked reality of their perfor
mance. For some, this can become a source of shame, because 
their inflated A’s suggest their faults are unspeakable and must 
be hidden, whereas, for all they know, other students’ A’s are 
entirely deserved. Grade inflation then becomes a dimension 
of imposter syndrome that reflects other aspects of this gen
eration’s coming-of-age experience. It is similar to looking re
peatedly at a friend’s social media posts portraying her life as 
perfect, while knowing that your own posts were curated to 
obscure a multitude of flaws. 

Grade inflation can be just as poisonous for students who 
believe absolutely in the legitimacy of their grades. I talked to 

one crying student who confessed that her plan at Harvard had 
always been to be one of the smartest in her cohort, before she 
earned a few subpar marks one semester. Now she believed 
she had to figure out a new identity, less founded on her intel
ligence. Her self-image was so premised on getting only A’s—a 
psychology imprinted by her grade-inflated environment—that 
a couple of minor breaches in her parade of perfect grades ex
tending back through childhood was enough to limit her sense 
of her own intellectual potential.   

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

The challenge  
will be to help  

students feel they’re 
working hard within  

a system that  
has meaning. 

AMID THE HAND-WRINGING  over Harvard’s grade inflation re
port, some have suggested making every course pass-fail or 
eliminating grading completely. But letter grading won’t eas
ily be replaced with other means of communicating how well 
students are doing. I can tell a student she’s improved, sure, but 

that concept sounds squishy and ab
stract, whereas saying her grade has 
risen from a B to a B-plus sounds like 
quantifiable progress. A more strin
gent grading system helps students 
believe that education is real because 
it creates friction. Without pushback, 
who is to say we are doing anything 
at all? 

Engell told me this feeling of dis
comfort is central to his idea of what 
education is. “Education should be 
uncomfortable for students and fac
ulty alike, meaning you’re challenged, 
you’re frustrated, you’re presented 
with ideas or points of view that you 
don’t accept when you initially hear 
them,” he said. “Education is not a 

comfortable business, nor should it be.” 
The next challenge for educators will be figuring out how to 

help students feel they’re working hard within a system that 
has meaning. The only time grade inflation became an explicit 
topic of conversation in one of my Expos classes, my students 
told me that the problem was not that many professors were 
giving high grades while a few were giving low ones—it was 
that the students had no idea when this was going to be the 
case. They described times when they had poured effort into 
a course, only to realize that students turning in a slapdash 
product had received the same grade. And they described other 
times, in other classes, when they were lulled into a sense of 
security and let their attention wander to an extracurricular 
or a personal issue, and then were given a much harsher grade 
than they were used to receiving for that level of effort. On that 
day, my students—beneficiaries and victims of grade inflation 
both—did not seem like anyone’s idea of an entitled Harvard 
student. They just seemed unmoored. 

The February 6 recommendations propose two major changes 
to the College’s grading policy. One is to impose a 20 percent 
cap on the A grades in every class—with four additional A’s per
mitted per class to give more flexibility in small seminars that 
often attract advanced and highly motivated students. (There 
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would be no caps on A-mi
nuses, B’s, or lower grades.) 
The second is to calculate 
honors granted inside Har
vard (such as Phi Beta Kap
pa) using students’ average 
percentile rank rather than 
grade-point average. Enact
ing these changes would 
require a full vote of Har
vard’s faculty, likely to take 
place this spring. 

-

-
-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-
- -

-

-

-

Ultimately, curbing 
grade inflation will re
quire cooperation from fac
ulty and students—both 
of whom have reasons to 
resist reform. Claybaugh 
told me that a 2011 paper 
by Diker-Tishman profes
sor of sociology emeritus 
Christopher Winship on 
the impossibility of elim
inating grade inflation 
still haunts her. Winship 
coined the concept of the “low-low contract,” where faculty 
and students learn to ask very little of each other. As one of 
Claybaugh’s faculty colleagues put it to her, referring to the 
one-to-five range on student evaluations of teachers, “We give 
them all A’s, and they give us all fives.” 

The October report also offered a glimpse of the hard road 
ahead, mentioning failed attempts to mitigate grade inflation 
at Princeton, Wellesley, Cornell, Dartmouth, and Yale. Even 
if Harvard’s effort succeeds, many students understandably 
fear it will only put Harvard students at a disadvantage when 
pitted against students from schools where grades remain 
inflated. 

Most of the students I talked to about the grade inflation 
report, even while admitting grades are too high, took a defen
sive stance. They were already being worked to the point of ex
haustion—and now Harvard was talking about making things 
harder yet? These conversations confirmed how entrenched 
grade inflation is in the modern educational landscape. To re
instate strict academic standards, Harvard will need to help 
students see how a world with fewer A’s could be a better one 
for all involved.   

IN MY FINAL DAYS  teaching at the College, I sometimes thought 
of a famous Harvardian who was rumored to have gotten an 
(uninflated!) B in Expos: T.S. Eliot, A.B. 1910, A.M. ’11, Litt.D. 
’47. I like to imagine it was his time in Expos that inspired him 
to write the lines from “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” 
penned while he was still a student: “There will be time, there 
will be time…Time for you and time for me,/And time yet for a 
hundred indecisions,/And for a hundred visions and revisions.” 

I can’t say why Eliot was mulling over the arc of time when 

he was 22. But I wished my College students could remember 
that they had so much yet to experience beyond Harvard. I 
was older, and tended to have a different idea of what disaster 
looked like, and what it was possible to recover from. 

Maybe even more than showing them how to write a bang-
up essay, that’s the 
perspective I would 
have wished to share 
with my Harvard 
first-years as they 
embarked on four 
years here: You may 
find you don’t have 
time for a hundred 
visions and revi
sions. But it’s prob
ably still true that 
you can settle for a 
B, and it won’t be the 
thing that sinks you. 

Because if there’s a 
lesson to be learned 
from Eliot, who 
went on from Har
vard to become one 
of the great American poets—and who in fact got D’s in his 
other classes that first year—it’s that your college grades are 
hardly the end of the story.  

Make the Grade 
What should 
Harvard College do—
if anything—about 
grade inflation? 
Go to harvardmagazine.
com/grade-inflation to cast 
your vote. 

And turn to page 64  
for the results of last issue’s 
“Law in a Lifeboat” survey. 

Lindsay Mitchell is a former Harvard resident tutor, Expos instructor, and 
senior editor of Harvard Magazine. She lives in Wichita, Kansas.
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Harvard’s 
Egalitarian 
Education 
For 100 years, Harvard Extension 

School has offered an 
unconventional path to college.Now, 

it’s growing faster than ever. 

by Lydialyle Gibson 

ON A SUNNY THURSDAY LAST SEPTEMBER,  more than 
400 people crowded into the pews in Harvard’s 
Memorial Church, wearing identical crimson lan
yards with the words “Continuing Education” 
printed on the strap. The mood was giddy, with 
a touch of newcomer jitters. Many had traveled 

across the country—or even the world—to attend this convocation cer
emony for students newly admitted to a degree program at one of the 
largest and least talked-about parts of the University: the Harvard Ex
tension School.   

-

-

-
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All this angst stems from a  
paradox at the heart of the 
relationship between the school and 
the rest of the University. 

Nancy Coleman, the dean of the Division of Continuing Edu
cation (DCE), which houses the Extension School, looked out 
at the sea of students. Many were in their 30s, 40s, or older, and 
would spend the next few years taking remote classes at night 
and on weekends, while juggling full-time jobs and family re
sponsibilities. Coleman told them that they were now Harvard 
students. “Wherever you are coming from, whatever your story, 
know this,” she said, “you are welcome here.” She paused, then 
emphasized again, “You belong here.”  

DCE deans have been delivering a version of this message at 
every convocation since 2018, when Harvard Extension School 
(HES) began holding the annual ceremony. They keep repeating 
it in part because people need to hear it. Type “Harvard Exten
sion School” into Google, and a list of related search sugges
tions pops up, including “Can anyone go to Harvard Extension 
School?” and “Is Harvard Extension School actually Harvard?” 
Questions about the legitimacy of an Extension School diploma 
erupted in 2023 over an online bio belonging to anti-DEI provo
cateur Christopher Rufo, A.L.M. ’22, which seemed to blur the 
distinction between his HES degree and a traditional Harvard 
master’s in government. And in his book “The Gates 
Unbarred”: A History of University Extension at Harvard, 
1910-2009—its title taken from a poem by the 
late Boylston professor Seamus Heaney—the 
school’s former longtime dean Michael Shi
nagel writes that HES is often “overlooked or 
totally ignored” in University histories that 
are otherwise exhaustive. 

Established in 1910, HES is one of the coun
try’s leading continuing education schools, a 
field that, until a couple of decades ago, was 
very small. “It lived very much on the mar
gins of higher education,” says Suzanne 
Spreadbury, the HES dean of academic 
programs. “Harvard was an outlier.” 
Today, most American colleges and 
universities have some kind of con
tinuing education school, although 
Harvard’s remains one of the most 
academically diverse and demand
ing, enrolling more than 13,000 
students, about 4,000 of whom 
are candidates for bachelor’s or 
master’s degrees. (Anyone can sign 
up to take individual courses, but there 
is an admissions process for entering a 
degree program.) Financially, HES not 

only pays for itself through tuition revenue, 
but generates a surplus. Since 1975, it has 
been part of the DCE, which is in turn housed 
within the Faculty of Arts and Sciences. 

Latanya Sweeney, A.L.B. ’95 
“The Extension School was pivotal,” 
says the current Harvard professor.  

“It gave me the ability to regain 
my academic sense of self.” 

For years, HES student groups have lob
bied without success to change their degree 
names, which they view as outdated and 
stigmatizing. The diplomas for every other 
school at Harvard list an academic concen

tration, but HES graduates, no matter their field of study—cre
ative writing, biotechnology, cybersecurity—receive a bach
elor’s or master’s of liberal arts in “extension studies.” 

-

-
- -

-

-
-

-
-

- -

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

All this angst stems from a paradox at the heart of the re
lationship between the school and the rest of the University. 
Much of Harvard’s prestige has historically been tied to its 
exclusivity. Last year, nearly 48,000 people applied to Harvard 
College; only 4.2 percent got in. 

But HES—with its open enrollment policy, relatively low 
tuition, and a catalog of 900-plus courses, nearly all of them 
online—is one of the most egalitarian parts of Harvard. It’s “the 
ultimate democratic experiment,” Shinagel says, with a different 
kind of mindset. At the College, the major mark of achievement 
is gaining admission, but for degree-seekers at  HES, it’s getting 
to graduation. The school’s whole purpose is to make academic 
learning accessible to as many people as possible, and to give 
them flexibility to design their own academic paths, whether 
they’re taking one-off courses for personal enrichment, earn
ing a professional certificate, or applying for formal admission 
to a degree program. At a time when U.S. President Donald 

Trump’s administration is pressuring elite institutions 
like Harvard to invest in workforce development and 

skills-based vocational programs, the University can 
point to HES as a place where that kind of invest
ment is already deep and longstanding.  

Indeed, the bigger question HES raises isn’t 
whether it’s “really” a part of Harvard or wheth
er its students “belong” here—indisputably, that 
answer is yes—but instead something deeper: 
what is education for? 

LATANYA SWEENEY remembers shedding tears 
when she saw the HES banner at a college 

fair in downtown Boston  in 1990. Now the 
Paul professor of the practice of govern

ment and technology, Sweeney is a giant 
in computer science, a scholar whose 

work helped launch the fields of data 
privacy and algorithmic fairness. 

She’s also deeply embedded in the 
College, having spent 10 years as 
a Currier House faculty dean. 
But in 1990, she was a 30-year-old 

without a college degree, in a state 
of what she calls “academic despair.” A 
decade earlier, she had left MIT to start 
her own computer company. Business 
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was thriving, but she felt stuck: without academ
ic credentials, she couldn’t publish her ideas in 
peer-reviewed journals. And she feared it was 
too late to get those credentials—at least, not 
without giving up her job and salary. 

Priya Tahiliani, A.L.M. ’13
The current school superinten

dent studied literature while work
ing as an English teacher and in
corporated her HES classes into 
her lessons, sharing her marked-

up papers with her students. 

At HES she was able to regain her educa
tional footing. After earning a bachelor’s in 
computer science in 1995, she re-enrolled at 
MIT, this time as a Ph.D. student. Sweeney 
often describes HES as a “lighthouse” 
for people like her who had been de
railed from the traditional path and 
“thought our academic lives were 
over.” She recalls one HES class
mate who discovered late in life 
that she wanted to be a doc
tor, and another who finally 
got her college degree at the 
same time as her son. Another 
had returned to school qui
etly to earn the undergraduate 
diploma that his coworkers assumed he 
already had. 

-

-

-

-

-

-

“What the Extension School allowed,” 
Sweeney says, “was this kind of diligent 
work—one foot in front of the other, 
even if the most you could do between 
life and work and raising children was one course a semester, 
year after year.”

From the beginning, HES was intended to make college-level 
classes available to people who, for whatever reason, couldn’t go 
to college—including, explicitly, women and members of the 
working class. The concept grew out of the Lowell Institute, 
an organization founded by John Lowell Jr., a Boston textile 
manufacturing scion who attended Harvard for two years be
fore dropping out in poor health. He died young in 1836 and 
left a will stipulating that half his wealth be used to provide 
public lecture courses in Boston. The most popular ones were 
to be free, while more “abstruse” six-month courses, Lowell 
decreed, should cost no more than “two bushels of wheat.” 

-

The Lowell Institute took off immediately—people lined the 
streets for tickets, and some lecture series had as many as 10,000 
applicants. Among the instructors in those early decades were 
Harvard luminaries including William James, M.D. 1869, LL.D. 
1903 (psychology), Asa Gray, LL.D. 1875 (botany), and Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr., A.B. 1861, LL.B. ’66, LL.D. ’95 (government). 

In 1900, A. Lawrence Lowell, A.B. 1877, LL.B. ’80, a cousin of 

John Jr., was named the head of the Lowell In
stitute. When he became president of Harvard 

nine years later, his first major undertaking—
even before his famously ambitious reforms 
to undergraduate education—was to es
tablish an extension school on campus. 
The institute was its model. For several 
years already, Lowell had been revamping 
that organization, transforming its lecture 
courses into a more systematic program of 

adult education and persuading Har
vard faculty colleagues to teach 

their regular classes again in 
the evenings at the institute. 
One of the institute’s phi
losophy students wrote 
in 1910 of his classmates: 
“Young and old, black and 
white, artisans and teach
ers, men and women—who 

had questioned the meaning 
of life, and the universe, were eager 
to compare their thoughts with the 
questioners of all time. It was an au
dience to challenge any professor’s 
attention and respect.” 

-

-

-

-

-

-

From  the beginning, HES was 
intended to make college-level classes 
available to people who, for whatever 
reason, couldn’t go to college. 

That same year, Harvard leaders 
authorized the formation of a Department of University Ex
tension. It awarded its first degrees in 1913, to John Coulson 
and Ellen Marie Greany. 

-

Many elements from those early years carry through to today, 
including an emphasis on accessibility. Classes now cost more 
than two bushels of wheat, but the overall tuition price for a 
complete bachelor’s degree ranges from $34,560 to $69,120, ac
cording to the school’s website (the cost varies depending on 
factors like financial aid and the number of transferable credits 
from other colleges). For a master’s degree, the total tuition is 
about $41,000. The admissions process at HES is similarly geared 
toward inclusion, while also imposing a level of rigor. Rather 
than submit a traditional application, students who want to 
enter a degree program must first score a B or higher in three 
required HES courses—the lineup varies by concentration but 
always includes courses in research methods and writing. “Earn 
your way in” is the school’s tagline for this process, which has 
been in place for decades.

