






 

 
 

Appendix A 
 

Harvard University’s Responses to Committee Requests Dated September 25, 2019 
 
The following information and materials enclosed or cited are submitted in response to the 
Chairman’s questions.   
 
Although some have tried to place the decision not to reappoint Professor Sullivan and Ms. 
Robinson at the conclusion of their term into broader political narratives of academic freedom 
or even the Sixth Amendment right to legal representation, the simple truth is that this was an 
administrative decision about the best path forward for Winthrop House after a period of 
considerable disruption.   Professor Sullivan and Ms. Robinson remain at Harvard University 
as faculty members in good standing. 
 
 
Question 1: The American Bar Association’s Model Rule of Professional Conduct 1.2(b) 

states, “A lawyer’s representation of a client, including representation by 
appointment, does not constitute an endorsement of the client's political, 
economic, social or moral views or activities.” Do you believe it is important 
for students of Harvard College, whether they intend to engage in the legal 
profession in some future capacity or not, to appreciate the essence of this 
rule and the implications it has for the concept of due process afforded to 
individuals accused of committing crimes in the United States? How heavily 
did Harvard College weigh consideration of this value when it decided to 
discontinue its relationship with Ronald S. Sullivan, Jr., and his wife, 
Stephanie Robinson, as faculty deans of Winthrop House? 

Response:  The mission of Harvard College (the “College”) is to educate 
citizens and leaders for our society, which we achieve through our commitment 
to the transformative power of a liberal arts and sciences education.  Inherent to 
serving as leaders is understanding the rights and responsibilities of citizenship, 
the rights and freedoms associated with our democracy, and a respect for the 
law.  As noted earlier, while some have tried to place the decision not to 
reappoint Professor Sullivan and Ms. Robinson into broader narratives, such as 
the Sixth Amendment right to legal representation,  the decision was, in fact, 
rooted in the concern that Professor Sullivan and Ms. Robinson were not in a 
position to meet the requirements of the critical role of faculty deans.1  As noted 
in Dean Khurana’s May 11 message to the Winthrop House community 
announcing his decision, one important consideration among others was 
Professor Sullivan’s extended absences from Winthrop House during a period 
of crisis.  While faculty are afforded considerable latitude to administer their 

                                                           
1 This op-ed in the Crimson by the Faculty Dean of Lowell House further describes the responsibilities 
of the head of house. See https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2019/5/1/eck-faculty-deans/  
 



 

 
 

own outside activities, their primary obligation is to fulfil university 
responsibilities, including leadership roles assumed voluntarily such as faculty 
dean.   Their overall record as faculty deans was also a factor in the decision. 
Despite deciding that Winthrop House would benefit by new leadership, Dean 
Khurana’s message to it students noted with admiration Professor Sullivan’s and 
Ms. Robinson’s commitment to justice and civil engagement. 2  

 
Question 2: In recent years the word “unsafe” seems to have taken on a broader 

definition. I have always understood this word to have an obvious meaning, 
generally referring to objects or activities that might give rise to medically 
unhealthy or physically dangerous situations.  But more and more, the word 
“unsafe” seems to also refer to ideas that some people don’t like. This 
troubles me, and Prof. Sullivan alleges in his piece in the New York Times 
that some students complained that his position as faculty dean of Winthrop 
House made them feel “unsafe” because of his representation of a certain 
criminal defendant. 

 
a. Is Prof. Sullivan correct that some students complained that his faculty 

deanship of Winthrop House made them feel “unsafe” because of his 
legal representation of a certain criminal defendant? 

b. If so, does Harvard College take the position that the presence of a 
lawyer who represents an unpopular criminal defendant can reasonably 
make someone else unsafe, and if so, how? 

c. If some students complained that Prof. Sullivan’s faculty deanship of 
Winthrop House made them feel “unsafe,” was that concern given any 
credence in the decision to discontinue Prof. Sullivan’s position as 
faculty dean of Winthrop House? 

d. Does Harvard College take the position that a faculty member who 
challenges, or encourages critical thinking about the conventional 
wisdom or a popular ideology of the day can reasonably make a student 
unsafe?  

