
Harvard Magazine 57

of improving teaching and learning. And so
in this environment, methods of instruc-
tion change rather slowly.

But meanwhile there are signs that the
public is growing restive. Outside our
walls, public o∞cials and voters who
elect them are urging universities to
demonstrate just how much undergradu-
ates are progressing. Growing competi-
tion from abroad is pressing us to do a
better job of preparing our students. And
so the challenge now is to overcome our
inertia and recognize that we will never
improve our instruction very much, un-
less we discover how much our students
are learning so that we can discover
where our weaknesses are and experi-
ment with new ways of helping to achieve
our goals better. And Harvard, of course,
should be a leader in making that happen.

“For what purpose?”
Excerpts from the Commencement address by
William H. Gates III, c0-founder and chairman of
Microsoft Corporation and co-founder and co-
chair of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

I was transformed by my years at
Harvard, the friendships I made, and the
ideas I worked on.

But taking a serious look back…I do
have one big regret.

I left Harvard with no real awareness of
the awful inequities in the world—the
appalling disparities of health, and
wealth, and opportunity that condemn
millions of people to lives of despair.

I learned a lot here at Harvard about
new ideas in economics and politics. I got
great exposure to the advances being
made in the sciences.

But humanity’s greatest advances are
not in its discoveries—but in how those
discoveries are applied to reduce inequity.
Whether through democracy, strong pub-
lic education, quality healthcare, or broad
economic opportunity—reducing in-
equity is the highest human achievement.

I left campus knowing little about the
millions of young people cheated out of ed-
ucational opportunities here in this coun-
try. And I knew nothing about the millions
of people living in unspeakable poverty
and disease in developing countries.

It took me decades to find out.…
Imagine, just for the sake of discussion,

that you had a few hours a week and a
few dollars a month to donate to a
cause—and you wanted to spend that
time and money where it would have the
greatest impact in saving and improving
lives. Where would you spend it?…

During our discussions on this ques-
tion, Melinda and I read an article about
the millions of children who were dying
every year in poor countries from diseases
that we had long ago made harmless in
this country. Measles, malaria, pneumo-
nia, hepatitis B, yellow fever. One disease
that I had never heard of, rotavirus, was
killing half a million children each year—
none of them in the United States. 

We were shocked. We had assumed
that if millions of children were dying
and they could be saved, the world would
make it a priority to discover and deliver
the medicines to save them. But it did not.
For under a dollar, there were interven-
tions that could save lives that just
weren’t being delivered.

If you believe that every life has equal
value, it’s revolting to learn that some
lives are seen as worth saving and others
are not. We said to ourselves: “This can’t
be true. But if it is true, it deserves to be
the priority of our giving.”…

We asked: “How could the world let
these children die?”

The answer is simple, and harsh. The
market did not reward saving the lives of
these children, and governments did not
subsidize it. So the children died because
their mothers and fathers had no power
in the market and no voice in the system. 

But you and I have both. 

We can make market forces work bet-
ter for the poor if we can develop a more
creative capitalism….

If we can find approaches that meet the
needs of the poor in ways that generate
profits for business and votes for politi-
cians, we will have found a sustainable
way to reduce inequity in the world.

This task is open-ended. It can never be
finished. But a conscious e≠ort to answer
this challenge can change the world.

I am optimistic that we can do this, but I
talk to skeptics who claim there is no hope.
They say: “Inequity has been with us since
the beginning, and will be with us until the
end—because people just…don’t…care.”

I completely disagree.
I believe we have more caring than we

know what to do with.…
The barrier to change is not too little

caring; it is too much complexity.
To turn caring into action, we need to

see a problem, see a solution, and see the
impact. But complexity blocks all three
steps.…

The AIDS epidemic o≠ers an example.
The broad goal, of course, is to end the
disease. The highest-leverage approach is
prevention. The ideal technology would
be a vaccine that gives life-long immunity
with a single dose. So governments, drug
companies, and foundations are funding
vaccine research. But their work is likely
to take more than a decade, so in the
meantime, we have to work with what
we have in hand—and the best preven-
tion approach we have now is getting
people to avoid risky behavior.…

The final step—after seeing the problem
and finding an approach—is to measure the
impact of the work and to share that suc-

“An experiment in faith”
The second president of Radcliffe, Le Baron Briggs, described Radcliffe as “an

experiment in faith.”…

From the very beginning of Elizabeth Cary Agassiz’s inspiration, to the vision of

Mary Ingraham Bunting…to the foresight of Neil Rudenstine, Radcliffe has always rep-

resented a commitment of faith—to intellectual excellence and to the principle of

opening access to higher education to all who are talented enough to benefit from it.