-

Students come to HES for all kinds of reasons. Priya Tahiliani, 
A.L.M. ’13, was a Boston schoolteacher about to start a family 

who needed a master’s degree to keep 
her teaching license. She went on to 
earn a doctorate and is now the su
perintendent of the Brockton, Mass., 
public school district. Connie Askin, 
A.L.B. ’93, the CEO of the Worces
ter, Mass., chapter of Big Brothers 
Big Sisters, grew up on a Minnesota 
farm, the youngest of six children, 

-

-

-
-

-
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hungry for a college ed
ucation. She moved to 
Boston and got a job 
as a secretary, then 
enrolled in classes at 
HES.

-

HES classes in the 1960s were taught 
to sailors on a Navy submarine.

Connie Askin, A.L.B. ’93
The nonprofit CEO says HES 

“opened up the world,” 
recalling the “thrilling 

intellectual energy” in the class
room after a long workday and 

a bus ride into Cambridge.

Anna Soltys Morse, 
A.L.B. ’18, was a child of 

academics for whom 
s c h o o l  n e ve r 

quite fit. After 
a failed start 
at college, 
she spent 
several years 

working as a 
wilderness guide 
and dogsledder. 
Now she works all 
over the world as 
an acrobat. 

“This was the 
only way I could get a degree,” says Morse, who concentrated 
in humanities and graduated cum laude. Some semesters she took 
four courses, other semesters only one or two. “And then there 
were times when, you know, I didn’t have electricity,” she 
says, because she was out in the woods leading a trip, “and 
so it was not possible to take classes. The flexibility was 
very important.” 

Ariel Gamiño, A.L.M. ’03
“When you’re  taking classes,” says 
the software engineer, “you feel the 

weight of history—Harvard’s history, 
but also the Extension School’s.”

Ariel Gamiño, A.L.M. ’03, the HES alumni association 
president, took his own winding path through higher 
education. He arrived in the United States from Mexico 
at 17, and after learning English, studied computer science 
in community college before graduating from the Univer
sity of Texas at Austin. He stumbled upon HES years later 
while living in Boston, when he found out that his employer 
would reimburse his course tuition.

-

At first, he just explored new interests—pho
tography, psychology—but then he realized he 
could get a degree. Gamiño spent the next 
five years studying for a master’s in soft
ware engineering, eventually using his 
education to land a job in artificial in
telligence. “People who attend the Ex
tension School want to keep learning,” 
he says. 

-

-

-
-

The average age of HES students is 
mid-30s, and most are mid-career, so tran
scripts and test scores don’t mean as much. Instead, 
with the earn-your-way-in model, “we get to see 
what type of academic work they can do now,” 

-

Coleman, the DCE dean, says. “Can they handle the rigor of 
the program? And by the time they finish the three courses, they 
know what they’re getting into. And we know who they are.” 

The courses themselves also retain much of the school’s 
founding DNA. There are now dozens of subject areas for stu
dents to choose from—including modern-day fields such as 
finance, digital media, and industrial psychology—but liberal 
arts remain at the heart of the curriculum. To earn a bachelor’s 
degree, for instance, students must take courses in the sci
ences, social sciences, and humanities, as well as in a foreign 
language and moral reasoning. Many HES classes are taught 
by Harvard faculty members (the exact number fluctuates, 
but this year, it’s roughly one-third of the courses). Other 
classes are led by faculty members from other universities 
or industry experts outside academia. Anthony Amore, the 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum’s head of security and the 
lead investigator in the infamous unsolved 1990 heist, teaches 
a class on art crime, a part of the HES museum studies pro
gram; Hugh Fink, a former Saturday Night Live writer, teaches 
television comedy sketch writing. 

-

-

-

In describing why they teach there, HES instructors often 
echo the Lowell Institute ethos. Kevin Madigan, the Winn re
search professor of ecclesiastical history at Harvard Divinity 

School, talks about HES’s ability to distribute 
Harvard’s “unparalleled blessings” to stu

dents around the world. Before online 
courses were the norm, he taught a 
Saturday morning seminar on cam
pus for many years. “I was always im
pressed that students would drive 
up from New York on Friday night,” 
he says. “That’s dedication.” 

-

-

-
-

Some travel from farther away. 
George Wendt (not the actor from 

Cheers), A.L.M. ’11, who now teaches 
at HES, got a master’s in manage

ment while simultaneously at
tending law school at Tu

lane. During summer 
and winter breaks, 
he would fly from 
New Orleans to 
take classes on 
Harvard’s cam
pus. “You might 
have to sacrifice 
your sleep and 

your hairline, but it 
can be done,” he says. “And it’s 
absolutely worth it.” 

-
-
-

-

  
Wendt’s frequent co-in-

 
-
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structor at HES (and his onetime professor) is John Paul Rol
lert ’01, a faculty member at the University of Chicago’s Booth 
School of Business who has taught courses on leadership and 
politics at HES for 20 years. Compared to his Univer
sity of Chicago business students and the classmates 
he knew as a Harvard undergraduate, the students 
he encounters in HES classrooms are typically old
er, with more diverse educational backgrounds. 
“They’ve lived real lives, and often lives not of 
immense privilege,” Rollert says. Especially in 
class discussions about modern American poli
tics, “they introduce vivid, lived experiences 
that often make the conversations richer,” he 
says. “It’s a different discussion when you’re 
talking with people who have always had to 
work for a living, or who are paying out of pocket 
themselves for the classes they’re taking.”

-

-

-

-

Anna Soltys Morse, A.L.B. ’18
“The hardest part” about HES, says 

the professional acrobat, “is defi
nitely finishing the degree.”

DURING THE PAST TWO DECADES,  HES 
has seen an explosion of growth. Be
tween 2010 and 2025, the number 
of master’s graduates more than 
doubled from 522 to around 1,200 
per year. Bachelor’s degrees held 
steadier overall, fluctuating be
tween about 130 and 190 gradu
ates per year. Class enrollments 
increased by more than 20 percent. And 
the school’s academic offerings surged: 
between 2012 and 2020, the number of 
courses nearly doubled, and the num
ber of certificates and microcertifi
cates—credentials that can be earned in just two to five class
es, and which can often be “stacked” toward credit for an HES  
bachelor’s or master’s degree—rose from a handful in the 2000s 
to now more than 40. 

-

-
-

-
-

-

 
Partly, this reflects national trends in the higher education mar

ketplace. Continuing education programs have proliferated in 
recent years and are in increasingly high demand, at a time when 
regular college enrollments have dropped 15 percent nationwide. 

-

New courses can go from conception 
to the course catalog within months.

“People ask me, is this a growing field? And I tell them, ‘Oh 
my God, it’s the only area that’s growing,’” says Robert Han
sen, the CEO of UPCEA, a national association of online and 
professional education programs (of which Harvard is a found
ing member). “One reason it’s growing is because the average 
college learner is now well into their 20s and often working, 
while the number of full-time residential college students is 
shrinking every year.” 

-

-

Coleman has seen this too. “At DCE, we’re not calling them 
non-traditional learners anymore,” she says, “because the non-

traditional learners have become the traditional learners.” In 
that environment, she says, it’s crucial for institutions to be 
able to offer a curriculum that is flexible, accessible—and, of

ten, online.
-

As one of the more market-focused parts of Harvard, 
HES has always been a locus of experimentation. It 
was an early innovator in distance learning, dating 

back to 1940s radio courses and classes taught to 
sailors on Navy submarines in the 1960s. “Since we 
teach in a non-traditional model,” Coleman says, 
with a leaner approval process than the rest of 
the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, “we can develop 
programs quicker” in response to student inter
est, employer demands, or current events. New 
courses can go from conception to the course cata

log within months. This year, the school debuted 
classes on tariff economics, journalism under author

itarian regimes, and Hollywood’s relation
ship to AI. It also launched several new 

certificate programs, including in AI 
and climate change management.  

-

-

-
-

A similar dynamism runs 
through HES’s approach to edu
cation. In 2008, the school revised 
its master’s degree requirements 
to allow students in professional 

concentrations the option of sub
mitting an applied research or creative 
project instead of a traditional thesis. A 
decade ago, HES opened that option to 
all master’s students, including those 
in liberal arts. Huntington Lambert, the 

DCE dean at the time, believes the change may have helped 
boost HES’s overall graduation rate, which rose from 73 to 
90 percent between 2010 and 2020. “We tried a lot of things 
and we learned a lot,” he says. “In particular we learned to 
try to do what the [student] tells you that they need in order 
to learn better.” 

-

-

Those successes fed into a sense of optimism at Septem
ber’s convocation ceremony, where Gamiño, the alumni as

sociation president, stood at the back 
in Memorial Church, beaming. He 
greeted the newly admitted degree-
seekers on their way into the ceremo
ny and then again on their way out, as 
everyone headed to a reception under 

a tent by the Science Center. “It’s always great being there,” 
Gamiño said later. “Being together, feeling the energy—
we have so many stories.” 

-
-

-

 

And the anxiety about belonging? He smiled. “That’s a phase 
all Extension School alumni go through,” he said. “But honestly, 
I can’t think of an alumni event where I didn’t feel like I be
longed. They welcome you. Like, ‘You’re a learner, you gradu
ated from our school. Welcome.’” 

-
-

Lydialyle Gibson is a senior editor at Harvard Magazine.

-
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-

Back 
with the 
Bonobos

-

-

-
-

-
-

-

Martin Surbeck’s 
research sheds light on 
these social primates—
and the powerful females 
who dominate their groups. 

by ANNIE ROTH

 
 
 

 

The young female  
Willow relaxes on a vine (left). 
Surbeck observes bonobos 
in the jungle during his 2019-
2020 trip to the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, the 
only place on Earth where 
bonobos roam free (above). 

I
N 2003,  a young Swiss researcher named Martin Surbeck 
found himself lost and wandering through a jungle in the Dem
ocratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). Just weeks earlier, he’d 
responded to an ad for a field assistant position that promised 
the opportunity to get close to bonobos, an elusive species of 

primate. As he trudged along in the sweltering heat, slogging 
through chest-high rivers and dodging the spikes and spines of 
dense foliage, he started to question his choice. “I thought, ‘What 
the heck am I doing here?’” he recalls. “‘Nobody knows where I 
am. What went wrong in my life to have me end up here?’” 

But he continued trekking, shadowing bonobos as they tra
versed the canopy above him on a route scientists had not seen 
them take before. Eventually, a pond packed with water lilies 
appeared. Surbeck watched as the bonobos waded into the wa
ter and plucked out the floating plants like partygoers pilfering 
hors d’oeuvres from a waiter’s tray. “It was extremely beautiful,” 
he says. From that moment, he was hooked.
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Now an associate professor in Harvard’s department of hu
man evolutionary biology, Surbeck has spent more time study
ing bonobos in the wild than nearly anyone else. On his jungle 
treks, he has observed behavior that shatters myths about these 
supposedly peaceable primates—and sheds light on the strong 

females who dominate their groups, 
helping their sons connect with good 
mates and banding together to keep 
the males in line.

Scientists have long been inter
ested in bonobos, a highly intelli
gent, socially sophisticated species 
that, along with chimpanzees, are 
our closest living relatives. Found only in the jungles of the DRC, 
they are the smallest living great apes, standing between three 
and four feet tall when upright and weighing upwards of 86 
pounds. They form social groups ranging from eight to 25 adults 
and engage in complex forms of communication, including the 
use of symbols, gestures, and vocalizations. 

Due to habitat loss and poaching, as well as their smaller 
population size, bonobos are an endangered species: only be
tween 10,000 and 50,000 of them remain in the wild. Because 
most studies have focused on groups in captivity, Surbeck’s long-
term fieldwork in the DRC stands out for its ability to follow 
their communities over time. “Bonobos, like us, are a long-lived 
species, and until recently we had access only to short snippets 
of individuals’ lives,” he says. “The emergence of long-term data 
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is very exciting, as it allows us to see how individuals change 
over time…and to modify the picture we have.” 

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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Surbeck with Leonard 
Nkanga, who has been integral 
to the camp’s founding and 
research efforts, in 2018 
(left); a young Surbeck at the 
LuiKotale camp in 2003 (above), 
during his first formative 
trip into the DRC jungle to 
follow bonobos in the wild
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For one, bonobos have sometimes been considered the hippies 
of the ape world because, unlike chimpanzees, they don’t engage 
in warfare and don’t tend to intentionally kill one another. But 
within a few years of fieldwork, Surbeck saw a variety of inter
actions that put that idea to the test: females teaming up to kill 
smaller primates, males constantly bickering among themselves, 
and bullying among members of a group. 

In his latest key study, published last year in the journal Com
munications Biology, Surbeck and his colleagues used decades’ 
worth of behavioral observations to show that females reign 
supreme in bonobo communities—often by forming what can 
be violent coalitions against males. If a male is causing prob
lems, for example, females will join forces to attack or intimi
date him. Males who back down lose social status, while their 
female adversaries gain it. Males who fight back risk injury and, 
in rare cases, death. “We have one visual where a male’s face has 
been ripped off,” Surbeck says. “So, this behavior can have very 
severe consequences.” 

Surbeck and his colleagues have also discovered that the higher 
a female’s social rank, the better access they have to food—and 
to quality mates for their sons. In other words, for the male off
spring of powerful mothers, it’s not their good looks or high 
earning potential that attracts females. It’s their  mother’s status 
within the community. 

“Females are very central in the group 
and the males are in the shadows of their 
moms,” Surbeck notes. “It’s not neces
sarily because the moms do something 
special, but because the sons have a key 
player…to whom they can always go. It’s 
like a social passport into the interesting 
domains of the bonobo society.” 

Bonobo mothers are not above trying 
to meddle in their sons’ love lives. During one incident, Surbeck 
witnessed an outraged mother yank the foot of a low-ranking 
male trying to mate with an attractive female—in an effort to 
keep them apart—because she wanted her own son to be with 
that female. Relatedly, because mothers and sons stay togeth
er for life, a bonobo mother can help boost her son’s 
chances of producing a higher number of grandchildren. 

“This pattern helps illustrate one possible pathway 
for the evolution of menopause,” Surbeck explains. “It 
can be advantageous for older females to shift from hav
ing more children themselves to supporting existing 
offspring and grandchildren, thereby improving the 
survival and reproductive success of their descendants.”

To gather data, Surbeck and his teams have spent 
countless hours over the years following bonobos, earn
ing their trust, and documenting their behavior while 
based at two field sites: first at LuiKotale (in the DRC’s 
Salonga National Park, Africa’s largest tropical rain
forest reserve) and later at Kokolopori, a community 
preserve. Days in the field begin at 3 A.M. with a hike 
through the jungle to areas where bonobo communi
ties slumber in their elaborate treetop nests. Research
ers then follow a group until sunset, trekking through 
the jungle’s labyrinthine underbrush as unobtrusively 
as possible, while the bonobos amble along or stop at 
feeding or grooming sites. 

https://www.harvardmagazine.com


-

Female bonobos reign supreme, 
often by forming violent coalitions
against the males.

For Surbeck, 49, the lush and perilous jungle fieldwork 
is exhilarating. He spent the majority of his late 20s and 
early 30s in the field, sometimes for as long as nine months 
at a time, tracking wild animals from dawn to nightfall, 
an intense practice known as focal following. “Colleagues 
will say, ‘I’m so glad I don’t have to do any more focal fol
lows,’” he says, “and I’m just like, ‘Hell, if only I could do 
more focal follows.’” 

SURBECK WAS BORN  in a small town in Switzerland, 
where he spent his summers in the Alps helping out 
with the cows on local farms. He quickly realized he 
wanted to work with animals. He earned his bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees in biology and zoology from the 

University of Zurich, spending time in India and Africa, where 
he studied birds and wasps. His early fieldwork with bonobos 
led to a doctoral degree at the University of Leipzig, where he 
focused on dominance, competition, and cooperation among 
bonobos, which other scientists at the time knew little about. 