Response: During these difficult months at Winthrop House, there was significant 
challenging discourse among students, tutors, staff members, faculty, and others 
at Winthrop House and the College with many charges and countercharges 
asserted.  These controversies were extensively covered in our student 
newspaper, The Harvard Crimson, with day-to-day as well as in-depth articles.  
Students expressed many opinions, including that some felt “unsafe.”  Other 
Winthrop House residents recounted that their freedom to speak out in Winthrop 

                                                           
2Student comments in a recent Crimson article provide additional context on these considerations, 
including the improvement in the Winthrop House climate with the greater presence and engagement 
of the new faculty deans in student life. See https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2019/10/7/winthrop-
climate-improves/    
 



 

 
 

House about the Weinstein matter was suppressed.  The task of administrators 
was not to take one side or the other; it was to sort through student and staff 
concerns and identify how to restore the community in Winthrop House.  We 
firmly agree that a liberal arts and sciences education is not one that avoids 
challenging viewpoints, opinions, or theories, but this is not in conflict with the 
duty of a residential house to provide a constructive and welcoming living 
environment.  

 
Question 3:  Are the allegations of vandalism throughout the Harvard campus directed 

at  
Prof. Sullivan, as reported in the New York Times and discussed above, 
generally correct? 

 
a. Did any personnel at Harvard College investigate such vandalism? 
b. If so, what were the results of that investigation? 
c. If these acts of vandalism did occur, is it your understanding that 

Harvard College students committed them?  
d. To the extent not described above, and without revealing personally 

identifiable information, were there in fact resulting consequences for 
such acts of vandalism described, and what were those consequences? 

 
Response:  As with many large universities, Harvard has its own police force.  The Harvard 

University Police Department (“HUPD”) are sworn special state police officers, 
as well as university employees, and they are responsible for the safety and 
security of students, faculty, and staff.  The vandalism incident was reported to 
HUPD in the early hours of February 25, 2019.  Uniformed officers were 
dispatched to the scene to locate and interview witnesses, including Ms. 
Robinson and the reporting party, and to look for suspects.  HUPD conducted a 
thorough investigation and the investigation was closed when a suspect could 
not be identified.  Any suggestion that HUPD did not investigate – or the College 
did not take seriously – this incident is incorrect.   

 
Question 4: I assume Harvard College has orientation programming for its new 

students. During such programing, how does Harvard College 
communicate to those new students the importance of academic 
freedom, if at all? Please provide copies of any materials used for such 
programming. 

 
Response: As noted earlier, academic freedom is central to our work and activities.  

Although we anticipate that students arriving on campus for their first year are 
familiar with these values, we recognize the importance of explicitly and 
implicitly emphasizing them as core tenets of life at Harvard.  We are attaching 
several recent statements about free speech and academic freedom.  President 
Bacow has focused on these issues in several key addresses to the Harvard 
community, including in his inaugural address.  Similarly, in his welcome 



 

 
 

message to students this past August, Rakesh Khurana, the Dean of Harvard 
College, underscored the importance of free speech principles, referencing the 
longstanding guidance for the Faculty of Arts & Sciences on free speech, first 
adopted in 1990.  This message is underscored further in the Harvard College 
Student Handbook, which links to important faculty resolutions, including the 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences Free Speech Guidelines and the Faculty of Arts 
and Sciences Resolution on Rights and Responsibilities.  
(https://handbook.fas.harvard.edu/book/faculty-resolutions) 

 
* * * * * 

 
These responses are submitted by Harvard University in response to Chairman Grassley’s September 25, 2019 
letter, as requested by October 25, 2019. 
 
Harvard University has in good faith worked to provide accurate and appropriate information responsive to the 
Chairman’s inquiry.  The response provided is based on reasonably available information and is not intended to, 
and does not, capture all information related to these issues involving Winthrop House.  In providing information 
and documents in response to the Committee’s inquiry, Harvard University does not waive, nor does it intend to 
waive, any rights or privileges with respect to this inquiry by the Committee, including any applicable attorney-
client or attorney-work- product or other evidentiary privilege or any objection to the letter requests from the 
Committee. 
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Office of the President 
 

Convocation Address to the Class of 2023 

September 2, 2019 

As prepared for delivery. 

 

Good afternoon, Class of 2023. I had the opportunity to meet some of you last week while 

schlepping boxes to your new homes in Harvard Yard, but it is a pleasure to see all of you 

gathered in one place— and an honor to welcome you officially as members of the Harvard 

community. 

 

We’ll undoubtedly cross paths with one another over the next few years, and I hope each of you 

will feel free to call me Larry. My wife, Adele, is with me more often than not—Adele, are you 

out there?—and she’s also very excited to get to know you and to hear about your College 

experience. 

