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Follow Your Passion
Steven Chu

Harvard Commencement Address
June 4, 2009

Madame President Faust, members of the Harvard Corpo-
ration and the Board of Overseers, faculty, family, friends,
and, most importantly, today’s graduates, thank you for letting
me share this wonderful day with you.

I am not sure I can live up to the high standards of Harvard
Commencement speakers. Last year, J. K. Rowling, the bil-
lionaire novelist, who started as a classics student, graced this
podium. The year before, Bill Gates, the mega-billionaire phi-
lanthropist and computer nerd, stood here. Today, sadly, you
have me. I am not a billionaire, but at least I am a nerd.

I am grateful to receive an honorary degree from Harvard,
an honor that means more to me than you might care to imag-
ine. As you might have heard this morning, I was the academic
failure of my family. Both of my brothers have degrees from
Harvard. My older brother, Gilbert, after getting a PhD in
Physics from that other school down the river?® got an MD —
PhD from Harvard. My younger brother, Morgan Chu, who

you just heard the name today as the Board of Overseers,
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has a law degree. When I was awarded a Nobel Prize, I thought
my mother would be pleased. Not so. When [ called her on the
morning of the announcement, she replied, “That’s nice, but
when are you going to visit me next?” Now, as the last brother
with a degree from Harvard, maybe, at last, she will be
pleased.

Another difficulty with giving a Harvard commencement
address is that some students may disapprove of the fact that I
will borrow material from my previous speeches as well as from
others. I ask that you forgive me for two reasons.

First, in order to be heard, it is important to deliver the
same message more than once. Second, authors who borrow
from others are following in the footsteps of the best. Ralph
Waldo Emerson® , who graduated from Harvard at the age of
18, noted, “All my best thoughts were stolen by the ancients.”
Picasso declared, “Good artists borrow. Great artists steal.”
Why should commencement speakers be held to a higher stand-
ard?

I also want to point out the irony of speaking to graduates’
of an institution that would have rejected me, had I the chutz-
pah to apply. I am married to “Dean Jean”, a former Dean of
Admissions at Stanford. She assured me that she would have re-
jected me, given the chance. When I showed her a draft of this
speech, she objected strongly to my use of the word “rejected”.
She never rejected applicants; her letters stated that “we are
unable to offer you admission”. 1 have great difficulty under-
standing the difference. After all, Deans of Admissions of
highly selective schools are in reality, “Deans of Rejection”.

Clearly, I have a lot to learn about marketing.
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My address will follow the eclassical sonata form of com-
mencement addresses. The first movement, just presented, was
light-hearted remarks. This next movement consists of unsolicit-
ed advice, which is rarely valued, seldom remembered, never
followed. As Oscar Wilde? said, “The only thing to do with
good advice is to pass it on. It is never of any use to oneself.”
So,here comes the advice.

First, every time you celebrate an achievement, be thank-
ful to those who made it possible. Thank your parents and
friends who supported you, thank your professors who were in-
spirational, and especially thank the other professors whose less-
than-brilliant lectures forced you to teach yourself. Going for-
ward, the ability to teach yourself is the hallmark of a great lib-
eral arts education and will be the key to your success. To your
fellow students who have added immeasurably to your education
during those late night discussions, hug them.... Also, of
course, thank Harvard. Should you forget, there is an alumni
association to remind you.

Second, in your future life, cultivate a generous spirit. In
all negotiations, don’t bargain for the last, little advantage.
Leave the change on the table. ...

Jimmy Stewart, as Elwood P. Dowd in the movie Har-
vey”, got it exactly right... “Years ago my mother used to say
_ to me, ‘in this world, Elwood, you must be. .. she always used
to call me Elwood. .. in this world Elwood, you must be oh so
smart, or oh so pleasant.’ Well, for years I was smart.... [
recommend pleasant. You may quote me.”

My third piece of advice is as follows. As you begin this

new stage of your lives, follow your passion. If you don’t have



Belly SRALE AR 98 o g 3200 g b X, T U B IoR B4
WA RE—FRE, BN RORNIK. B FREFE ZRE, E5E LM
B RERERDENER, /0G0, MORIRALE. F
BT - ERERS N TERES REEREIIA. EXRER2E
ATHE, TEix ERAES .

B — RIS R TIZ N o BREIRA T IR R XA
KRG R R I FR B B R B RS B R #OR A KREF B % 1L IR
BARE, REEH . MKEE, BEENERZFNF CEHE R
T, WRRIRKIINCHE, SHELRAFEE SIRERTTIRME, (]
KR IREOIG A T AR el (5 BRI BT8R, IREHR M) - 2 5%, FRIE
RREWIEH. AEMBERE T MR RRER.