In 2016, Surbeck established a new DRC field site at the Koko
lopori Bonobo Reserve, in collaboration with the Bonobo Conser
vation Initiative and Vie Sauvage, conservation organizations that 
had formed the reserve in 2003. In 2019, Surbeck joined the Har
vard faculty; his research team spends time at Kokolopori. The 
site enables him to study a population of bonobos—three dis
tinct communities that roam in that region—and compare those 
groups’ behaviors to those he documented while at LuiKotale. 

-
-

-

-

The individuals in the three Kokolopori bonobo groups are 

identified by the names of colors, musicians, and bodies 
of water (mostly in French). Researchers know them 
intimately. Much like humans, Surbeck says, bonobos 
have unique personalities and complex behaviors that 
make them difficult to stereotype. In both Kokolopori 
and LuiKotale, he’s been struck by the dramatic, soap 
opera-like aspects of bonobo society. 

He points to a young female named Amu in LuiKotale who 
had a hard time settling into a community. “She drove everyone 
a bit crazy: the males in the group, the females who were loosely 
attached to those males,” he says. “Yet the males would travel far 
beyond their usual home ranges to search for her whenever she 
left the group, trying to persuade her to return. When she did 
come back, she immediately became the center of attention. I 
have never seen anyone 
as popular as Amu.” 

In Kokolopori in 2019, 
Surbeck witnessed a 
trio of females gang 
up on a troublemaking 
male whom research
ers had identified as 
Gris. He had entered 
“a feeding tree and was 
kind of pestering” oth
ers and then, “all of a 
sudden, three or four 
high-ranking females 
just darted down on 

-

-

Four-year-old Evora (right); 
Nancy playing and sliding 
down a vine (bottom right); 
Brun, a juvenile male, 
lounging on a groom
ing log (bottom left) R
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him, out of the blue,” Surbeck recalls. “He leapt out of the 
tree, barely making it out, and ran off.” The females chased 
him away into the jungle and returned to the feeding tree 
a few minutes later “as if nothing had happened.” 

Bonobos, like this young 
mother, Saphir (top left), 
can migrate and take time 
to find a community they 
want to stay with. Mem
bers of the Ekalakala and 
Kokoalongo communities 
come together and interact 
on grooming logs (top right). 

He expected Gris to reappear as well, with a few scratch
es and a bruised ego. But he didn’t show up again on a re
search camera until more than a month later, roaming alone. 
“He eventually re-associated with the group,” Surbeck says. 
But he had clearly been put in his place. 

-
-

-

Surbeck’s research has documented many such instances of 
female dominance. His Communications Biology study used obser
vational data gathered between 1993 and 2021 to reveal that of 
1,786 conflicts documented between single males and single fe
males, females won the majority of them. 

-

-

One primary source of that female power is cooperation. Fe
males can prevail alone, Surbeck says, but their rate of success 
is much higher when they band together with other females or 
know they have that back-up support if needed. In communities 
where “they form frequent female coalitions,” he says, “they al

ways win.” Intimi
dating behavior, 
such as chasing and 
screaming, usually 
does the trick. But 
female coalitions, 
as noted above, are 
not opposed to a lit
tle violence; a male 
could lose a finger 
or a toe for crossing 
the wrong female.

-

-
-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

-

-
-

-

To view videos of bonobos 
in the wild, visit 

harvardmagazine.com/bonobos.
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In an earlier 
study, published 

in 2019 in Hormones and Behavior, Surbeck 
and colleagues pointed to a few potential 
sources of female cooperative bonding: 
same-sex sexual behavior and oxytocin. 
Female bonobos can often be seen rub
bing their genitals together in conjunction 
with situations of high tension or when a 
conflict is brewing. The researchers dis
covered that the females had higher lev

els of oxytocin—which can engender good 
will and cooperative behavior—following 
these same-sex sexual activities. 

Bonobo females aren’t monogamous, and 
they engage in frequent sexual activity—
to release tension, to promote cooperation 
and social cohesion, as well as to procre
ate—with multiple partners, both of the 
same and opposite sexes. For most social 

mammals, males leave their natal group (and join a different 
one) when they reach sexual maturity. But in bonobo society, 
young females are the ones to leave, moving to groups featuring 
other females to whom they are not related. 

Male bonobos, Surbeck has found, have 
their own ways of resolving conflicts with 
each other. In 2024, he and his colleagues 
published the results of a multi-year study 
showing that males in Kokolopori exhib
ited higher rates of conflict with each oth
er than did their chimpanzee counterparts. 
Yet while they bickered more than chimps, 
their squabbles rarely resulted in physical 
harm. At the end of the day, the “peace” that 
male bonobos keep, Surbeck says, is “root
ed in permanent argument”—not extreme 
violence. 

Surbeck is currently focusing on explor
ing this less violent, more socially inter
ventionistic approach to disputes—along 
with cooperative behavior among individual 
bonobos of the same and different commu
nities. Unlike chimpanzees, bonobos can 
get along with those outside of their own 

https://harvardmagazine.com/bonobos
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social groups. Some even move among communities, 
switching in and out, over time, without major fights 
and violence. 

The “peace” that male bonobos keep, Surbeck 
says, “is rooted in permanent argument.”

Contrasting behaviors of different primate species, 
Surbeck says, can help us evaluate how humans think 
about our own societies—and identify alternative 
ways of relating. Some people may look at human 
warfare, hostility, male sexual violence, and strictly 
patriarchal social structures and believe those be

haviors to be a part of our DNA, he explains, but bonobo 
communities show that these aspects of society are not evo
lutionarily inevitable. 

-

-

Humans are part of “this group of animals with extremely 
flexible behavior and a strong capacity for social learning. Our 
patterns of conflict, cooperation, gender relations, and power 
are therefore not rigidly fixed by biology,” he points out. “In
stead, they can change depending on history, culture, and en
vironment, which means there is a wide range of possible ways 
for human societies to be organized.” 

-
-

Cooperation, he says, is a vital avenue of his research moving 
forward. “What brings the group to
gether in a way that they can stay with 
each other?” Surbeck wants to know. 
“Under which social and ecological 
conditions, and given which individual 
characteristics, is cooperation and ex
change between groups most likely to 
occur and be maintained?” 

-

-

Surbeck returned to Kokolopori for 
nearly two months this winter, meeting 

with staff and researchers, check
ing in on schools and hospitals con
nected to the project, and meeting 
with local and national officials to 
address ongoing problems of defor

estation and hunting. What he fears most is that bonobos might 
not survive this century. “We could lose one of our closest liv
ing relatives not because we were unable to save them and their 
environment,” he says, “but because we did not care enough.”

-
-

-

-

He also spent some time among the bonobos in the forest. One 
of his greatest joys, he says, is “walking with the bonobos through 
their environment—when the vegetation is not too thick and we 
can stroll together—and simply sharing their presence, quietly 
witnessing the lives of a different species.”  

Annie Roth is a freelance science writer and filmmaker who specializes in 
stories about animals and the people who study them.

Baby Gwen with her 
mother, Gloria, a high-
ranking female who 
outranks the males in her 
group (right); females 
and offspring of the 
Kokoalongo commu
nity during a grooming 
session (bottom right); 
Cobain, a young adoles
cent male (bottom left)

-

-
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Rabbi Amichai Lau-Lavie in his drag 
persona as Hadassah Gross (top) and officiating 
the interfaith marriage of two men (below)

A Queer Rabbi’s 
Very Long Journey 

Director Sandi DuBowski’s Sabbath Queen dramatizes 
the tension between ancient and contemporary Judaism.

by Tim Murphy 

SABBATH QUEEN,  the 2025 docu
mentary produced and directed 
by Sandi DuBowski ’93, opens 

tensely: in the courtyard of a Manhattan 
home, Rabbi Amichai Lau-Lavie prepares 
to flout the doctrine of the Conservative 
Judaism movement in which he was or
dained by officiating the marriage of two 
men, Koshin and Chodo. The problem 

isn’t that they’re gay—Conservatism al
lows same-sex unions. It’s that Koshin is 
Jewish and Chodo is not, and the move
ment forbids interfaith marriage. 

That opening is intended “to establish a 
frame,” says DuBowski. “It says to the au
dience, ‘This is a burning question that the 
film will return to, and also here are the 
larger stakes around these two versions 

of Judaism—one traditional and funda
mentalist, and the other progressive and 
open.’”

That tension is at the heart of Sabbath 
Queen’s very intense subject, Lau-Lavie, 56, 

Ph o t o g ra p h s  c o u r t e s y  o f  S a n d i  D u B o ws k i
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the Israeli-born descendant of one of Juda
ism’s most prominent dynasties of rabbis. 
His quest to forge a community of Judaism 
more in tune with modern life and plural
istic values led him down several paths. In 
1999, he co-founded Storahtelling (a sort of 
theater group for reinterpreting Old Testa
ment stories) and, several years later, Lab/
Schul (an “artist-driven, everybody-friend
ly, god-optional, pop-up, experimental 
community for sacred Jewish gatherings”). 

He embraced and then rejected the 

strictures of being a Conservative rabbi, 
such as not officiating interfaith weddings. 
And he created for himself a drag persona 
named Hadassah Gross—a widow of six 
rabbis whose Hungarian accent and huge 
hair and sunglasses serve as a Trojan horse 
for her God-is-love ideas about Judaism. 
Lau-Lavie has been called “a rock star” by 
The New York Times for his reach in expand
ing ideas of what Judaism can look like.

“Expansive” also describes Sabbath 
Queen, which DuBowski—whose best-

known prior documentary, Trembling Be
fore G-d (2001), explored the dilemma fac
ing gay Orthodox Jews—made over the 
course of a two-decade-plus friendship 
with Lau-Lavie. The two met in the ’90s 
when DuBowski, an openly queer and 
progressive Brooklyn native, was in Je
rusalem searching for people to interview 
for Trembling. “Everyone kept saying that I 
should meet the chief rabbi of Israel’s gay 
nephew, which was Amichai,” DuBowski 
says. “But Amichai is such a diva that he 
wanted his own movie.” 

-

-

-

- -

-
-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-
-
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When Lau-Lavie moved to New York 
shortly after, the two began hanging out. 
DuBowski, intrigued by both Lau-Lavie’s 
radical vision and his drag alter ego, be
gan casually filming him. 

Such was the start of what would be
come two decades of shooting, six years 
of editing, nearly 3,000 hours of footage, 
seven cinematographers, four editors, and 
more than 10 producers. This “epic pro
cess,” in DuBowski’s words, cost in the 
low seven figures and was funded in part 
by 15 benefit events over the years, held 
in several cities. It led to a documentary 
that is unusually capacious, moving free
ly between “ancient time and contempo
rary time,” as DuBowski puts it. The film 
also showcases Lau-Lavie’s ever-evolving 
identities: heir to hidebound tradition yet 
gay maverick iconoclast; indie performer 
yet enrollee of the august Jewish Theo
logical Seminary. 

Boxing all that into a 105-minute 
film wasn’t easy. “Even once we were in 
the editing room, I was still shooting,” 
DuBowski says. He followed Lau-Lavie 
between New York, Israel, and Poland 
(where his family lived before the Holo
caust). “I didn’t even know when I started 
shooting that he was going to become a 
rabbi,” he says, “or have three children 
with a lesbian couple, or that his father 
would die.”

To work out a map for the editing, he 
says, “we had a vision board where ev
ery one of Amichai’s identities was col
or-coded. We were constantly tracking 
time, trying to figure out who would be 
the main characters. At one point, my main 
editor said, ‘This film needs a narrator, 
and I think it’s you.’” DuBowski agreed 
to give it a try—until viewers at an early 
screening said it didn’t work. Amichai’s 

https://harvardclub.com
https://www.harvardmagazine.com
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brother, Binyamin, became the new nar
rator—a prominent Israeli rabbi of a more 
traditional mold who, throughout the film, 
speaks compassionately of his rebel broth
er’s spiritual quest while gently disagree
ing that traditional Judaism can be opened 
up as freely as Amichai would like.

“He became the counterpoint to Ami
chai,” says DuBowski, “a straight Ortho
dox rabbi with a progressive queer broth
er. He’s allowing people to understand 
the context and culture that Amichai 
both comes from and is challenging.”

Additionally driving the narrative was 
the almost filial friendship between Ami
chai and DuBowski, who now shows up 
only intermittently onscreen but enough 
to make clear that he is not merely an 
observer but also a participant in Lau
Lavie’s alternative Judaism. There’s a mo
ment late in the film when the fourth wall 
comes down and Lau-Lavie complains to 
DuBowski of being exhausted with his 
endless questions and filming. 

“If you’re a queer religious person like 
Amichai, you feel you always have the eye 
of God on you, and for him the camera 

became that eye,” says DuBowski.
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Director Sandi DuBowski spent two decades 
filming Lau-Lavie for Sabbath Queen. 

The film, which The Hollywood Reporter 
called “a rich and intimate portrait,” has 
yet to be picked up by a streaming dis
tributor, but it has already been screened 
at more than 100 film festivals and art
house cinemas internationally. 

Sabbath Queen continues DuBowski’s 
pattern of documentaries about people 
challenging their religions from within. 
(DuBowski also co-produced, with direc
tor Parvez Sharma, the 2007 documentary 

A Jihad for Love about queer Muslims.) 
“We’re in a moment of great shift 

around what is the baby and what is the 
bathwater of our ancient traditions,” 
DuBowski says, “especially regarding 
gender, sexuality, tribalism, and violence.” 
Sabbath Queen allowed him to explore these 
questions by following one seeker’s jour
ney. Even the ending is unresolved. 

“I not only submitted to the not-know
ing for this film,” he says, “but embraced 
it as part of the process.”  

Researchers in the Department of Immunology at Harvard Medical School
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Can Stories Help Us Cope 
with Climate Change?

The growing genre of climate fiction offers a way 
to process reality—and our anxieties. 

 

by Gabriella Gage

T
HE YEAR IS 2036  and the global 
temperature is 2.3 degrees Cel
sius above the pre-industrial 
average. Grace Chan is prepar

ing to take office as the leader of Ocean 
Independent State, a governing body cre
ated to solve a climate emergency. That 
night, she crashes her pickup truck amid 
rising tides. As she faces death, memories 
surge forward: a youth shaped by climate 
disasters in Malaysia, her work combat
ing rising sea levels through the ambi
tious “Fairhaven” infrastructure project, 
and the hopeful stories she writes to 
cope with her climate anxiety—imagin
ing alternative outcomes to historical di

-

-

-

-
-

-
-

sasters such as the sinking of the Titanic. 
This is the arc of Fairhaven: A Novel of 

Climate Optimism (2024) by Steve Willis 
and Genevieve Hilton ’94, who writes 
under the pen name Jan Lee. The book 
is a recent entry in the genre of climate 
fiction—an increasingly popular vehicle 
for writers and readers to process their 
climate anxiety through narratives rather 
than polemic, as one literary agent puts it.

Long before climate data became a part 
of daily life, science fiction and specula
tive works imagined the consequences 
of ecological collapse. J. G. Ballard’s The 
Drowned World (1962) offered a vision of 
humanity reshaped by climate change, 

-

while Octavia But
ler’s Parable of the Sower 
(1993) depicted a soci
ety unraveling under 
the pressures of cli
mate change, inequal
ity, and violence. 

-

-

-
-

In recent years, many 
imprints have begun 
to formally tag books 
as “climate narratives,” 
rather than keeping 
them under the um
brella of science fic
tion, says literary agent 
Mark Gottlieb, the 
executive vice presi
dent of Trident Me
dia Group. Since the 
mid-2010s, Gottlieb 
explains, he has seen 
a substantial increase 
in both climate-relat
ed submissions and 
acquisitions: “Climate 
fiction has shifted 
from a niche concern 
to a central narrative 
engine across literary 
and commercial pub

lishing,” he says.