 

Like almost all of you, Adele and I are not from around here. She grew up in Jacksonville, 

Florida, and went to Wellesley. I was born and raised in Pontiac, Michigan, and went to MIT. In 

fact, this fall marks the 50th anniversary of my arrival in Cambridge. That’s right—50 years. 

 

Trust me when I tell you that these first few days will persist in your memory for at least half a 

century. I still remember driving up to the MIT campus just down the road from here for the very 

first time with my parents and seeing a big protest going on at 77 Mass Ave. 

 

Remember, this was at the height of the Vietnam War. The police were there in riot gear. There 

were a bunch of students with bullhorns, and there was a lot of chanting going on. My father, 

observing the situation, turned to me and said, "If you get arrested, don't call home." 

 

That’s one of my earliest memories of this extraordinary city. It was 1969. Richard Nixon had 

been president for less than a year. Stonewall had become the flash point of the gay rights 

movement. The Apollo 11 mission had just put men on the surface of the moon. And some of the 

best musicians on Earth had just made Woodstock famous. 

Computers were only found in big office buildings and labs, never in a home, and ARPANET—

a US Department of Defense project that would become the foundation of the internet—was 

brand new. Most people were completely oblivious to everything those advances might make 

possible— from Bill Gates’ Microsoft to Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook. 

 

Every app you’ve used today was, at best, a twinkle in the eye of a futurist. 

I could spend the entire afternoon describing all that has changed since I was sitting in a seat not 

unlike the one in which you sit right now. I could tell you about the art and music that defined 

my experience as a freshman. I could bemoan the loss of familiar haunts in Kendall and Central 

and Harvard Square. I could describe my ridiculous clothing from that era— though I’ll admit 

this puritanical getup is giving some of my best looks a run for their money. 

 

Instead, I want to share with you some wisdom that can only be gained in hindsight—wisdom 

that will help you navigate your first year at Harvard. Time reveals what is essential. The land 



 
 

 

line will soon drift from human memory, as will ham radios, smudgy newsprint, and television 

antennas. But the desire for information and connection is as strong as it has ever been. The 

people sitting next to you right now want to know about you, want to understand who you are 

and where you came from—and how those two things are sometimes in harmony and sometimes 

in conflict. 

 

We can teach you much in a classroom about the human condition, but there are some lessons 

that can only be learned through honest conversations with your classmates. 

One of the reasons we chose each of you is because we believe that the life you have lived up to 

this point offers a special kind of education to the people around you. I hope you will have the 

courage to share your experiences and to learn from one another. 

That’s not to say you don’t have things in common. If you find yourself feeling overwhelmed in 

these first few weeks and months, know that you are not alone among your peers—or among 

your proctors, your professors, or even your president. Every person you meet at Harvard has 

been awestruck by this place and its history at some point; every person has felt out of place in 

one situation or another; every person has thought twice about her or his worthiness. Embracing 

the fact that you belong here is easier said than done, but the sooner you get out of your own way 

the sooner you will be able to take full advantage of all that Harvard has to offer. On any given 

day, you will have more opportunities to learn than most people get in a month or a year or a 

lifetime. 

It’s not necessary for you to do everything—and downtime is important for all of us—but it is 

necessary for you to recognize that the next four years will be unmatched by any others in terms 

of the ease with which you can discover new interests and try new things. Being out of one’s 

element can be liberating and thrilling, and you may find yourself rethinking what you thought 

you knew about yourself. Much of college is a journey of self- discovery. 

 

If you meet someone who appears to have everything figured out, be skeptical. Anyone who is 

thinking of the next four years as a series of stepping stones to a predetermined outcome—be it 

an award, a concentration, a job, a specific career, or anything else—is a person who will miss 

the point of this place. Harvard is where the unknown becomes known. The most interesting 

seniors I met last year were open to the possibility that they were here to learn about themselves 

at least as much as they were here to learn about their chosen field or discipline. They took time 

to explore this tremendous campus, to become familiar with our neighbors in Cambridge and 

Allston, to venture into Boston and beyond. You are now living in one of the finest metropolitan 

areas in the United States—get on the T and see every inch of it. 

 

The more you learn—and the more you see—the more you will notice what needs changing. 