I owe an enormous debt to all of them, and I owe an enormous debt to all of you.

My commitment to this “experiment in faith” will remain unfaltering. I have loved

being Radcliffe’s founding dean, and I thank you all for giving me this opportunity and

helping me all along the way. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for this.

�Drew Gilpin Faust, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study dean and 

Harvard University president-elect, at the Radcliffe Day luncheon, June 8



58 July -  August 2007

cess or failure so that others
learn from your e≠orts.

You have to have the sta-
tistics, of course. You have to
be able to show, for example,
that a program is vaccinat-
ing millions more children.
You have to be able to show,
for example, a decline in the
number of children dying
from the diseases. This is es-
sential not just to improve
the program, but also to
help draw more investment
from business and govern-
ment.

But if you want to inspire
people to participate, you
have to show more than
numbers; you have to convey
the human impact of the
work—so people can feel
what saving a life means to
the families a≠ected.…

Still, I’m optimistic. Yes,
inequity has been with us
forever, but the new tools
we have to cut through com-
plexity have not been with
us forever. They are new—
they can help us make the
most of our caring—and
that’s why the future can be
di≠erent from the past.

The defining and ongoing
innovations of this age—biotechnology,
the personal computer, and the Inter-
net—give us a chance we’ve never had be-
fore to end extreme poverty and end
death from preventable disease.

Sixty years ago, George Marshall came
to this commencement and he announced
a plan to assist the nations of postwar Eu-
rope. He said: “I think one di∞culty is
that the problem is one of such enormous
complexity that the very mass of facts
presented to the public by press and radio
make it exceedingly di∞cult for the man
in the street to reach a clear appraisement
of the situation. It is virtually impossible
at this distance to grasp at all the real
significance of the situation.”

Thirty years after Marshall made his
address, as my class graduated without
me, technology was emerging that
would make the world smaller, more

open, more visible, less distant.
The emergence of low-cost personal

computers gave rise to a powerful net-
work that has transformed opportunities
for learning and communicating.

The magical thing about this network
is not just that it collapses distance and
makes everyone your neighbor. It also
dramatically increases the number of bril-
liant minds we can bring in to work to-
gether on the same problem—and it
scales up the rate of innovation to a stag-
gering degree.…

Members of the Harvard Family: Here
in the Yard is one of the great collections
of intellectual talent in the world.

For what purpose?
There is no question that the faculty,

the alumni, the students, and the benefac-
tors of Harvard have used their power to
improve the lives of people here and

around the world. But can we
do more? Can Harvard dedi-
cate its intellect to improving
the lives of people who will
never even hear its name?

Let me make a request of
the deans and the profes-
sors—the intellectual leaders
here at Harvard: As you hire
new faculty, award tenure,
review curriculum, and de-
termine degree require-
ments, please ask yourselves:

Should our best minds be
more dedicated to solving
our biggest problems?

Should Harvard encourage
its faculty to take on the
world’s worst inequities?
Should Harvard students
know about the depth of
global poverty…the preva-
lence of world hunger…the
scarcity of clean water…the
girls kept out of school…the
children who die from dis-
eases we can cure?

Should the world’s most
privileged learn about the
lives of the world’s least 
privileged?

These are not rhetorical
questions—you will answer
with your policies.…

When you consider what
those of us here in this Yard have been
given—in talent, privilege, and opportu-
nity—there is almost no limit to what the
world has a right to expect from us.…

Don’t let complexity stop you. Be ac-
tivists. Take on big inequities. I feel sure it
will be one of the great experiences of
your lives.…

You have more than we had; you must
start sooner, and carry on longer.

And I hope you will come back here to
Harvard 30 years from now and reflect on
what you have done with your talent and
your energy. I hope you will judge your-
selves not on your professional accom-
plishments alone, but also on how well
you have addressed the world’s deepest
inequities…on how well you treated peo-
ple a world away who have nothing in
common with you but their humanity.

Good luck.
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