-
-

-
-

-

-

Today’s climate fiction, or “cli-fi,” ad
dresses a new urgency, as misinformation 
proliferates, distrust in scientific institu
tions increases, and the statistics around 
global temperatures and sea levels grow 
more dire. Some cli-fi authors imagine 
their fiction could raise awareness and 
galvanize action—reaching audiences 
who may never pick up nonfiction works 
like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) or 
David Wallace-Wells’s The Uninhabitable 
Earth (2019).

-

-

And some believe fiction can add some
thing else to the climate debate that da
ta-driven climate news often lacks: an 
element of hope. “I joke that Fairhav
en is a bit of propaganda—it’s a book 
with a mission,” Hilton says. “We want 
people to read it and think: ‘Things are 
bad, but I’m going to do something.’” 

-
-

-

NOVELIST TIM O’BRIEN,  the author of 
The Things They Carried, once described 
the purpose of fiction as “getting at the 
truth when the truth isn’t sufficient for 
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the truth.” Cli-fi books implicitly engage 
in that endeavor—and in debates over the 
advantages and pitfalls of channeling fic
tion for a higher purpose. 

-

For Hilton, fidelity to scientific truth—
and the urgency of addressing it—is par
amount. She co-writes with Willis, an 
environmental engineer, who grounds 
their narratives in technological plau
sibility. “You don’t need to address cli
mate change explicitly,” Hilton says. “But 
if you’re writing a story set in 2050, and a 
character looks out the window and the 
weather is the same as in 2025, it breaks 
from the story’s verisimilitude. You need 
to explain that to the reader.”

-

-
-

In recent years, calls for climate accu
racy in narratives have extended beyond 
novels into film and television. The Cli
mate Reality Check, a collaboration be
tween Colby College and the climate con
sulting firm Good Energy, offers a way for 
storytellers to assess climate representa
tion in their narratives. (It’s modeled on 
the famous Bechdel-Wallace Test, which 
evaluates women’s representation in mov

-

-
-
-

-

-

ies.) The climate check poses two ques
tions: does climate change exist in this 
world, and do the characters know it?

-

“Climate change 
stories are also stories 
of family, friendship, 
dreams, home, 
belonging,” says  
Megha Majumdar. 

But accuracy and bleak realism can 
sometimes provoke despair rather than 
action. A 2018 Yale University–affiliated 
study found that only 26 percent of re
spondents reported a positive emotion
al response to cli-fi, with many express
ing feelings of futility and hopelessness. 
When fiction is too prescriptive to a high
er purpose, it can backfire.

-
-
-

-

That’s why, though Hilton aims to in
spire change, Fairhaven notably resists 
dystopian tropes, instead emphasizing 
action-oriented solutions. Its hopeful 
outlook aligns with emerging subgenres 

-

sometimes described as “thrutopian,” 
“solarpunk,” or “techno-optimist.”

But not all writers who tackle climate 
change want to assign their books an 
explicit social mission. “I don’t think 
fiction has an obligation to do any
thing,” says author Megha Majumdar 
’10, whose second novel, A Guardian and 
a Thief—a finalist for the 2025 National 
Book Award—explores the moral conse
quences of climate change through what 
Majumdar calls the “specific texture of 
lived experience.” The book is set in a 
near-future Kolkata, India, as a 
family prepares to flee a climate-
ravaged city with food shortages. 
Their immigration documents are 
stolen by a thief acting out of des
peration and hunger. Over seven 
intense days, the narrative com
plicates notions of hope, duty, and 
survival in two families linked by 
circumstance.

-

-

-

-

“Climate change stories are 
also stories of family, friendship, dreams, 
home, belonging,” Majumdar says. 

Anxiety about environmental destruc
tion takes a different shape in Habitat, the 
genre-bending debut by Case Q. Kerns, 
a staff member in Harvard’s English de
partment and a contributor to The Harvard 
Review. Kerns’s interconnected stories 
explore immersive habitats both 
literal and figurative: bunkers, 
the lives of cloned animals, and 
the ecosystem of body transplant 
culture. These speculative coping 
mechanisms for the future come 
with ethical costs.

-

-

“I focus less on the ‘climate’ of 
climate fiction,” Kerns says. “To 
me, extinction is just as central, 
and more intimately horrifying—
the disappearance of species entirely in
nocent of the systems that destroy the 
environment.”

-

In the story “Armstrong,” a father sells 
an heirloom watch to buy his daughter 
a Christmas gift—an off-market clone 
of Armstrong, the canine star of her 
favorite television show. This Gift-of-
the-Magi-esque move is its own meta
critique of the future. The cloned dog 
exists “trapped between two worlds”—
alive, yet stripped of instinct and natural 
habitat, created solely for human conso

-

-

lation and consumption. 
Armstrong becomes an 

embodiment of the intimate, ethical 
quandaries sparked by a future ravaged 
by climate destruction.

-

-

 

A Climate 
Fiction Primer

 

Three authors and a literary 
agent share their reading 
recommendations.

 
 

 

 

GENEVIEVE HILTON 

RECOMMENDS 

We Don’t Have Time 
For This 
by Brianna Craft 
(Disney Hyperion, $18)

MEGHA MAJUMDAR 

RECOMMENDS 

Mobility 
by Lydia Kiesling 
(Crooked Media Reads, 
paperback, $18)

CASE Q. KERNS 

RECOMMENDS: 

The New Wilderness 

by Diane Cook 
(Harper Perennial, 
paperback, $14)
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MARK GOTTLIEB 

RECOMMENDS 

Tropic of Kansas 
by Christopher Brown 
(Harper Voyager, 
paperback, $16)

“How do we take care of each other in 
the future? How do we cope?” Kerns asks. 
“That, to me, is realistic.”

In the end, he says, fiction’s own re
sistance to conform to labels and rules 
may be its most powerful tool for engag
ing a wider range of audiences in climate 
conversations. “There’s no wrong way,” 
Kerns says, “to start thinking about how 
the world could be better.” 
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Off the Shelf
Recent books by Harvard authors 

by Gabriella Gage

Moments after they meet, the titular character of the new novel Lucien christens 
his Harvard roommate with a new name: Atlas. A titan to hold up the heavens, 
a character condemned to endure. Employing every conceivable trick—includ
ing quoting the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche—to sway his roommate on the 
name change, Lucien demonstrates how easily identity can be mythologized; 
the story that follows tackles the consequences. 

-

Mythmaking abounds in this issue’s selection of books. At the hands of time 
and power structures, certain fables and theories become canon in the annals 
of history and science, while others are exiled and discredited. 

As always, we are confronted by the limitless—and sometimes insidious—
power of storytelling. 

Dream Facades: The Cruel Architecture 
of Reality TV by Jack Balderrama Mor
ley ’08 (Astra House, $28)

-

In this interdisciplinary debut, dis
satisfaction and the 
modern human condi
tion collide with the 
exaggerated physical 
landscapes of reality 
TV. Dream Facades ex
plores the “real places 
swollen with the fan
tasies projected onto 
them” on shows like 
Selling Sunset, The 
Kardashians, and vari
ous Real Housewives 
franchises (note: your 

guilty pleasure knowledge of reality TV 
will come in handy). Instead of a cof
fee-table tour of these homes, Morley, 
an editor at the magazine Dwell, con
textualizes the cultural and architec
tural shifts—building booms and 
busts, urbanization, planned obsoles
cence, and the commodification of 
personal style in home design—that 
fuel these dream facades and our fas
cination with them.

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

The Westerners: Mythmaking and Be
longing on the American Frontier by 
Megan Kate Nelson ’94 (Scribner, $31) 

In 1888, Ella Watson, a homesteader 

-

and cattle rancher in Wyoming, em
bodied the rugged individualism and 
entrepreneurial spirit of the American 
West, with one critical flaw: she was a 
woman with power. For that, we learn, 
she lost everything. History branded 
her as “Cattle Kate,” an outlaw and 
rabble-rousing prostitute. Hers is one 
of seven immersive portraits in The 
Westerners, by Pulitzer Prize finalist 
Nelson. Here, the complex narratives 
of Indigenous and non-white commu
nities and women who helped shape 
the West come alive in vivid detail to 
challenge a prevailing myth of the 
frontier—that it belonged only to 
white males—and the remnants of 
manifest destiny that shape American 
culture and politics to this day. 

-

-

The Know-It-Alls: The Rise of Silicon 
Valley as a Political Powerhouse and 
Social Wrecking Ball by Noam Cohen 
’89 (The New Press, $22 paperback) 

That same allegiance to radical indi
vidualism—this 
time with the in
ternet as the new 
frontier—threat
ens American de
mocracy in these 
origin stories of 
the deemed know-
it-alls, tech mo

-

-

-
-

-

guls with household names: Bezos, 
Zuckerberg, Thiel, to cite a few. Cohen, 
a former New York Times technology 
columnist, positions the pursuit of ar
tificial intelligence as a driving factor 
in the evolution of computer science, 
captured best through his portrait of 
John McCarthy, a pioneer of both. First 
published in 2017, this updated paper
back version includes a new 6,500-
word introduction by Cohen in the 
tone of a cautionary tale already com
ing to pass. 

-

-

-

The Unforgiving Hours: The Grit, Resil
ience, and Perseverance at the Heart 
of Endurance Sports by Shannon Ho
gan, A.L.M. ’23 (VeloPress, $28.95) 

-

-

Run longer, swim farther, push hard
er—what propels humans to seek ex
tremes and test their limits for sport? 
The Unforgiving Hours is concerned 
less with the psy
chology, and more 
with the journey. 
Hogan regales us 
with retellings of 
endurance tri
umphs: ultrarun
ners finding their 
way in 100-mile 
courses, sailors 
making their way 
to Alaska sans mo
tor, and a 15-year
old swimmer tra
versing the choppy 
waters of the Eng
lish Channel to set a new world record. 
No stranger to feats of strength, Ho
gan—a former pro mountain biker and 
ultrarunner—writes with reverence 
and exhilaration that evokes the adren
aline rush of someone who has hit the 

same highs. 

-
-

-

-
-

-
-
-

-

-

-

-

-
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Lucien by J.R. Thornton ’14 
(Harper, $18.99 paperback)

A working-class art prodigy 
is plunged into the bacchana
lian underbelly of Harvard 
filled with characters whose 
very names evoke entitle

https://www.harvardmagazine.com
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ment…Atlas, Dante, 
Crosby, Steinway, 
Zola, and Xander. 
From the first en
counter, the title 
character propels 
both narrative and 
narrator forward 
with an ever-loom
ing anvil of class 
injustice waiting to 
drop. The book is 

rife with final clubs, art forgery, and a 
Gatsby-esque fascination with a sub
culture of the Harvard experience that 
will resonate with some College alums 
more than others—but that neverthe
less informs the Harvard mythos in the 
outside world. 

-

-

-

-

Marked by Time: How Social Change 
Has Transformed Crime and the Life 
Trajectories of Young Americans by 
Robert J. Sampson (Belknap, $29.95) 

Does when we are make us who we 
are? This unprecedented study traces 
the lives of more than 1,000 Chicago 
children in multiple birth cohorts over 
the course of nearly 30 years, reveal
ing how key social and his
torical changes can shape 
crucial human development 
stages. One startling finding: 
a child born in the mid-1980s 
was more than twice as likely 
to be arrested as one born 
just 10 years later, despite 
identical backgrounds, neigh
borhoods, and risk factors. 
Along the way, Sampson, a 
sociologist and Flowers Uni
versity Professor at Harvard, 
asks us to rethink longstand
ing risk assessment tools 
used to predict criminal behavior, as 
well as our collective tendency to cat
egorize social progress and decline 
as linear. 

-
-

-

-

-

-
 

Recession: The Real Reasons Econo
mies Shrink and What to Do About It by 
Tyler Beck Goodspeed ’07, Ph.D. ’14 
(Basic Venture, $30)

-

Boom, bust; up like a rocket, down 
like a feather. Economics is filled with 
supposed truisms. Here, Goodspeed 
debunks the cyclical theory of reces
sions as a necessary price for periods 
of economic expansion and as a natu
ral and useful palate cleanser in eco
nomic history. Blending case studies 
and sharp analysis, Goodspeed, the 
chief economist at ExxonMobil and 
briefly the acting chair of the Council 
of Economic Advisers during U.S. Pres
ident Donald Trump’s first term, un
packs a confluence of questionable 
decisions, miscalculations, and global 
catastrophes that have led to reces
sions and suggests how we can prevent 
their recurrence. 

-

-
-

-
-

-

The Power of Life: The Invention of Biol
ogy and the Revolutionary Science of 
Jean-Baptiste Lamarck by Jessica 
Riskin ’88 (Riverhead, $32) 

-

Being ahead of your time often puts 
you at war with it. Innovative French 
naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck had 
a knack for antagonizing those in pow
er and theorizing concepts that would 
render him an “exile of mainstream 

science.” In this 
humanizing por
trait, Lamarck is 
often out of sync 
with his counter
parts: while he is 
engrossed in the 
diversity of living 
things, spending 
his days studying 
worms, his fellow 
scientists are bet
ting on phrenolo
gy, which will later 
be used to sup

port eugenics. With nuance and wit 
(cue: “The Battle of the Mollusks!”), 
Riskin revives Lamarck and his idea 
that living beings play an active role in 
their own transformation.

-

-

-

-
-

-

Mule Boy by Andrew Krivak (Bellevue, 
$17.99 paperback)

The light stamp of a mule’s hoof and 

the twitch of its ear are all that fore
bode pending disaster in a Pennsylva
nia coal mine that collapses on New 
Year’s Day in 1929. In this novel, Ondro, 
the 13-year-old boy tending to the mule 
cart, survives but 
will spend much 
of his life navigat
ing the guilt and 
suspicions of “a 
darkness deeper 
than any tomb in 
the mines.” Over 
a series of visita
tions later in life, 
Ondro retells the 
final moments of 
those who passed. 
Krivak, a visiting 
lecturer in cre
ative writing at Harvard and the de
scendant of a coal mining casualty, 
writes with pulsating rhythm and sim
ple, elegiac prose that echoes the lan
guage of his forebears. The anthra
cite’s sheen, the smell of a carbide 
lamp, and the memento mori will cling 
to you long after reading. 

-
-

-

-

-
-

-
-
-

Animal Intelligence: The Book of For
gotten History by Will Shin, M.P.A. ’15; 
illustrated by Alice Shin (Student B, $10 
e-book)

-

The Shin siblings 
have created an enig
matic reimagining of 
history through the 
eyes of animals who 
have watched by 
the sidelines as hu
mans have fumbled 
through civilization. 
It may take a mo
ment to find one’s 
bearings in this alter
nate world of dino
saurs dropping one-
liners, cats engaged 
in espionage, and enlightened pythons, 
but the book’s blend of fable, philoso
phy, and quirky cartoons offers an in
sightful critique of humanity accessible 
to adults as well as younger readers. 

-

 
-

-

-
-

-
-
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Joe Bertagna working on a 
needlepoint in his home (above); his completed 
work of Celtics star Bill Russell (below)

In Stitches
Joe Bertagna weaves a needlepoint history of New England sports. 

by Schuyler Velasco

F
EW IMAGES  in modern sports 
are more familiar than the back 
of New England Patriots No. 12: 
Tom Brady’s navy blue jersey, his 

silver and red helmet, his strands of close-
cropped brown hair. But seeing them in 
needlepoint—woven in tiny, exquisite 
detail by Harvard hockey legend Joe 
Bertagna ’73—is like seeing them for the 
first time. 

No detail has escaped Bertagna’s no

tice or the work of his extra-large goalie 
hands. The tight brown stitches repre
senting the fringe on Brady’s neck are 
gridded unevenly; there’s a small green 
sticker between the 1 and 2 on his hel
met. On his jersey, the “Y” in “BRADY” 
is a weird shape, for a “Y.” 