Harvard is not perfect. Massachusetts is not perfect. America is not perfect—and neither is the 

world in which we live. No one I know—liberal or conservative, Democrat or Republican, or 

anyone in between—would argue with that statement. It is necessary for all of us to stand up and 

speak out for the causes in which we believe. And I choose my words intentionally. Standing up 

and speaking out are actions. They are often most difficult when they are most worthwhile, and 

you will not regret the time you spend articulating your argument and agitating for change over 

the next four years. 

You’ll learn as you undertake that work that not everyone agrees with you, and not everyone 

shares your view or your values. The easiest way out of those situations—and the easiest way 



 
 

 

around those people—is to ignore them. And that is, of course, something you are free to do. But 

I hope you won’t.  

 

The Harvard you know exists because its people have had the courage to confront the toughest 

issues of their day generation after generation. We honor this institution by advocating, by 

arguing, and—yes— by listening carefully and generously. None of us has a monopoly on virtue. 

 

Changing one’s mind in the face of new information or a better argument is a sign of intellectual 

maturity. It is also the best of our traditions, and you inherit it today. 

So, Godspeed to you, members of the Class of 2023. One morning, you will wake to find this 

moment fifty years in the rearview mirror. My hope for you is that the intervening decades are 

filled with friendship and love, and a lifetime of purpose—that the arc of your achievements 

carries you toward joy—and that the meaning of your life becomes clear to you. In the 

meantime, give to this wonderful place at least as much as you expect to get out of it. Fight for 

it—and for your country—and for the world—because they are yours. Change them for the 

better for yourselves, for all of us. 

 

 

 

Morning Prayers 

September 3, 2019 

As prepared for delivery. 

 

Good morning, everyone. I thank you all for being here to begin the academic year in a spirit of 

reflection and contemplation—what a wonderful reminder of the commitments that bring us 

together as a community of learners. 

 

I have learned much about Harvard since I last delivered Morning Prayers. Before my selection 

was announced, I felt confident that I understood parts of the University quite well after having 

been a student here, a teacher here, and a Corporation member here, but there is nothing like 

coming to know the institution as its president. 

 

The year past brought this extraordinary place’s strengths and weaknesses into greater focus for 

me, and I wanted to share with you today an area in which I think we are at risk of failing one 

another—and failing the University to which all of us belong. 

 

There is a story told about the great Rabbi Hillel for whom the organization on our campus and 

on other campuses is named. He was confronted by a skeptic who demanded that Hillel teach 

him the entire Torah while standing on one foot. Hillel happily complied. His response? "What is 

hateful to you, do not do unto others. The rest is commentary." 

 

How can we profess to be seekers of Veritas if we shame and shun those who disagree with us? 

How can we urge forbearance and generosity in others if we are unwilling to practice it 

ourselves? How can we have any hope for the wider world if we cannot model in our community 

the reasoned debate we want to see elsewhere? 

 



 
 

 

Yes, the issues we are confronting—as a University and as a nation and as a planet—need our 

urgent attention. Yes, they are deserving of our thoughtful consideration. Yes, they are worthy of 

impassioned argument. But we cannot allow them to create in us a righteousness that abhors 

concession and compromise. When we succumb to the lure of moral certitude, when we stifle 

disagreement in our community by ignoring and ostracizing dissenters, we lose our ability to 

make meaningful change. 

 

In the year ahead, there will be many, many opportunities for our community to rise to the 

challenge of turning individual commentary into collective action, personal conviction into 

public action. Fortunately, the weakness I just described is still outpaced by one of our great 

strengths: Bringing people together who care deeply about the search for truth—and who want 

sincerely to improve our world. May we all see one another in that light as we embark on this 

important journey once again, and may we all remember the words of Rabbi Hillel. 

 

 

 

The Pursuit of Truth and the Mission of the University 

March 20, 2019 

Peking University, Beijing, China 

As prepared for delivery. 

 

Thank you, President Hao. Thank you, colleagues, students, and friends. It is an honor to be here 

at Peking University, and I am very grateful for the warm welcome you have given me. Please 

accept my congratulations on your recent 120th anniversary. 

It is a special honor for me to visit you as you approach another anniversary, the centennial of 

the May Fourth Movement, a proud moment in your history that demonstrated to the world a 

deep commitment on the part of young Chinese to the pursuit of truth—and a deep understanding 

of the power of truth to shape the future. Even now, President Cai Yuanpei speaks to us. 

“Universities are places for grand learning,” he said. “They are grand because they follow the 

general principle of free thought.” Under his visionary leadership, tremendous intellectual 

exploration and dramatic social change were unleashed. 