FIERARA L EREFEMASE . TietARA, &
AREAT RIGH—T mAl i E A REAIR, RETFTTit8e-

EA - AR (R B R ) E RO E - PR E,
K —HEREEME X — bisd - 1R % S A, B T R,
XA E OB, RE - S R I R SR e FEX AN
OB RE ARSI, B AR R RIE, T L
HAN o (BB DUIREUR SR A o ORATTAT LS | X A i

KV E =D E R WAERNTE A T AN EH B IHIE 0 A

classical /kleesikal / adj. 7 BLEY, B, 22 BLAY

sonata / sa'nata/ n. =Nk

light-hearted /lait 'hawtid / adj. EEFAT L HTHRT

unsolicited /'anso'lisitid / edj. H% I, 5 K1Y
inspirational /inspoa'reifonal / adj. JHK RIEM G AN

hallmark /'ha:lmak /. FrELEFE




a passion, don’t be satisfied until you find one. Life is too short
to go through it without caring deeply about something. When I
was your age, 1 was incredibly single-minded in my goal to be a
physicist. After college, I spent eight years as a graduate
student and post doc at Berkeley, and then nine years at Bell
Labs®. During that time, my central focus and professional joy
were physics.

Here is my final advice. Pursuing a personal passion is impor-
tant, but it should not be your only goal. When you are old and
gray, and look back on your life, you will want to be proud of what
you have done. The source of that pride won’t be the things you
have acquired or the recognition you have received. It will be the
lives you have touched and the difference you have made.

After nine years at Bell labs, I decided to leave the warm,
cozy ivory tower for what [ considered to be the “real world”: a
university. Bell Labs, to quote what was said of Mary Poppins,
was “practically perfect in every way”, but I wanted to leave
behind more than just scientific articles. I wanted to teach and
give birth to my own set of scientific children.

Ted Geballe, a friend and distinguished colleague of mine
at Stanford who also went from Berkeley to Bell Labs to Stan-
ford years earlier, described our motives best

“The best part of working at a university is the students.
They come in fresh, enthusiastic, open to ideas, unscarred by
the battles of life. They don’t realize it, but they’re the recipi-
ents of the best our society can offer. If a mind is ever free to
be creative, that’s the time. They come in believing textbooks
are authoritative, but eventually they figure out that textbooks

and professors don’t know everything, and then they start to



o WEEFHRELR T N WAREARARIKR, EaREY, A0E
Fito RERIRITZAKBEHE, XT3 — &, — 0 —BEERNYE
¥R ARG, MEMMKREBTEADIAGET 8 &, BT TR
AR, BEENEIURERER/T 9 F. EIRERA, RLER
ERMT W RSB aEEA L,

REARE—NEE. BEFIPARFEAER, (BEXRZEIRE
ME—Hir, FIRET ROV HERN—E IRHEECAFE
X, RELEE A Z B . (BB SR ALK BIRE R RGN
|y, ok B AREE R il sh I 40,0 R AR SR

REVURKREFT I F5, RESTRXNERTENRTHE,
EFR OB R BT R —— R, DR % o] LU ik B ik
RGN - BPHEERER L FREREERBABART
EERE, MANNE FRFEIRET.. REEAB. EMNE2EEFED
#fE L

IWRRE - BIUREENHERESREE  RAFEETRE. L
FRMB B EMBTEAET IU/RERE  B#EXE THEBERE. X
BATE AR FAS IR R T AL

CERFELE, AR SR RE BB, (TR 7l i
S BETFI R AE MR BT R A R BRI TX M
FTREIR BLHU R AR, AL TH CHRINRBIX — 5. EiBEEN,
BT O, B BERENNET . AR, 2ENZRNFREEIR A
M (ERAMNR IR AR IFEL ARG, B W IFE L AE, T2

incredibly /in'kredsbli / adv. #E , S AMLIEE
single-minded /'singl'maindid / adj. ~~{ —ZH), T OEED
post doc /paust dok/ . [E][ D IMBEH L ESHRHIA
touch /tatf/v. 50, fbsh, FEEHE




think on their own. Then, I begin learning from them.”

My students, post doctoral fellows, and the young re-
searchers who worked with me at Bell Labs, Stanford, and
Berkeley have been extraordinary. Over 30 former group mem-
bers are now professors, many at the best research institutions
in the world, including Harvard. I have learned much from
them. Even now, in rare moments on weekends, the remaining
members of my biophysics group meet with me in the ether world
of cyberspace. I began teaching with the idea of giving back,
but [ received more than I gave.

This brings me to the final movement of this speech. It be-
gins with a story about an extraordinary scientific discovery and
the new dilemma it poses. It’s a call to arms and about making a
difference.

In the past several decades, our climate has been changing.
Climate change is not new: the Earth went through six ice ages
in the past 600,000 years. However, recent measurements show
that the climate has begun to change rapidly. The size of the
North Polar ice cap in the month of September is only half the
size it was fifty years ago. The sea level has been rising since direct
measurements began in 1870, but the rate is now five times faster
than it was since the beginning of recorded measurements.

Here is the remarkable scientific discovery. For the first
time in human history, science is now making predictions of
how our actions will affect the world fifty and a hundred years
from now. These changes are due to the increase in carbon di-
oxide put into the atmosphere since the beginning of the industrial
revolution. The Earth has warmed up by roughly 0.8 degrees Celsius

since the beginning of the industrial revolution. There is already