Bertagna enjoyed needlepoint as an eve
ning hobby throughout much of his post-
collegiate career as a hockey coach and 
commissioner. When he retired a few years 

ago, he embarked on a new ambitious proj
ect: recreating the most indelible figures in 
Boston sports history in brightly colored 

Ph o t o g ra p h  b y  St u  R o s n e r 
Al l  n e e d l e p o i n t  i m a g e s  c o u r t e s y  o f  Jo e  B e r t a g n a
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thread. He’s sewn Celtics great Bill Rus
sell in his prime; Bruins defenseman Bobby 
Orr’s “flying goal” to clinch the 1970 Stanley 
Cup; Olympic figure skating gold medalist 
Tenley Albright ’57, M.D. ’61; Patriots kick
er Adam Vinatieri’s field goal in the snow. 

-

-

“I’ve done needlepoint for 30 or 40 years, 
usually as a mechanism to relax,” says Ber
tagna, whose creations were on display in 
the Sports Museum at Boston’s TD Garden 
last year. “And I love these types of projects. 
I like a beginning, middle, and end.”

-

Sports, replete with bright colors and 
recognizable silhouettes, turn out to 
be a perfect fit for this particular craft. 
Viewed close up, Bertagna’s projects 
are lively with detail. Slight color varia
tions evoke the shadows of small folds in 
Russell’s green Celtics jersey; Albright’s 
crimson skirt flutters mid-air.

-

“It’s just amazing,” says Stan Grossfeld, 
a Pulitzer Prize-winning Boston Globe 
photographer. “Joe’s an artist, and he’s 
got the nuances that a great artist would 
have. He can see light. He’s meticulous 
[with] detail, and he has the patience.” 

This past December, Bertagna auc
tioned off 30 of his sports needlepoints at 
Prince Pizzeria in Saugus, a suburb north 
of Boston, to raise money for the Sports 
Museum’s anti-bullying programs. Taken 
together, the items up for grabs involved 
“hundreds of thousands” of stitches, Gross
feld notes. The largest work in the collec
tion, an 11-by-17-inch recreation of Gross
feld’s 2013 photo of a Boston policeman 
celebrating a grand slam by Red Sox star 
David Ortiz, is made up of nearly 19,000. 

-

-
-
-

“I’ve always had an artistic bent,” Ber
tagna said a few days before the auction. 
Needlepoint, he said, “has served me on a 
bunch of different levels, and I’m proud 
of how this project came out.” 

-

SINCE HIS COLLEGE DAYS,  Bertagna has 
routinely popped up in unexpected 
corners of New England’s social and 
cultural scene. As Harvard’s goalie, he 
appears for about 15 seconds during the 
hockey game in the 1970 movie Love Sto
ry. During his undergraduate years, he 
was buddies with Benazir Bhutto ’73, the 
late prime minister of Pakistan. Along
side his hockey administration career, he 
has published a handful of books, includ
ing  a 1986 history of Harvard sports; in 

-

-

-

I N T R O D U C T I O N S

Beer executive 
Mallika Monteiro

 

by Andrea Javor

As executive  vice president and managing director for the beer division at 
Constellation Brands—the maker of Corona and Modelo—Mallika Monteiro, 
M.B.A. ’07, is facing a volatile time in the alcohol industry. Declining consump
tion, tariffs, and inflation have pushed her focus toward recruiting legal-aged 
consumers in their 20s. (This interview has been edited for length and clarity.)

-

What are the trends in the beer industry that you’re currently navigating?
Drinkers are looking for flavor. Sweet and fruity is in across the board. Con
sumers are moving between alcohol categories quite seamlessly as they look 
for flavor experiences—quite often at the expense of beer.

-

How do you convince younger consumers to pick up a beer instead of a 
seltzer or a mocktail?

 

Reminding them that beer is fun. Beer is the original drink of moderation. And 
it comes in these great, convenient formats. If you’re in a stadium, you can 
drink it in a can. If you’re in a nice restaurant, it comes in a bottle or in drafts. 
It’s inclusive across demographics. Our non-alcoholic Corona is a part of that. 

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever gotten?
Not to play it safe. You have to take smart risks, but you can’t 
marinate in the analysis forever. 

What’s a path you didn’t take?
I wanted to be a journalist. Christiane 
Amanpour was my idol. But at Harvard 
Business School I realized I loved 
building businesses. So I took my 
passion for stories, and I brought 
that here. 

What’s the biggest swing you’ve 
taken in business?
A pitch to our CEO to create a 
$100 million fund to invest in fe
male-founded businesses in the 
beverage alcohol space. I was 
quite junior and sure that I would 
get laughed out of the room. But it 
was the easiest “yes” I’ve gotten in 
my career. 

-

What’s your go-to drink at a bar?
There’s nothing like an ice-cold Corona with 
a lime. But other than that, I’m a whiskey girl at 
heart, so a High West Rendezvous rye, on the rocks.
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1981, seven years before The Onion’s found
ing, he edited Not the Boston Globe, a single-
issue parody newspaper with the front
page headline, “Reagan still asleep.”

-

-

Bertagna, whose mother practiced 
cross-stitch, picked up needlepoint as a 
way to unwind from the pressures of his 
sports-related day jobs, which have in
cluded six seasons as the Bruins goalie 
coach, an Olympic Games on Team USA’s 
coaching staff, 23 years as commissioner 
of the Hockey East conference, and the 
distinction of serving as the first head 
coach for Harvard women’s hockey in 
the late 1970s. Early creations included a 
Chicago Blackhawks logo for his brother 
and a crimson rocking chair cushion with 
a Harvard “H” on it for his mother.

-

“I needed something mindless at the end 
of the day, where I didn’t have to think 
about the things that were stressing me 
out,” Bertagna says. “I would do these fun 
little projects and give them away as gifts.” 

The Sports Museum project came 
about with encouragement from Gross
feld, who became friends with Bertagna 
around 2021 when they both attended a 
weekly gathering of local sportswriters. 
Boston Globe columnists Dan Shaughnessy 
and Bob Ryan and broadcaster Lesley 
Visser—the first female National Foot
ball League analyst to cover a game on 
TV—have received needlepoint gifts from 
Bertagna over the years.  “I told him he 
should do this as a project, because these 
were unlike any needlepoints I’d seen be
fore,” Grossfeld says. “You don’t associate 
needlepoints with sports. It’s butterflies 
and flowers.” 

-

-

-

BERTAGNA  began the project in earnest as 
his hockey administration career wound 
down: his tenure as the commissioner of 
Hockey East ended in 2020, and his exec
utive directorship of the American Hock
ey Coaches Association came to a close 
in 2024. With extra time on his hands, 
Bertagna sewed for three or four hours 
each morning and evening at his home 
in Gloucester, Mass. At that pace, smaller 
four-by-six-inch pieces take him about 
a week; the Ortiz home run celebration 
took five months. He gets his materials at 
Coveted Yarn, a neighborhood shop in a 
church basement. According to a story 
Bertagna likes to tell, he has never seen 

-
-

another man in the store, but he once 
happened upon a group of elderly women 
knitters arguing about Patriots offensive 
coordinator Josh McDaniels.

A Boston policeman celebrating a grand slam 
by Red Sox star David Ortiz

Completing the Sports Museum project 
has pushed Bertagna beyond his needle
point comfort zone, prompting him to delve 
into different sports and more intricate de
signs. “I’ve spent my whole life in hockey, 
so I have a better familiarity with it,” he 
says. “When you’re looking at something, 
a picture’s a picture, but if you understand 
how [jersey fabric] folds and equipment 
feels, you can have a better grasp.”

-

-

The sports represented in his latest 
project run the gamut from soccer to 
marathon races to golf. The result is an 
unlikely history of New England sports 
that is both comprehensive and deeply 
personal, including a portrait of the art
ist in his Arlington High School jersey 
and hockey mask, as well as a scene of his 
wife, Kathy, playing golf with a hockey 
stick (she thought her legs looked too big 
and told him to redo them). 

-

For a few needlepoint works, he exper-

imented with black-and-white color pal
ettes, which require unsparing precision 
because of the lack of color cues. For oth
ers, he had to sew faces, which he doesn’t 
enjoy. “Faces are hard,” he explains. “They 
come out cartoonish.” 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

 
 

To see more of Bertagna’s 
needlepoint designs, visit

harvardmagazine.com/bertagna.
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Though proud of the project, which he is 
thinking about making into a coffee table 
book, Bertagna was ready, as the auction 
neared, to get back to the less ambitious, 
personal gift items he can fiddle with at 
the breakfast nook or while watching TV.

But first, there was money to raise. On 
the night of the fundraiser, the back din
ing room at Prince Pizzeria buzzed with 
a boisterous crowd eating pasta and pizza 
while browsing the culmination of Bertag
na’s yearslong effort. “How’s your back?” 
one man greeted another over the noise.

“It sucks!” the second crowed, grinning. 
Clad in a gray tweed jacket and a 

Red Sox tie, Bertagna moved through a 
throng of supporters that included fam
ily, childhood friends, his Boston sports 
media pals, and several teammates from 
his Harvard hockey days. 

“He sat back knitting while we did all 
the work!” joked Kevin Hampe ’73, who 
played defense while Bertagna tended goal. 
Hampe didn’t know about his friend’s 
needlepoint hobby until it was featured 
in Grossfeld’s January 2025 photo essay in 
The Boston Globe. There wasn’t a needle or 
thread in sight when the two were room
mates in Eliot House—one imagines that 
if there had been, Bertagna never would 
have heard the end of it.

There were rounds of live bidding for six 
of Bertagna’s creations, with a silent auction 
for everything else. Boston radio person
ality Hank Morse played auctioneer, nee
dling the crowd into larger and larger bids 
and roasting various surrounding towns. 
Three works bundled together, including 
the Bill Russell needlepoint, netted $1,000—
the highest bid of the night. The rest—33 
in all—went for several hundred dollars 
apiece. 

Overall, Bertagna’s work raised $11,226 
for the museum, “about twice what I ex
pected,” he later said. But the biggest get, 
arguably, was the commissioning of a 
custom creation from the artist himself, 
which sold for $900.

“No faces,” Bertagna warned the 
winner. 

https://harvardmagazine.com/bertagna
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Dispatches from Denali
by Lydialyle Gibson

In 1963, seven members of the Harvard Mountaineering Club became the 
first—and, so far, only—climbers to ascend the notorious Wickersham Wall, 
a near-vertical ice cliff on Alaska’s Denali mountain, whose constant rockfalls, 
frequent avalanches, and hidden crevasses make it one of the most danger
ous mountain faces in the world. Among those climbers was John Graham 
’64, who went on to a career as an author, adventurer, and diplomat in war
torn places—and who now, at 83, dispenses life lessons on TikTok under the 
username “Badass Granddad.” 

Cleaning out his office a few years ago, Graham stumbled upon a diary he 
kept during that 1963 climb, as well as a cache of his black-and-white photos 
from the trip. Last fall, he published them as Denali Diary, available free 
online at johngraham.org/denali-diary. The writing is spirited, full of his 
younger self’s “boyish enthusiasm,” as Graham puts it. The photographs—of 
the laborious ascent, the beautiful and formidable terrain, and the climbers’ 
down time at camp—are often stunning. 

The image above is one of Graham’s favorites, showing (from left) David 
Roberts ’65, Don Jensen ’65, and Peter Carman ’64 breaking for camp at 
12,600 feet, so high up that “you can hardly tell the snow from the clouds,” 
Graham says. At that moment, the climbers were nine days and one calami
tous snowstorm from the summit. “Good news,” that day’s diary entry reads. 
“The top of the Wall is almost in sight.”  
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Peggram (middle) and Arne Hauptmann talk to 
war correspondent Max Johnson after escaping 
from a prison camp. 

V I T A

Reed Edwin Peggram 
Brief life of a worldly scholar: 1914-1982 

by Ethelene Whitmire 

I
N DECEMBER 1944,  African American 
newspapers reported that an excep
tional Harvard doctoral student, Reed 
Peggram, had narrowly escaped from 

an Italian prisoner-of-war camp with 
his Danish companion. “Two Men with 
Strange Story Walk Through Battle Lines,” 
read one headline. Another announced: 
“Boy Friends Scorn Bombs, Come Out 
OK.” Reporter Max Johnson, embedded 
with the African American 92nd infantry 
division, compared the duo to a modern-
day Damon and Pythias, from the Greek 
legend about loyal friends facing death. 
“If Peggram’s story proves to be correct,” 
Johnson concluded, “it will undoubtedly 
become one of the greatest human-interest 
stories yet revealed in this war.” 

-

Yet the poignant tale of this African 
American scholar has been lost to history.  

What happened to Peggram following his 
fraught wartime odyssey, endured with the 
man he considered his soulmate? 

His life had begun humbly. Born in 1914 
in Dorchester, Massachusetts, Peggram 
was raised primarily by his grandmother, 
a school janitor. He excelled at what’s now 
called Boston Latin School and enrolled at 
Harvard (living off campus, as Black stu
dents were required to do then) to study 
Romance languages and literature. He 
planned to become a professor, joined the 
poetry and German clubs, and took courses 
in French, psychology, history, German, and 
Spanish, graduating magna cum laude in the 
class of 1935, with a Phi Beta Kappa key. The 
granting of a Rhodes scholarship to study 
in England, however, was complicated by 
A. Chester Hanford, a Harvard dean who 
wrote him a glowing letter of recommenda

-

-

tion followed by another letter—not shared 
with Peggram—that told the admissions 
committee that Peggram was also a “negro.” 
Peggram instead completed a master’s de
gree in comparative literature at Columbia 
University and in 1937 began doctoral stud
ies at Harvard. According to archival mate
rial at the U.S. Library of Congress, during 
that time Peggram had an unrequited crush 
on undergraduate student Leonard Bern
stein. (The one-sided sentiments and the 
rebuff are revealed within a collection of 
the composer’s letters, which Peggram had 
asked him to destroy.) In September 1938, 
having received Julius Rosenwald and John 
Harvard fellowships, he moved to Paris to 
study decadence in nineteenth-century 
French literature at the Sorbonne. There, on 
the cusp of World War II, Peggram ignored 
warnings to return home, determined in
stead to live out his dreams of becoming 
a cultured gentleman: traveling, going to 
operas, joining the Shakespeare and Com
pany library, and exploring his sexuality in 
a less constrained social setting. This new 
life soon included a new love, the handsome 
Danish artist Arne Hauptmann, who Peg
gram met in May 1939. 

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

A few months later, the pair was living 
in Copenhagen. But as word of a proba
ble German invasion spread, they left, ul
timately landing in Florence, Italy. Family 
members and others urged Peggram to re
turn home, but he refused to leave Europe 
because Hauptmann could not get a visa 
to enter the United States. (Even an in
heritance from Peggram’s Harvard friend 
Montford Schley Variell ’36 was not per
suasive.) Peggram and Hauptmann lived in 
poverty before they were arrested for be
ing foreigners from countries either occu
pied by, or at war with, the Germans, and 
were held for more than a year at prisoner-
of-war camps. 

-
-

-

-

-

-
-

As Allied troops finally arrived in Ita
ly, amid the fighting, bombing, and gen
eral chaos, the camp’s security measures 
weakened and many prisoners escaped. 
Peggram and Hauptmann trekked through 
woods and mountains for several months, 
once being shot at by German machine 
gunners, sheltering with partisan fami
lies during the day and sleeping in barns 

-
-

-
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“My eighth-grade self 
would never have 
believed I would 
love homework
so much.”
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at night. Once rescued and resettled, their 
requests to get Hauptmann a visa to en
ter the United States were denied. So, in 
1945, Peggram returned alone to Massa
chusetts, his exciting academic fellowship 
having become a seven-year, life-altering 
tribulation. 