 

I join you today eager to learn more about one of the oldest universities in China—a university 

devoted to grand learning and free thought. My personal and professional travels have brought 

me to China many times. But it is truly extraordinary to experience this country and some of its 

great institutions as the president of Harvard University.  

 

Harvard and Beida share a deep and enduring commitment to higher education. We enjoy many 

strong connections and collaborations among our students and our faculty, who are generating 

knowledge that will change the world for the better—be it through art and architecture, through 

medicine and public health, or through engineering and environmental science. We should 

remember that that Cai Yuanpei not only led this university, but also helped to found the 

Academia Sinica, the Shanghai Conservatory of Music, and the China Academy of Art. His 

example reminds us of the power of both the arts and the sciences to elevate the human spirit and 

improve the human condition. 

 



 
 

 

Harvard has long looked eastward for expertise and partnership. In 1879, Mr. Ge Kunhua 

traveled from Shanghai to Cambridge with his wife and six children to become Harvard’s first 

instructor in Mandarin Chinese. The volumes he carefully transported to our campus were 

Harvard’s first books in any Asian language, and they became the original holdings of the 

Harvard-Yenching Library. One hundred and forty years and more than 1.5 million volumes 

later, it is now the largest academic library for East Asian studies outside of Asia—and the third 

largest of the University’s dozens of libraries. Among its many digitized collections are Chinese 

women's writings of the Ming and Qing periods—an online archive that makes important 

materials from both Beida and Harvard accessible to scholars worldwide. 

 

These tremendous resources are used by some of the more than three hundred faculty across 

Harvard who study China—the largest group at any American university. These scholars and 

teachers deepen and strengthen understanding of Chinese culture, history, religion, anthropology, 

sociology, law, education, public health, public policy, and business. Last month, in preparation 

for this trip, I joined some of them for lunch to learn more about their diverse scholarship. It was 

nothing short of an intellectual feast, and I was reminded of the tremendous value of studying 

China in all its complexity and of sharing knowledge of China with the wider world. 

 

Of course, no one person can hope to accomplish as much as a team of people can. My university 

supports and amplifies the important work of our faculty through a variety of centers and 

institutes. The Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies, the Harvard Asia Center, the Harvard China 

Fund: these initiatives have shaped how Harvard thinks about its engagement with China in 

every dimension—from teaching and research to exchange and collaboration. The oldest of these 

is the Harvard-Yenching Institute, which got its start right here on the grounds of the old 

Yenching University some 90 years ago, and which continues today to support the training of 

outstanding young Chinese scholars in every field. The Harvard Global Institute, the newest of 

our efforts, was launched four years ago to provide funding for small- and large-scale research 

projects, the majority of which are focused on China. Effective approaches and solutions to 

challenges posed by climate change, cybersecurity threats, and international relations will not be 

developed by a single university—or a single nation. Change and adaptation in these and other 

areas will require many people collaborating across schools, sectors, and societies, as well as 

governments. 

 

For this reason, how we choose to nurture human and intellectual capital at this moment is 

extraordinarily consequential. At Harvard, we welcome to our campus individuals from around 

the world who we believe will make meaningful contributions to our community and to the 

wider world. This year, over 1,000 students and more than 1,000 scholars have joined us from 

China—the largest cohort from any nation. They are learning and working in every School at the 

University. We also have more than 2,500 alumni who call China home. If Ge Kunhua were to 

return to Cambridge today, no doubt he would be gratified to see that there are many Harvard 

professors who, like him, were born in China and are now teaching at the University; he would 

also be pleased, I think, to learn that Chinese is the second-most widely studied foreign language 

at Harvard. 

 

The numbers and examples I have just shared communicate important and meaningful 

commitments, but they cannot fully capture what it means to be a member of a university 



 
 

 

community. Each interaction that unfolds, each relationship that blossoms on our campuses 

depends on both humility and hope—a willingness to say to others “I do not know,” to look in 

the same direction with them, and to imagine success—and risk failure—in the joint pursuit of 

knowledge. The work of discovery and innovation is messy and laborious. It requires creativity 

and imagination, but it mainly requires hard work. Excellence is never achieved easily—and 

nobody gets anywhere of consequence in this world on his or her own. 

