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Unleashing Our Most Ambitious Imagin-
ings(Excerpt)

Drew Gilpin Faust
Inauguration Speech at Cambridge, Massachusetts

October 12, 2007

I stand honored by your trust, inspired by your charge. I
am grateful to the Governing Boards for their confidence, and I
thank all of you for gathering i1n these festival ritess I am 1in-
debted to my three predecessors, sitting behind me, for joining
me today. But I am grateful to them for much more — for all
that they have given to Harvard and for what each of them has
generously given to me — advice, wisdom and support. I am
touched by the greetings from staff, faculty, students, alumni
and umiversities, from our honorable Governor, and from the re-
markable John Hope Franklin® , who has both lived and written
history. I am grateful to the community leaders from Boston
and Cambridge who have come to welcome their new neighbor.
I am a little stunned to see almost every person I am related to
on earth sitting 1n the front rows. And I would like to offer a
special greeting of my own to my teachers who are here —
teachers from grade school, high school, college and graduate

school — who taught me to love learning and the institutions
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that nurture me.

We gather for a celebration a bit different from our June
traditions. Commencement is an annual rite of passage for thou-
sands of graduates; today marks a rite of passage for the univer-
sity. As at Commencement, we don robes that mark our ties to
the most ancient traditions of scholarship. On this occasion,
however, our procession includes not just our Harvard communi-
ty, but scholars — 220 of them — representing universities and
colleges from across the country and around the world. I wel-
come and thank our visitors, for their presence reminds us that
what we do here today, and what we do at Harvard every day,
links us to universities and societies around the globe.

Today we mark new beginnings by gathering in solidarity;
we celebrate our community and its creativity; we commit our-
seilves to Harvard and all it represents in a new chapter of its
distinguished history. Like a congregation at a wedding, you
signify by your presence a pledge of support for this marriage of
a new president to a venerable institution. As our colleagues in
anthropology understand so well, rituals have meanings and
purposes; they are intended to arouse emotions and channel in-
tentions. In ritual, as the poet Thomas Lynch® has written,
“We act out things we cannot put into words.” But now my task
is in fact to put some of this ceremony into words, to capture

our meanings and purposes.

Often inaugural addresses contain lists of a new president’s
specific goals or programs. But lists seem too constraining when
I think of what today should mean; they seem a way of limiting

rather than unleashing our most ambitious imaginings, our
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profoundest commitments.

If this is a day to transcend the ordinary, if it is a rare mo-
ment when we gather not just as Harvard, but with a wider
world of scholarship, teaching and learning, it is a time to re-
flect on what Harvard and institutions like it mean in this first

decade of the 21* century.

Universities are indeed accountable. But we in higher edu-
cation need to seize the initiative in defining what we are ac-
countable for. We are asked to report graduation rates, gradu-
ate school admission statistics, scores on standardized tests in-
tended to assess the “value added” of years in college, research
dollars, numbers of faculty publications. But such measures
cannot themselves capture the achievements, let alone the aspi-
rations of universities. Many of these metrics are important to
know, and they shed light on particular parts of our undertak-
ing. But our purposes are far more ambitious and our accounta-

bility thus far more difficult to explain.

Let me venture a definition. The essence of a university is
that it is uniquely accountable to the past and to the future —
not simply or even primarily to the present. A university is not
about results in the next quarter; it is not even about who a
student has become by graduation. It is about learning that
moulds a lifetime, learning that transmits the heritage of mil-
lennia, learning that shapes the future. A university looks both
backwards and forwards in ways that must — that even ought
to — conflict with a public’s immediate concerns or demands.

Universities make commitments to the timeless, and these
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investments have yields we cannot predict and often cannot
measure. Universities are stewards of living tradition — in Wid-
ener® and Houghton® and our 88 other libraries, in the Fogg®
and the Peabody®, in our departments of classics, of history
and of literature. We are uncomfortable with efforts to justify
these endeavours by defining them as instrumental, as measura-
bly useful to particular contemporary needs. Instead we pursue
them in part “for their own sake”, because they define what has
over centuries made us human, not because they can enhance
our global competitiveness.

We pursue them because they offer us as individuals and as
societies a depth and breadth of vision we cannot find in the
inevitably myepic present. We pursue them too because just as
we need food and shelter to survive, just as we need jobs and
seek education to better our lot, so too we as human beings
search for meaning. We strive to understand who we are,
where we came from, where we are going and why. For many
people, the four years of undergraduate life offer the only in-
terlude permitted for unfettered exploration of such fundamen-
tal questions. But the search for meaning is a never-ending quest
that is always interpreting, always interrupting and redefining
the status quo, always looking, never content with what is
found. An answer simply yields the next question. This is in fact
true of all learning, of the natural and social sciences as well as
the humanities, and thus of the very core of what universities
are about.

By their nature, universities nurture a culture of restless-
ness and even unruliness. This lies at the heart of their account-

ability to the future. Education, research, teaching are always
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about change — transforming individuals as they learn, trans-
forming the world as our inquiries alter our understanding of it,
transforming societies as we see our knowledge translated into
policies — policies like those being developed at Harvard to
prevent unfair lending practices, or to increase affordable hous-
ing or avert nuclear proliferation — or translated into therapies,
like those our researchers have designed to treat macular degen-
eration or to combat anthrax. The expansion of knowledge
means change. But change is often uncomfortable, for it always
encompasses loss as well as gain, disorientation as well as dis-
covery. It has, as Machiavelli® once wrote, “no constituency”.
Yet in facing the future, universities must embrace the unset-
tling change that is fundamental to every advance in under-

standing.

Accountability to the future requires that we leap geo-
graphic as well as intellectual boundaries. Just as we live in a
time of narrowing distances between fields and disciplines, so
we inhabit an increasingly transnational world in which knowl-
edge itself is the most powerful connector. Our lives here in
Cambridge and Boston cannot be separated from the future of
the rest of the earth: we share the same changing climate; we
contract and spread the same diseases; we participate in the
same economy. We must recognize our accountability to the wi-
der world, for, as John Winthrop® warned in 1630, “we must
consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all

people are upon us.’

Harvard is both a source and a symbol of the ever expanding