Peggram was candid in 1950 when he 
wrote to classmates in his Harvard Col
lege Class of 1935 Fifteenth Anniversary 
Report: “After the Second World War, 
which I saw from Denmark and Italy, I 
passed through four years of hospitaliza
tion for a nervous breakdown. It appeared 
that I had been using seven languages 
more fluently than I was capable of doing.” 

He had been sent to Medfield State 
Hospital, in Massachusetts, for electro
shock treatment. Discharged in 1949, he 
was never able to work again. (His own 
father, Harvey Peggram, had returned 
from fighting in WWI in 1919 and was 
hospitalized in mental institutions for 
the rest of his life.) 

Peggram spent his own later years liv
ing with family in Dorchester, listening to 
classical music albums borrowed from the 
Boston Public Library in Copley Square. 
His next Harvard class report revealed 
slightly more: “My own postgraduate his
tory is no particular triumph…All of which 
reduces my current occupation to singing 
in Episcopal Church choirs and cultivat
ing enough courage to offer my antique, 
revised, unpublished doctoral disserta
tion to a publisher.” He ended with, “My 
congratulations, meanwhile, to whatever 
more ambitious colleague has been rec
ognized as V.I.P.” In 1985, the class report 
under his name simply stated that Reed 
Edwin Peggram had died on April 20, 1982, 
in Dorchester.  

A life holding such promise, that took 
a creative young man to Europe to follow 
passionate and intellectual pursuits, had 
ended where it began. And he never saw 
Hauptmann again.    

Ethelene Whitmire, a writer and professor of Af
rican American studies at the University of Wis
consin-Madison, is the author of The Remark
able Life of Reed Peggram: The Man Who 
Stared Down WWII in the Name of Love 
(published on February 3, 2026), as well as 
Regina Anderson Andrews, Harlem Re
naissance Librarian (2014).   
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The Play’s the Thing
What is lost when students treat learning as a means to an end 

by Andrés Muedano

N
EAR  the end of the summer,  
I started writing a novel. It 
doesn’t yet have a title, nor does 
its narrator have a name. Among 

my friends, this work in progress has 
come to be known as “the manuscript.” 
Its opening scene features a young man 
at the Mexico City International Airport; 
the rest is too complicated to explain. I 

began the fall 2025 semester—my junior 
year—with the intention to submit “the 
manuscript” to a small Mexican literary 
program that pairs aspiring, unpublished 
writers with well-established novelists. 
It wasn’t an unreachable goal, really: 
by the first of December, I would have 
to submit around 50 pages of 12-point, 
double-spaced Spanish prose. 

 I set up a schedule 
at the end of August: 
I would write for at 
least one hour every 
single day. To keep 
myself accountable, 
I even included this 
resolution at the top 
of a list of goals that 
hangs on the wall 
next to my desk. This 
list was the very last 
thing I saw as I closed 
the door to my dorm 
before heading back 
home for Christmas. 
“Write!” it reads. 

Written, I had not. 
The deadline came 
and went, and I re
turned to campus in 
January with noth
ing tangible to show 
for my efforts. This 
failure troubled me 
because writing is 
something I thor
oughly enjoy. As a 
child, I would com
pose short stories as 
a way to escape bore
dom, something to 
do when I wanted to 
play. Now in college, 
I was doing the same 
thing for the sake of 
getting into a literary 
program, and this felt 
like a necessary justi

fication: a valid reason for me to spend 
my free time writing fiction. But turning 
a passion into a task had taken away what 
I enjoyed most about it. It made me want 
to stop doing it.

-

-

-

-

-

-

That I felt the need to justify an activ
ity that brings me joy is symptomatic of a 
broader phenomenon shaping the expe
riences of many undergraduates. We feel 
pressured to treat everything we do as a 
means to an end, even when that renders 
our activities less exciting. Questions like 
“What do I enjoy doing?” or “What do I 
want to learn?” quickly turn into strate
gies for self-optimization: “What will look 
most impressive on my résumé?” we ask 
ourselves, or “What concentration will 

-

-

-
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help me land the job I want to do next?”
The pre-professionalization of extra

curriculars perfectly exemplifies this 
phenomenon. Would-be hobbies are now 
tools for future success—tools that will 
help land internships, job offers, or spots 
in graduate schools. Even activities like 
artistic clubs and advocacy groups have 
been affected, becoming sites for net
working in the case of the former and 
instruments for self-fashioning in the 
case of the latter. In this climate, doing 
something for its own sake can feel like 
a rare, subversive act. 

-

-

THE PERVASIVENESS  of instrumental 
thinking affects our academic culture as 
well. This became clear to me after my 
friend Hannah invited me to join a read
ing club she was organizing with Sean D. 
Kelly, the dean of arts and humanities. Ev
ery two weeks throughout the fall semes
ter, a group of students would meet Dean 
Kelly on the second floor of University 
Hall to discuss a section of Being and Time, 
the famously rich (and infamously chal
lenging) work by German philosopher 
Martin Heidegger. There was something 
precious about these meetings, something 
I haven’t found that often in other Har
vard classrooms: no one was there for 
course credit, and none of us intended 
to use the sessions as a résumé line, either. 
We were there out of genuine curiosity, 
and, as a consequence, every conversation 
felt stimulating and rich.

-

-
-

-

-

It is no coincidence that all of us in 
the Heidegger reading club also joined 
the Dean’s Student Advisory Board, a 
program established last September to 
“promote enthusiasm” for the arts and 
humanities. The new board comes to
gether at a time when enrollments in the 
humanities are declining. In the 1970s, al
most 30 percent of Harvard College first-
year students planned to concentrate in 
the humanities. By 2022, according to the 
Crimson’s freshman survey, that number 
had fallen to 7 percent. Many observers 
have explained this decrease by pointing 
to economic pressures. Given the uncer
tain state of the job market, it can feel 
dangerous to commit to humanistic dis
ciplines, as opposed to concentrations 
leading to more lucrative careers in fi
nance, consulting, and technology—the 

-

-

-

-

-

path followed by just over half of College 
graduates in the class of 2025, according 
to another Crimson survey.

I think those analyses are correct, 
but I believe there is another explana
tion on a more personal, philosophical 
level. When it comes to the humani
ties, there is no higher purpose or util
ity than posing questions and looking 
for answers, because that quest is an 
end in itself. The same is true of other 
domains, such as basic research, where 
learning and building knowledge are the 
main sources of value. “We have this fi
nite experience,” professor of organis
mic and evolutionary biology Benjamin 
L. de Bivort told me one morning over 
coffee. “And I think of basic science as a 
way of connecting this brief existence to 
the reality we happen to pass through.” 
Lacking an extrinsic purpose or applica

-

-
-

-
-

-

tion, endeavors like this demand that we 
carve out meaning in them for ourselves. 
That openness is freeing, but it can also 
feel frightening.

Would-be hobbies are now tools for 
success—tools that will help land internships, 
job offers, or spots in graduate schools. 

Of course, this personal explanation 
is not separate from the economic one. 
Latching onto a career path with a fixed 
track can feel less scary, says Julia, a 
friend of mine who came into Harvard 
wanting to study comparative literature 
and the arts before she switched to gov
ernment. “You go to law school, you be
come a lawyer, and you live happily,” she 
explains. “That is really safe. Even having 
that in mind is really safe.” Such long
ing for safety shapes how students ap
proach life outside academics, too. Join
ing a prestigious student organization 
to rise through its ranks feels safer than, 
say, spending one’s free time on personal 
creative or intellectual projects. External 
recognition takes precedence over self-
initiated quests for fulfillment.

-
-

-
-
-

IN THE END,  and as the parallels with ba
sic science suggest, these anxieties are 
not specific to the humanities. They are 

-

relevant to our very conception of edu
cation. I spoke to Dean Kelly about this 
in his office on a cold Monday morning 
in December. “The educational experi
ence,” he told me, “should be an experi
ence where we come to feel alive in our 
communities and in ourselves and in re
lation to what we’re hoping to be.” He 
cited Plato, who asserted that education 
should be a form of “serious play,” and I 
couldn’t help but think about my own 
approach to education: originally quite 
serious, but recently much more playful. 

-

-
-

-

I first came into Harvard wanting to 
study chemical and physical biology, not 
really understanding all the possibilities a 
liberal arts education could offer. During 
my first semester, I finished my distribu
tional requirements so that I’d be able to 
focus on biology and chemistry for the 
next seven semesters. I could picture the 

-

sequence of my education with almost 
perfect clarity: an undergraduate degree 
in biochemistry, a Ph.D. in computational 
biology, a postdoctoral fellowship, and 
then, hopefully, a tenure-track position.

 Yet the more time I spent in the sci
ences, the more it dawned on me that, if 
I were to follow the route I had sketched 
out for myself, then the rest of my aca
demic trajectory would be similar to the 
kind of life I was leading at Harvard. Do 
I even want this? I started wondering. Like 
many around me, I had latched onto a 
comfortable track, thinking of my edu
cation as a series of steps up a straight 
ladder. I hadn’t thought of college in 
terms of what it truly was, which is a 
pedagogical experience. Thus came the 
most consequential lesson I have learned 
while in Cambridge—not a fact about 
biology, but about myself: I didn’t want 
to be a scientist. I didn’t know what I 
wanted to do with my life! Over the next 
three semesters, I changed my concen
tration four times. I ultimately landed 
on philosophy. 

-

-

-

-

Part of what makes education “play,” 
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Dean Kelly told me, is that you are not 
controlling everything that happens. 
Students today are afraid of not being in 
control, he added, and that fact pervades 
our educational system. Indeed, during 
the first meeting of the advisory board, 
we students agreed that diverging from 
the well-worn path leading toward a 
career in finance or consulting can feel 
uncertain and provoke anxiety. In our 
December conversation, Dean Kelly of-

fered a nudge: “It takes a lot of courage 
to get beyond that, but I think it’s the 
people who have that kind of courage 
[who] will do interesting things, wheth
er that’s in basic science or, you know, 
writing novels.” 

-

Part of what makes education “play” is that 
you are not controlling everything.

Dean Kelly’s comments reminded me 

of my own failed plan for the fall semes
ter, and with this insight, I felt moti
vated to keep on writing. The Mexican 
literary program will run again in 2027, 
and I may or may not apply. Either way, 
though, I’ll make sure to work on “the 
manuscript.”  

-
-
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2026 Board of Overseers 
and HAA Elected-Director 

Candidates
Slates announced for the spring election

The Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) nominating committee has announced 
the 2026 candidate slates for the Board of Overseers (one of the University’s 
two governing boards) and the HAA’s own elected directors. Balloting is open 
from April 1 through May 19 at 5:00 P.M. Degree holders other than officers of 
instruction and government may vote for Overseer candidates; all degree hold
ers can vote on the HAA elected-director candidates.

-

Other candidates seeking a position on this year’s ballot must have submit
ted the required number of petition signatures by January 29. 

-

 
The HAA nominating committee candidates for the 2026 ballot are the following, 
six to be elected Overseers and six to be elected HAA directors:

Overseer candidates*
Salvo Arena, LL.M. ’00, of New York 

City; partner, Chiomenti
Nisha Kumar Behringer ’91, M.B.A. 

’95, of Greenwich, Connecticut; 
independent director and audit 
committee chair, Birkenstock 
Holding PLC

Clive Chang, M.B.A. ’11, of Miami; 
president and CEO, YoungArts:  
The National Foundation for the 
Advancement of Artists

Teresa Hillary Clarke ’84, J.D. ’89, 
M.B.A. ’89, of Miami, chair and 
executive editor, Africa.com;  
former managing director, Gold
man Sachs & Co.

-

Arti Garg, Ph.D. ’08, of Hayward, 
California; EVP and chief technolo
gist, AVEVA

-

Trey Grayson ’94, of Walton, 
Kentucky; partner, FBT Gibbons; 
former secretary of state, Common-
wealth of Kentucky

Alfredo Gutiérrez Ortiz Mena, 
LL.M. ’98, of Mexico City; former 
justice, Supreme Court of Justice of 
the Nation (Mexico)

Nadine Burke Harris, M.P.H. ’02, of 
Sebastopol, California; pediatrician 
and former surgeon general of 
California

Philip L. Harrison ’86, M.Arch. ’93, 
of Atlanta; CEO, Perkins&Will

*This year, the committee has nomi
nated nine candidates for Overseer, 
rather than the usual eight, in light of 
an additional vacancy on the board 
due to the resignation of Vikas Sukhat

-

-

me, M.D.’79 (who is the Woodruff pro
fessor of medicine at Emory Univer
sity). The sixth-place finisher will 
complete the remaining two years of 
Sukhatme’s term.

-
-

 
HAA elected director 
candidates 

Mia Esther Alpert ’99, of Los 
Angeles; founder and president 
emerita, Harvardwood

James P. “Jimmy” Biblarz ’14, J.D. 
’21, Ph.D. ’23, of Los Angeles; attor
ney, Hueston Hennigan; lecturer in 
law, UCLA School of Law

-

Allison Charney Epstein ’89, of 
New York City; opera singer and 
producer

Medha Gargeya ’14, J.D. ’19, of 
Washington, D.C.; senior associate, 
WilmerHale; lecturer on law, Har
vard Law School; captain, U.S. Air 
Force Reserves

-

Jakob Haesler, M.P.A. ’99, of Paris, 
France; global head of consulting, 
Forvis Mazars Group

David G. Lefer ’93, of New York 
City; director of the Innovation and 
Technology Forum; industry associ
ate professor, New York University

-

Margarita Montoto-Escalera ’78, 
M.B.A. ’85, of San Juan, Puerto  
Rico; consultant, Reichard &  
Escalera LLC

Yoshiko “June” Nagao ’96, of 
Tokyo, Japan; private investor

Jeffrey H. Tignor ’96, of Wash
ington, D.C.; attorney-advisor, 
Federal Communications Commis
sion; senior lecturing fellow,  
Duke Law School 

-

-
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Green Shoots

“Your wooden arm you hold outstretched
to shake with passers-by.”

S
PRING BECKONS,  and with it, im
ages of archetypal Neo-Georgian 
brick enclosing quads of trig lawn, 
crisscrossed by asphalted walks 

and dotted with stately trees: think 
the River Houses and Harvard Business 
School (HBS). But in his wanderings, Pri
mus has encountered a radically new de
sign vernacular for University landscapes 
of the twenty-first century and beyond. 
Fittingly enough, it anchors the science 
and engineering complex (SEC) across 
Western Avenue from HBS, now home to 
the applied scientists who are engineer
ing that future (see “A Transformation in 
Allston,” page 11).

-

-
-

-

Along the street, the SEC looms over a 
conventional row of honey locusts, oaks, 
and elms. The fireworks emerge out back. 
There, the Stimson landscape architec
ture studio has created an environment of 
unusual complexity and year-round ap
peal. Seen from above, the space unfolds in 
segments like those defined by the paths 
across Harvard Yard, but rearranged in 
disorienting ways. At the pedestrian level, 
there are areas of lawn, groves of trees, and 
even an allée of birches—but with sight 
lines down to swales and up to green roofs 
on multiple tiers of the science facility, 
which afford scholars and students grand 
city views and places to hang out.

-

-

During a wintry walkthrough with Joe 
Wahler, the project principal, those roofs 
and swales caught the eye. They have been 
given over to self-maintaining, evolving 
tangles of native species (switch grasses, 
New England asters, and so on), whose 
desiccated stems and seed heads provide 
visual interest when deciduous trees and 
bushes have shed their leaves. Against the 
blinding white science complex, the plants 
cast organic shadows, softening the built 
mass. All this is far from what Wahler calls 
the “very planar” landscape of the “origi
nal Harvard Square vocabulary.” Indeed.