 

People who seek and generate knowledge share a special connection across time and that extends 

across space. I recall being a young faculty member at MIT in the late 1970s and witnessing a 

historic visit from a delegation of visiting scholars from China. Long separation had not 

weakened the bonds of affection among students and their teachers or faculty and their 

colleagues, some of whom had not seen each other for decades. They greeted one another as if 

they had been apart for only a short while and soon found themselves engaged again in areas of 

common interest. It was powerful evidence to me that universities can be sources of strength 

through tough economic, political, and social times. 

 

I am also reminded of the first Pugwash Conference on Science and World Affairs. In 1957, as 

Cold War tensions mounted, twenty-two of the world’s eminent scientists gathered in Nova 

Scotia to discuss the development of thermonuclear weapons and the threat their use posed to 

civilization. Their collective work helped to pave the way for the Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963 

and the Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, among other consequential agreements. There were 

twenty-two attendees—seven from the United States, three from the Soviet Union, three from 

Japan, two from the United Kingdom, two from Canada, and one each from Australia, Austria, 

China, France, and Poland. Professor Zhou Peiyuan, a physicist and the sole Chinese member of 

the group, later became president of this great institution and, in 1978, led a delegation that 

arranged for scholarly exchange between China and the United States. We owe thanks to people 

like Professor Zhou Peiyuan for their farsighted and courageous leadership and for putting peace 

and mutual understanding above all other considerations. 

 

As I speak to you now, our governments are engaged in important and at times difficult 

discussions over a range of issues—and those discussions have implications that reverberate 

around the world. I believe that sustaining the bonds that join scholars across borders is of the 

utmost importance for all of us gathered here today—and for anyone who cares about the unique 

role that higher education plays in the lives of countless people. 

 

It is at crucial times like these that leading universities have a special role to play. To be sure, 

Harvard is an American university, and Beida is a Chinese university. Our institutions have a 

responsibility to contribute positively to our own societies and to the national good, as well as to 

the world at large. But as universities we fulfill this charge precisely by embodying and 

defending academic values that transcend the boundaries of any one country. I spoke about some 

of those values when I delivered my inaugural presidential address in October. In the audience 

were hundreds of students, faculty, staff, alumni, and friends from Harvard, as well as delegates 

from 220 colleges and universities from around the world. I thought I would share with you now 

some of the thoughts I shared then. 

 



 
 

 

Great universities stand for truth, and the pursuit of truth demands perpetual effort. Truth has to 

be discovered, revealed through argument and experiment, tested on the anvil of opposing 

explanations and ideas. This is precisely the function of a great university, where scholars in 

every field and discipline debate and marshal evidence in support of their theories, as they strive 

to understand and explain our world. 

 

This search for truth has always required courage, both in the sciences, where those who seek to 

shift paradigms have often initially met with ridicule, banishment, and worse, and in the social 

sciences, arts, and humanities, where scholars have often had to defend their ideas from political 

attacks on all sides. 

 

It is no wonder, then, that transformational thought and action often take root on university 

campuses. Overturning conventional wisdom takes a remarkable amount of grit and 

determination, as well as a willingness to welcome contrary views and to risk being proved 

wrong. Great universities nurture these qualities. They are places where individuals are 

encouraged both to listen and to speak, where the value of an idea is discussed and debated—not 

suppressed or silenced. 

 

If we stand for truth, we must appreciate diversity in every possible dimension. We must invite 

into our communities those people who challenge our thinking—and listen to them. Most of all, 

we must embrace the difficult task of being quick to understand and slow to judge. 

 

I have been president of Harvard for less than a year. In that short span of time, no less than half 

a dozen controversial issues have arisen on our campus, generating impassioned discussions—

and even some spirited arguments and public protests—among students, faculty, and staff, as 

well as alumni and friends of the University. Such arguments can cause discomfort. But they are 

signs of a healthy community and of active and engaged citizenship. In fact, it would be unusual 

and, frankly, unsettling if a semester went by without any episode of disagreement. When 

conflict does arise, it forces us to ask: What kind of community do we want to be? And that 

question sustains and strengthens us—and enriches our search for truth. 

 

In many circumstances, my role as president is not to define the “correct” position of the 

University but to keep the channels of discussion open. From a distance, Harvard can appear to 

be a place that speaks in one voice. It is, in fact, a place of many voices. And one of the most 

important—and most difficult—of our tasks is to ensure that all members of the community feel 

empowered to speak their minds. 