-

Those planted roofs and sunken spac
es are functional, too. The vegetation re
flects the eighteenth century, when much 
of this part of Allston was marsh and salt-
hay meadow (before it was filled for in
dustrial use). And the design elements 
and plantings form an intricate system of 
rain gardens that capture water falling on 
the site and guide it to the ground, where 
it filters down to a 78,000-gallon cistern, 
to be used for irrigation and in mechani
cal systems. In a low, riverside site, this 
is climate-resilient landscape: part of a 
highly engineered operating system be
fitting the science center itself.

-
-

-

-

-

Wahler noted that nonnative species 
from the Arnold Arboretum’s collec
tion—witch hazels, dawn redwoods, and 
others—were planted, too. This cloning 
brings a slice of the Arboretum to Allston 
residents.

-

All this, he acknowledges, is a “natural, 
unnatural landscape”: the SEC and sur
roundings rest on and extend into a two-
level, below-grade pier. In its work here, 
Stimson has drawn on the site’s natural 
history, elements of Harvard’s traditional 

-

look, and modern engineering to re-en
vision the built environment. The firm 
has done many other campus projects, 
from House renewals to the River Birch 
grove and amphitheater between the Mu
sic Building and the Science Center; its 
more formal work will be on display in 
the courtyard of the new American Rep
ertory Theater now rising on North Har
vard Street. But its scheme for the SEC, 
thoughtfully planned and beautifully ex
ecuted, enjoyable in any season, has es
tablished a strong template for the cam
pus of the future.

-

-

-
-

-
-
-

GUIDING  thoughts toward spring and 
channeling the great Pump helmsman/
poet David McCord, A.B. 1921, A.M. 
’22 (“Birthday Candles,” September-
October 2025, page 56), Terry Murphy 
’59—a self-described “proud son of Up
per Michigan’s ‘snow country’” now writ
ing from the softer climes of Bethesda, 
Maryland—recalls a verse on dreary late-
winter days in Cambridge and environs.

-
-

“When your correspondent was direc
tor of news, sports, and special events at 
WHRB,” he recalls, “the ‘network’ infor
mally welcomed the end of winter in New 
England with this brief hymn:

-

-

Spring has come to Cambridge 
Let us gladly ring the Bell. 
But said the sadly sodden Robin 
As it ice-encrusted fell, 
‘Like hell. Like hell. Like hell.’”

To a glorious campus
 spring—eventually!            

—PRIMUS

T h e  e x t e r i o r  o f  t h e  s c i e n c e  a n d  e n g i n e e r i n g  c o m p l e x  (a b o v e ) 
Ph o t o g ra p h  c o u r t e s y  o f  C h r i s t i a n  Ph i l l i p s  Ph o t o g ra p h y
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C R I M S O N

CLAS SI FI E DS
V I S I T  H A R VA R D M A G A Z I N E . C O M / C L A S S I F I E D S

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

BROKERS/SERVICES

H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

Need help selling, buying, or 
renting in Manhattan or Florida?
Contact SONIA REHANI, 
premier broker/Harvard alum.

Sales Rentals Relocations
Investment Properties

Charles Rutenberg Realty
Call or Text: 917.686.9656 

H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

PATTY SUTHERLAND
REALTOR®, MBA, SRES, ASP, PSA

978-844-6397
PATTY@PSUTHERLANDGROUP.COM

WWW.PSUTHERLANDGROUP.COM

WORKING WITH SELLERS,
BUYERS, AND INVESTORS IN

THE GREATER BOSTON AREA.

MASSACHUSETTS REAL ESTATE
Belmont Hill. Belmont’s premier neighborhood and school district. 
~4,400 sq. ft. including finished walk-out lower level. 7 bedrooms, 
3.5 bathrooms, 2 fireplaces. Expansive half-acre lot with room for 
pool and/or tennis court. Minutes from Cambridge, Boston, and top 
employers, universities. rcoop11@gmail.com. Harvard alum. 

Selling your home? Place a real estate ad in Harvard Magazine and 
attract people in the Harvard University community looking to buy. 
Call: 617-496-6686 or email: classifieds@harvard.edu for details.

CONNECTICUT REAL ESTATE

Madison, CT. English Georgian-style home. 
6,194 SF on 5.65 wooded acres along the 
Neck River with two waterfalls. 4+ BR, 4.5 
BA, chef’s kitchen, library, in-law option. 
Prime shoreline location between NYC & 
Boston; beach, schools, rail, I-95 nearby. 
Land can be subdivided. $2,750,000. 

For more info: highwood27@aol.com

NEW MEXICO REAL ESTATE 
H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

SANTA FE OASIS – Old style compound with adobe 
main house, 5 casitas, 2.7 acres, expansion & 

development rights. Possible retreats, workshops, 
therapy, holidays, retirement, or something else. 

Alumni owners Tom & Elise Noble. 505-699-7801 
elisernoble@yahoo.com oldcompoundsantafe.com

REAL ESTATE FOR RENT

MASSACHUSETTS FOR RENT
Cambridge area: Stunning, luxurious, fully furnished artist/de
signer’s home. 10 minutes to Harvard. Serene oasis for 1-3 gen
tle non-smokers. Flexible options: rent a suite of rooms or whole 
house. Sorry, no pets. Showing by appointment. Owner: Text 
617-512-1594. Email: breathebright@aol.com. 

-
-

SEEKING A RENTAL
Housing wanted: Senior academic Visiting Scholar at Harvard SEAS 
seeks one-bedroom apartment for self and spouse, Sept. 1, 2026–Aug. 
31, 2027. Must be walkable to SEAS or near public transit. Quiet, respon
sible, non-smokers; no parties. Contact: r.steinberg@lse.ac.uk.

-

VACATION RENTALS

 

Home Rentals and Exchanges posted 
by and for Scholars in over 65 Countries 

MASSACHUSETTS VACATION 
RENTALS
Nantucket: mid-island spacious, easy walk to town, close to golf, 
beaches, and mid-island shops/dining. 3 br, 3 full baths, sleeps 
six. Visit: bit.ly/lovejoynan. Nantucket Email:  Cindy (ALB ’95)
bortee@yoyo.org. 

West Stockbridge, 6 bedrooms, 25 private acres, pool, and tennis 
court, adjacent to Tanglewood. Available for 2 to 4 weeks between July 
24 and August 22. Text 917-716-7140; email: fine.susan@gmail.com.

Gloucester—Oceanfront. Bass Rocks. Harvard alumni-owned 
3-bedroom, 1st floor apartment. Spectacular views. Open/en
closed porches, eat-in-kitchen, laundry, 12 min. walk to Good 
Harbor Beach. Weekly/monthly rental May-October. Email owner: 
hosesix@comcast.net. Call/text: 781-589-9792.

-

Martha’s Vineyard. West Tisbury. Recently built, quintessential 
vineyard beach house. You can rent a room or you can rent the en
tire house. 3 bedrooms/3 baths. Outdoor shower. Access to com
munity swimming pool. All amenities. Minutes to beaches including 
Lambert’s Cove. Walking/hiking trails. Bike to town. Info/photos/
availability: mvislandtime.com, 860-922-3594.

-
-

Woods Hole, Buzzards Bay. Waterfront, 4 acres, secluded, 
sunsets, 7 bedrooms, 5 1/2 bathrooms, new chef’s kitchen, 
putting green, pickleball court, heated swimming pool, hot tub, 
fire pit. 2 miles to Main Street. Available 2 weeks in July and 
August.  gansettroad@gmail.com.

NEW HAMPSHIRE VACATION 
RENTALS
H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

VERMONT VACATION RENTALS

Vacation 
Homes in 
Stowe, VT

(802) 760 - 1157
StoweResortHomes.com

NEW JERSEY VACATION 
RENTALS
10 92nd Street, Stone Harbor, NJ, on beach. Season and off-
season. Stoneharborbeachhouses.com. RAdams150@aol.com 
or 570-650-3116.

Have a great summer rental? Place a vacation rental ad in Harvard 
Magazine and rent to travelers in the Harvard University commu
nity. Call: 617-496-6686 or email: classifieds@harvard.edu for info.

-

• • •
•

| 
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FRANCE VACATION RENTALS
H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

Gorgeous Provence Village 
House. Renovated 17th century 
4BR/5BA home perched atop 
picturesque Eygalières in the 
heart of the Alpilles. Experience 
the magic of French village life 
s t eps f r om h i s t o r i c s i t es , 
wilderness trails, vineyards, and 
orchards. Stunning views, pool, 
terrace, garden, parking, AC.
Email: mbrower5556@me.com.

Summer in Provence: tradit ional farmhouse, four bed
rooms, with swimming pool & extensive grounds, near St. 
Remy, Avignon, Arles. WiFi & A/C. www.masdechausse.com 
and fleur_macdonald@hotmail.com.

-

PARIS (MARAIS). Luxury 1-bedroom apartment, sleeps 4. 
www.ParisWeekender.com / parisweekender@gmail.com.

Paris, Ile St-Louis: Elegant, spacious, top-floor, skylighted apart
ment, gorgeous views overlooking the Seine, 2 bedrooms sleep 4, 
2 baths, elevator, well-appointed, full kitchen, WiFi. 678-232-8444. 
triff@mindspring.com. 

-

Paris-5th, Haussmann style, 3BR, sleeps 6, elevator, modern appli
ances, washer & dryer, Métro Maubert-Mutualite, Harvard Alumni-
owned, info@reservewithpaula.com.

-

Paris 7th—Eiffel Tower. Haussmann stone building. Elegant 5th-
floor, 1,000 sq.ft. two-bedroom apartment. Fully equipped. Contact: 
www.theraffel.com.

Paris 7th. Fifth floor, quiet studio sleeps 2. Balcony. View Eiffel Tower. 
www.parisgrenelle.com. 207-752-0285.

PARIS—MARAIS. Renovated 17th-century, tri-level, top-floor, court
yard apartment. Central, quiet, exposed beams, hardwood floors, fully 
equipped. 206-723-6538; www.acrossthewater.net.

-

PARIS/NORMANDY. Marais—Louvre—Honfleur. 3 great apart
ments. Fantastic beachside 4-hectare secluded Normandy Estate 
(new 2025). Privately owned & professionally managed by us!  
www.pad-a-terre.com. reservations@pad-a-terre.com.

-

Paris—Marais. Historic 17th-century, 500 sq. ft. apt. on first 
floor, renovated, 1 bedroom, sleeps 4, brand new kitchen & bath, 
2 private courtyards, high-speed internet access. 978-505-8300, 
asluder22@gmail.com.

Paris 16e. Le charme discret de la bourgeoisie. Sunny, spacious apt. 
Auteuil, métro Mirabeau. 1 BR, elevator, 5e étage, turnkey furnished. 
Perfect for couple or one person. Monthly only. Available June 2026. 
Photos, references upon request. valsutter@gmail.com.

Provence: Lovely 3-bedroom, 3-bath home near Uzès with swim
ming pool. Taking reservations for 2026. For more information/pho
tos: Irislitt@Stanford.edu. 

-
-

Paris Furnished Rentals—Weekly/Monthly/Yearly—by 
PerfectlyParis, since 2001. Browse our website or com
plete our online form and we’ll see what we have available:  
www.perfectlyparis.com/apartmentsearch. 
info@perfectlyparis.com. We look forward to welcoming you!

-

 

ITALY VACATION RENTALS
ROME: Spacious apartment in congenial neighborhood near major 
sights and subway. Two bedrooms, two baths, Wi-Fi, AC, elevator. 
lm603@columbia.edu, www.casacleme.com.

‘Florence Favorite.’ Elegant, newly restored vacation rental. 
This 2BR/1BA apartment blends modern luxury, AC, walk in 
shower, with classic Italian charm in the center of Florence. 
Visit: bit.ly/florencefavorite WhatsApp Julie: 978-810-0437. 
Email: julie_adt@proton.me.  

TUSCANY: Luxury private villa for 8, beautiful pool and gardens, 
www.LuxuryVillaTuscany.com.

Marche/Italy: 13th-century farmhouse nestled amidst olives, olean
ders and cypresses, overlooked by a quintessential medieval town. 
Enjoy la vita più dolce in the 50-ft private pool with a view of the Sibil
lini Mountains, or zip down to the Adriatic for an aperitivo. Contact: 
sanisidoremarche@gmail.com or visit: www.sanisidore.com.

-

-

VENICE, Italy: baroque stuccoed piano nobile, sleeps 5, brand new 
bathroom, mamoli@unive.it.

Todi, Umbria: Luxury villa. 8 bedrooms, 7.5 baths. Smaller groups-
large gatherings/reunions. Infinity pool. Stunning views. AC, WiFi, 
housekeeper included. Cook available. www.luxuryvillatodi.com. 
MarilynGasparini@aol.com. Discount for Harvardians.

GREECE VACATION RENTALS
H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

Sifnos Island, Greece -Traditional Cycladic cottage with 
modern conveniences and gorgeous unobstructed view 
of the Aegean Sea and islands. Easily accessed, close to 
beaches & shopping. Long- or short-term rental. Sleeps 2. 
Contact: rinxem@hotmail.com. Harvard ’83 graduate.

TR AVEL

 
Singular Culinary Tours in Sicily and Tuscany. Small Groups. Once 
Yearly. www.TuscanEpicure.com. 212-388-9832. WhatsApp: 
39-347-143-40-36. 

 

 

Attention Harvard Alumni 
Business Owners!

Get 50% off the cost of a classified display ad.
Advertise in Harvard Magazine’s upcoming 

issue and reach 265,000 readers! 
May-June 2026 deadline: March 13

Call: 617-496-6686 or email:  
classifieds@harvard.edu for more info.

H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

Specialists In Tailor-Made Travel Worldwide:
Harvard-alum-owned boutique tour company 
with a superb team of specialists who will create 
a personalized itinerary just for you based on your 
interests and dates. Award-winning hotels, expert 
private guides, the finest local cuisine, conservation-
focused. Latin America, Africa, Asia, Europe, the 
Polar Regions, Yacht Charters, and more. Call or 
email 888.982.7712, info@vayaadventures.com. 

www.vayaadventures.com

Expert-led archaeological tours, food tours, walking tours, and 
gulet cruises. Croatia, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Turkey, and UK. Peter 
Sommer Travels, www.petersommer.com.

PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

CAREER TRANSITIONS AND EXECUTIVE COACHING: Internation
al career expert Judith Gerberg, MA, LMHC (quoted in NY Times, 
WSJ, NPR) built her reputation coaching highly educated individu
als to find careers they love. What’s next for you? 212-315-2322 
www.gerberg.com | judith@gerberg.com.

| 

-

-

Life Coach: Helping high achievers navigate life changes with 
clarity and purpose. Wall Street background. Clients include C 
Suite executives, PE/VCs, entrepreneurs, multi-generational 
families. Overcome limitations. Find greater joy and fulfillment. 
www.alexawillson.com. alexa@alexawillson.com. Advertiser is 
a Harvard ’79 graduate.

Executive Coaching for Exceptional Leaders. Transform your 
leadership journey! I provide coaching for executives and en
trepreneurs that transcends conventional business advice, 
addressing the psychological and intellectual dimensions of 
excellence. Contact Victoria for a confidential consultation: 
info@tyleradvisory.com or 781-661-8238. Advertiser is an 
A.L.M. ’23 graduate.

-

Private Coaching for Rising-Gen and Senior Leaders. Harvard Ph.D. 
(Psychology). Forty years helping families build capable, confident de
cision-makers. Confidential conversation: familyoffice.coach

-

EDUCATION

TEST PREP & COLLEGE ADMISSIONS: Robert Kohen, Ph.D., Har
vard and Columbia grad, provides individualized SAT/ACT & ISEE/
SSAT tutoring and comprehensive college admissions guidance. 
Neurodiverse-friendly: specialized training for test prep in LD, ADHD, 
and ASD. robert@koheneducationalservices.com | 212-658-0834 
www.koheneducationalservices.com.

-

| 

College Admissions Consultant, Julia Rolnick. Expert guidance for 
11th & 12th graders navigating applications—and younger students 
exploring their strengths in and beyond school. Reduce stress, max
imize success. Free initial consultation. CollegeConsiderations.com. 
juliarolnick@collegeconsiderations.com. 802-232-2543.

-

Advertise your educational service in Harvard Magazine. Reach 
265,000 readers. Call: 617-496-6686 or email: classifieds@harvard.edu 
and get in for our May-June 2026 issue. 

Consistency is key. Ask about our frequency discounts for advertising in multiple issues.
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WRITERS’ SERVICES

Professional coaching for memoirs, healthcare, and nonfiction books. 
Serena Howlett, J.D., M.P.H., serenahowlett@gmail.com. LinkedIn: 
https://bit.ly/shlinked. Advertiser is a Harvard ’78 graduate.

Experienced German researcher, Ph.D., author of three books, 
offers research and consultancy on things German or Russian. 
info@research-for-authors.com.

“Mary Rakow, Ph.D., is a legendary editor!” (I.K.) Award-winning 
author. Harvard grad. 18-year editing practice built on word of mouth 
and returning clients. Let me help you write the story only you can 
write. www.maryrakow.com. maryrakow1@gmail.com. 

ATTENTION, WRITERS! New fiction publisher wants to consider 
your manuscript. Learn more at ares-press.com.

BUSINESS 
OPPORTUNITIES
H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

President Obama, pictured next to the Cabinet Room table, 
crafted by the Kittinger Company.

Company for Sale:
Own an American Icon

Founded in 1866, Kittinger Furniture 
Company creates America’s finest furniture 

for world leaders, titans of industry, 
and discerning private families on five 
continents. With a steadfast dedication 
to quality, Kittinger craftsmen produce 

timeless furniture in a 35,000-square-foot 
manufacturing facility in Buffalo, NY.

The time has now come to pass this historic 
company to a new generation and a new 
owner. If you appreciate craftsmanship 
and tradition – and have good business 
instincts that would enable you to grow 
this American treasure – please contact: 

rb@kittingerfurniture.com

PERSONALS

BluesMatch.com—The dating site where Ivy League and Oxbridge 
people find love.

Book Lovers dating. Find a match who loves books.  
www.booklovers.dating

Intersections Match by Jasbina: The Only Premier Matchmak
ing Firm—for Indian Singles—in the US, Canada & the UK. 
info@IntersectionsMatch.com, http://intersectionsmatch.com.

-

Our handsome, Boston-based private client is an executive in 
technology. Divorced, fit, athletic, cultured, and charming, he is 
seeking his female match, 62-70, slender, fit, who also loves Bos
ton, New England, the outdoors, romance, and appreciates a true 
gentleman. Bio & Photo: sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com, 
212-627-0121. 

Scan to learn more

Your 
forever-

after
is waiting 
for you. 
Matchmaking at its 

finest for clients seeking 
the best life has to offer. 

617-564-4194
allurematchmaking.com 

A Discreet Matchmaking Path for 
Accomplished Jewish Singles

Elegant Introductions, every introduction is private 
& personal. Guided by Barbara Black Goldfarb, a 

powerhouse Jewish networker, and Dr. Nancy Gold 
Zimmer, a distinguished PhD psychologist, we 
create extraordinary relationships for discerning 

Jewish singles who seek lasting love.
www.elegantintroductions.com

nancy@elegantintroductions.com

-

Our charming and accomplished client is a 34-year-old, 5’6” car
diologist raised in California and currently serving as an Assistant 
Clinical Professor in San Francisco. She is warm, adventurous, 
and grounded, with strong Indian family values. She seeks a U.S.-
raised, accomplished Indian gentleman up to age 38 who shares 
similar cultural values. Photo/Bio: signatureplus@banyanway.com 
470-684-0830.

-

| 

It is our great pleasure to represent one of the most outstanding fe
male executives in biotechnology and sciences.  Accomplished, stun
ning, and with a doctorate from Brandeis and a post-doctoral degree 
from MIT, our client is making it a priority to meet a wonderful and con
fident gentleman, 55-70, for a true romance and partnership. Athletic, 
stylish, and fun, her background is both international and bicoastal. 
Our client balances her life with a healthy lifestyle, great travel, good 
friends, and close family. We are seeking men with excellent charac
ter and an equally interesting life to reach out and talk with us for pos
sible introduction. East-West Coasts, kind, dynamic, and adventurous! 
Bio and photo to: sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or phone us in 
confidence: 212-627-0121.

-
-

-

-
-

DC/NY: beautiful inside and out—a class act with great presence and 
style, our private client is an Ivy-educated public policy consultant ready 
for a genuine partner. Born and raised in NY, she is open to meeting men 
throughout the East Coast. Charming and sincere, she can light up a room. 
Her passions include supporting philanthropy, great family time, and won
derful travel. Her match is a dynamic, fit, accomplished, and worldly gentle
man with a warm smile and a twinkle in his eyes. 68-78. Respond confiden
tially to: sandy@therighttimeconsutants.com or 212-627-0121.

-
-
-

This 46-year-old East Asian beauty lives between Manhattan and 
Greenwich, CT. She attended both Harvard and Columbia and worked 
in tech and finance. She enjoys cooking, traveling, dancing, and re
searching investing opportunities. She is cultured, fun-loving, stylish, 
and family oriented. She’s looking for an intelligent, handsome, and 
caring gentleman. He should be fun, loyal, and interested in having a 
life partner. This lady is happy and refreshingly drama-free. CONTACT: 
Bonnie@bonniewinstonmatchmaker.com.

-

Seeking single gentlemen 25-75: We are a national upscale 
matchmaking firm personally representing exceptional ladies. 
Our services are complimentary to you since our clients pay all 
fees. Our beautiful, educated, and successful ladies are looking for 
gentlemen who are ready for a meaningful relationship. We look 
forward to hearing from you. www.elegantintroductions.com,  
nancy@elegantintroductions.com, 305-615-1900.

Our charming, feminine, and attractive divorcée on New York’s Up
per West Side seeks a cultured gentleman, 64-75, based in Manhattan 
or nearby (NJ, LI, CT). A lifelong arts and social justice person, her 
passions include fine art, the environment, books, writing, and catch
ing a great film, performance, or concert. She is seeking a happy, fi
nancially solid, and kind man to share her beautiful life. In confidence: 
sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or 212-627-0121.

-

-
-

Our handsome, 5’10” private client heads a multi-generational busi
ness in New England. Athletic (tennis, skiing, pickleball), social, and 
kind, he is the proud father of two wonderful elementary-age children. 
We are seeking attractive, athletic, successful women, 30s to mid-40s, 
in the New Haven and Northeast corridor to reach out to us for a poten
tial introduction. Bio & Photo: sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com. 
212-627-0121.

-

-

Our fabulous client is charismatic, 5’7”, brunette, a super ac
complished M.D. (Yale B.S., Stanford, M.D.), divorced, and 
now ready to find her new life partner. With strong New Eng
land and East Coast roots, she is based in Washington, DC, but 
spends a fair amount of time in the SF Bay area. Passionate 
about kids, healthcare, and giving back, she enjoys the out
doors, the arts, photography, and wonderful travel. Her match 
is a highly accomplished gentleman, 5’9” and above, with ex
cellent “work-life balance,” and an optimist with a kind heart 
and big picture life. Both East/West Coasts are fine! Bio &  
Photo: sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com, 212-627-0121.

-

-

-

-
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SELECTIVE, SINGLE,
AND READY TO MEET THE ONE

Confidential, concierge-class 
matchmaking. Celebrating 
20 years with the Harvard 

and Ivy Community.

Sandy Sternbach
Lead Matchmaker

212-627-0121
www.therighttimeconsultants.com
sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com

Stellar Success 
Unparalleled Expertise

Our slender, curvy, blonde widow, 5’5, an accomplished aca
demic (Harvard A.B., Ed.D.) and author is seeking a kind and 
loving man to share her life. An experienced leadership consul
tant to Fortune 100 companies and remote African health facili
ties, she is looking forward to less work, more adventure, and 
pleasure with her new man, 66–74. Her match is a fit, retired, 
or semi–retired progressive gentleman who can enjoy resi
dences in both Florida and New England. Reply confidentially:  
sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or call 212-627-0121.

ATTENTION GENTLEMEN: Our team is looking for eligible bach
elors who are interested in real relationships. I am a highly repu
table matchmaker who privately represents beautiful, smart, and 
accomplished women. Women pay our fees, so there is no charge 
for men. Complementary inclusion in our database. Join now: 
Bonnie@bonniewinstonmatchmaker.com.

Our stunning private client, 5’5”, is a seasoned foreign affairs pro
fessional with a stellar career and continues to teach and lecture at 
an Ivy League university. A former ambassador, multilingual, and 
amazingly well-traveled, her interests extend beyond the academ
ic: music, fine arts, literature, and dance. Our client’s match is a 
confident, dynamic gentleman (60s to early 70s) who also enjoys 
and appreciates music, international literature, and art, who is pas
sionate about great conversation and finding a lasting love! Bio and 
photo in confidence: sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or call 
212-627-0121.

Calling all matchmakers and dating coaches! Reach single 
Harvard alumni, faculty, and staff in Harvard Magazine. Ad
vertise in our May-June issue. Deadline: March 13, 2026. Call: 
617-496-6686 or email: classifieds@harvard.edu to reserve 
your spot.

IN GOOD COMPANY. Presenting our new social group based on The 
Right Time’s 20-year success matching highly educated, success
ful, single men and women, (40-85). We have created a program in
viting men and women to sign up to be on an invitation list for curat
ed dinner parties and cocktail events to be held in key metropolitan 
areas on the East and West Coasts. Submit your bio and contact in
formation to be put on the list. You will be contacted the same week 
you submit. sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or get started at: 
www.therighttimeconsultants.com. 212-627-0121. Make sure to in
clude your best cell/text number so we can reach you.

Our beautiful and charming 5’6” DC widow is a Vassar and 
Yale Law graduate, ready to meet her new romantic person. Her 
match is a fit and successful gentleman, 70-80, 5’9” and up, pref
erably in the DC/Maryland/Northern Virginia area. Her match val
ues kindness, integrity, and shares our client’s broad and inter
national perspective and background. He enjoys family time, 
travels well, and is staying active in meaningful, philanthropic, 
and social justice endeavors. He shares a liberal perspective and 
wishes to find his next-chapter partner. Respond confidentially: 
sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com or 212-627-0121.

Be part of our May–June 
issue, arriving just ahead of 

Commencement. This is a high-
visibility opportunity to connect with 
265,000 Harvard alumni, faculty, and 
staff during a milestone moment. 

SPACE CLOSES MARCH 13 
Call 617-496-6686 or email  

classifieds@harvard.edu
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PRIVATE CUSTOMIZED 
DIGNIFIED

For Accomplished Singles 
Seeking Lasting Love

Elegant Introductions: where a Ph.D. 
psychologist and a powerhouse connector 
discreetly guide accomplished singles into 

remarkable relationships.

305 615-1900
www.elegantintroductions.com
nancy@elegantintroductions.com

H A R V A R D  A L U M N I  B U S I N E S S  N E T W O R K

Invest in Your Love Life

Shannon Lundgren, 
the Harvard MBA Matchmaker 
for the intellectually curious.

Modern dating 
wastes precious time.

We deliver curated, 
hand-picked introductions 

for genuine connection.

Join our complimentary 
Dating Pool™, or explore 

being a private client.

www.ShannonsCircle.com

https://www.therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:Bonnie@bonniewinstonmatchmaker.com
mailto:sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:classifieds@harvard.edu
mailto:sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com
https://www.therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:sandy@therighttimeconsultants.com
mailto:classifieds@harvard.edu
https://www.elegantintroductions.com
mailto:nancy@elegantintroductions.com
https://www.ShannonsCircle.com


“

You Answered…
Our January-February cover story described an 1884 mar
itime murder case that has captivated generations of 
Harvard students: the shipwrecked British crew of 
the Mignonette was adrift in a lifeboat for 21 days 
with no food or water before the officers slayed 
and ate the cabin boy. We asked readers to weigh 
in on what the crew should have done. 

-

Here’s a sampling of the answers we received. 
Find more online at harvardmagazine.com/
survey-boat.
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Eating someone after death may only be permissible if 
that person has agreed—much like an organ donor.                                                          

—JOHN B. 

I have no problem with cannibalism per se; it’s the 
murder that is wrong. Once one person dies, his 
body should be used for the benefit of the living.                                                            
                                                                             —MICHAEL D. 

Richard Parker was killed because he was lowest 
on the social hierarchy. This is wrong. If they re
solved that someone should be sacrificed, it should 
have been by consensus and by lot.        

-

                                             
 —LAUREN G.

On our most basic level, all animals must strive to 
live. Choosing the cabin boy made good sense in a 
terrible situation as he was the least likely to sur
vive. The fact that the others survived seems to in
dicate they made a sound choice.  

-
-

                      —ED E.

The captain was responsible for the safety of the 
yacht and the lives of the crew. So, why wasn’t the 
lifeboat properly provisioned? Since he manifestly 
screwed up, why didn’t the captain sacrifice him
self? (Yes, I understand, it was Victorian England.)

-

 —DON P.

Morally, one needs to do the right thing, even 
when it is very difficult to do so. And, living with 
that crime on one’s conscience is not much of 
a life anyway.  

 

 

                                              —KATHARINE L. 
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Slayed and eaten the cabin boy
Slayed someone, but drawn lots

Eaten someone who died naturally
Done nothing and hoped for rescue 

  

 

 

“Per advice from the 
highly respected law firm of 

Dewey Eadham & Howe.”
 —JUSTIN A. 

Next question  
Our cover story, “The Last A’s You’ll Ever Need” 
(p.24), describes the challenges of grade inflation 
at Harvard College, where nearly two-thirds of all 
letter grades are currently A’s. Faculty leaders have 
proposed major changes to the grading system.

We invite you to join the conversation.

WHAT SHOULD HARVARD COLLEGE 
DO ABOUT GRADE INFLATION?

 

Go to harvardmagazine.com/grades or 
use the QR code on the right to answer 
our survey. Results will be shared in the 
May-June issue.

https://www.harvardmagazine.com/survey-boat
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/survey-boat
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/grades
https://www.harvardmagazine.com


Context, clarity, and connection—
when it matters most

As a nonprofit, we rely on your support to produce thoughtful, high-quality journalism. 
Harvard’s commitment to truth, reasoned dialogue, and shared decency has never been 
more vital. 

At Harvard Magazine, we chronicle that work—bringing you independent reporting on 
how the University and its people are engaging with the world’s most pressing challenges.

If everyone who values this work gives, we can continue—and strengthen—our mission 
to inform, challenge, and connect the Harvard community.

Your tax-deductible donation helps sustain: 
• Award-winning, in-depth stories that explore Harvard’s role in society
• Six print issues a year, delivered to your door 
• Independent, reader-focused journalism at harvardmagazine.com
• Weekly and monthly newsletters that keep you informed

You can support the magazine that supports the mission with a 
tax-deductible donation today: harvardmagazine.com/donate

Thank you for reading Harvard Magazine!

Donate
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Extraordinary Villas 
LIFELONG MEMORIES

For over 20 years, The Thinking Traveller have curated a collection of 
exceptional villas in the Mediterranean. Their expert team manages every 

detail - from pairing you with the ideal property to designing bespoke 
itineraries - leaving you to create lifelong memories with loved ones.

SICILY   |   PUGLIA   |   GREECE   |   CORSICA   |   TUSCANY   |   SARDINIA

BOOK FOR 2026  THETHINKINGTRAVELLER.COM
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EXPLORE VILLAS

https://www.THETHINKINGTRAVELLER.COM
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