 

Changing our communities—changing the world—is our responsibility. One of the most popular 

classes at Harvard College is an ethical reasoning course called Classical Chinese Ethical and 

Political Theory—425 undergraduates took it last semester. When the professor who teaches the 

course was asked if he had any advice for students at Harvard, he said, and I quote, “The world 

we’re living in has been created by human activities, and if we’re not happy with the world we’re 

living in, it’s up to us to change it. Never fall into the danger of thinking this just is the way 

things are. The world is always changing.” 

 



 
 

 

Great universities stand not just for truth, but for excellence. At my inauguration, I focused on 

the remarkable array of pursuits to which students and faculty apply their considerable talents. 

Brilliance is demonstrated not only in classrooms and laboratories, but also around dinner tables, 

on playing fields, and on the stage. Living and learning with others creates opportunities to 

change and grow, opportunities that may not exist in other contexts. It is important to embrace 

diversity because we learn from our differences. Universities would be dull places indeed if 

everyone shared the same backgrounds, interests, experiences, and ideas. 

 

I am often asked to share the secret of Harvard’s excellence. Whatever we accomplish, we 

accomplish with the help of others. Without the world’s other excellent institutions of higher 

education to challenge and inspire us, without others to learn from and work with, we could not 

be nearly as successful as we are. The United States alone is home to some four thousand 

colleges and universities, and they are remarkably diverse. Some are devoted entirely to 

undergraduate education, others to undergraduate, graduate, and professional studies. Some are 

focused on a single academic area—art or music, for example—while others advance a wide 

variety of fields and disciplines. Each of them competes for talent and resources; all of them look 

to one another for examples of where and how they might improve. 

 

Harvard is no exception. We learn from our neighbors near and far. We are exploring with 

partners at MIT the opportunities to improve access to our educational resources through 

technology. EdX, our joint online learning platform, is opening up educational opportunities to 

more than 18 million learners and counting. They, in turn, offered us new insights into the 

science of learning. 

 

Along with HarvardX courses, such students take PekingX courses that have covered everything 

from folklore, grammar, and music to drug discovery, nutrition, and robotics since Beida joined 

our effort in 2013. You have reached hundreds of thousands more people than you would have 

otherwise. Sharing the riches of learning more broadly is one of my aspirations for Harvard and 

for all of higher education. Our excellence can—and should—help to make the world better for 

individuals who may never set foot on our campuses. 

 

Finally, great universities stand for opportunity. My parents came to the United States as 

refugees. My father arrived as a child after escaping the pogroms of Eastern Europe. My mother 

survived the Nazi concentration camp at Auschwitz. As new immigrants in a foreign country, 

they saw clearly the importance of education and, having worked hard themselves to gain an 

education, encouraged me in my own studies. Without education, I would not be here today 

speaking with all of you. Attending college enabled my success, just as it has enabled the success 

of countless other people. I want to ensure that young people in China and every part of the 

world understand a simple truth: If you want to get ahead, education is the vehicle that will take 

you there. 

 

Our institutions must continue to stand for those values which have distinguished us throughout 

our long histories: truth, excellence, and opportunity. And we must sustain and strengthen the 

collegial bonds that enable our work together on behalf of the entire world. 

 



 
 

 

I wish to leave you today with the words of one of China’s great modern poets, Abdurehim 

Ötkür: 

 

Along life’s road I have always sought truth, 

In the search for verity, thought was always my guide. 

My heart yearned without end for a chance of expression, 

And longed to find words of meaning and grace. 

Come, my friends, let our dialogue joyfully begin. 

Harvard University and Peking University are on the same road together. We will continue to 

seek meaning and grace through relationships created and nurtured by our faculty and our 

students. May we continue to learn from one another and grow in knowledge and wisdom. Thank 

you, again, for welcoming me so warmly today. It has truly been an honor—and my pleasure. 

May our dialogue joyfully endure. 

 

 

 

 
Harvard College  
 

Welcome Class of 2023 

August 23, 2019 

 

Dear Members of the Class of 2023, 

 

This is it — the moment you, your family, and all of us have been waiting for — move-in day. 

The excitement has been building throughout the Yard and across campus this past week as we 

prepare for your arrival. We are delighted to welcome you home to Harvard. 

 

As you navigate these next few days, you will have many new experiences. The transition to 

college can be exciting but also stressful, and it is important to take good care of yourself as you 

get acclimated to Harvard. If you are worried about something, or if you have questions about 

the College or your experiences here, we encourage you to talk to your proctor, resident dean, 

academic advisor, or peer advising fellow. We are all here to support you, and we hope that you 

will all support each other.   

 

At Harvard, you will be joining a lively intellectual community where debate is an important part 

of learning. Hearing each other’s points of view, having our own assumptions challenged, and 

interrogating our own values are experiences central to Harvard’s liberal arts and sciences 

education. When we gather to address difficult questions, we may disagree, and we may 

encounter ideas that make us uncomfortable. The temptation to drown out those ideas can be 

strong. At the same time, we need to be open to different ways of knowing and understanding, 

and to the possibility that our perspective will change when we encounter new evidence and 

better arguments. And we must remember that even in difficult moments, we are deserving of 

each other’s respect and compassion.      



 
 

 

 

With that in mind, I want to bring to your attention the Harvard Faculty of Arts and Sciences 

guidelines on free speech, which I think provide a useful framework for thinking about how we 

exchange ideas on this campus. These guidelines acknowledge the tension between maintaining 

a civil and respectful campus and remaining open to a wide range of views, and discuss both 

individual rights and responsibilities in our context. Allowing someone to speak does not mean 

we condone what they are saying, and it does not absolve that person or group from 

consequences. At the same time, we all share the responsibility for creating a community in 

which we interact with respect, integrity, and compassion — and with an openness to the 

possibility of changing our minds. As you prepare to join our diverse community, I ask you to 

remember these values.  

 

Each of us can take an active role in shaping the community we would like to see at Harvard and 

beyond. I cannot wait to meet you and to begin our conversations as the fall term begins.  

  

Warmly, 

  

Rakesh Khurana 

Dean of Harvard College 

 

 

 

Welcome Home 

August 26, 2019 

 

Dear Harvard College Students, 

 

With the summer days waning and move-in day swiftly approaching, I know you are eager to 

immerse yourself in academic work and re-connect with each other. I look forward to having you 

back at Harvard. 

 

As I prepare to welcome you back and to welcome all 1,650 members of the Class of 2023 to 

campus, I’ve been reflecting on the issues that captured our attention last year, both here at 

Harvard and beyond our gates. In particular I’ve been thinking about how we can advocate for 

change, both on-campus and more broadly, in a world where common ground so often seems 

elusive.  

 

Last year at Harvard we saw robust debate about a variety issues, which we appreciate at an 

institution committed to pursuing knowledge and educating global citizens. When we gather to 

address difficult questions, we will often disagree. While I am proud that so many of you fiercely 

advocate for your beliefs, I am also concerned that sometimes on this campus we see those with 

differing opinions as undeserving of our attention, our respect, or our compassion. Hearing each 

other’s points of view, having our own assumptions challenged, and interrogating our values are 

experiences central to Harvard’s liberal arts and sciences education. 

     

As scholars and citizens, we must be open to different ways of understanding, critical self-



 
 

 

reflection and to changing our perspectives when new evidence and better arguments appear. The 

temptation to drown out ideas that make us uncomfortable can be strong. I have found the 

framework in the Harvard Faculty of Arts and Sciences guidelines on free speech helpful 

because they acknowledge the tension between maintaining a civil and respectful campus and 

remaining open to a wide range of views, and discuss both individual rights and responsibilities 

in our context. Especially during this challenging moment in history, we need to be vigilant in 

ensuring no one is prevented from speaking or expressing any idea. Letting someone speak does 

not mean we condone what they are saying, and it does not absolve that person or group from 

consequences. And when we disagree, we have an obligation to respond earnestly. At the same 

time, we share the responsibility for making Harvard a community in which we interact with 

respect, integrity, and compassion.  

 

As we begin this new academic year, I hope you will think about what kinds of interactions will 

help us continue to carve out a community that we’d like to live in, both here at Harvard and 

beyond. If we can find it in ourselves to engage with those we disagree with, and to care for 

others even when their beliefs may not be our own, we can light a path forward. 

 

 I look forward to working alongside you this year to build and sustain a community that 

acknowledges our present challenges, yet works toward our aspirations. In the spirit of our 

shared pursuit, I hope you will take the time to express your thoughts about what our community 

should look like and what we can do to create it. Please feel free to email me, visit my office 

hours or just stop me in the Yard or dining hall for a chat. I look forward to continuing this 

conversation on campus.   

  

Warmly, 

  

Rakesh Khurana 

Dean of Harvard College 
 


















