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A Brain from a Blue Cooler Box 
by tawanda mulalu

I am still� in high school in Botswana 
when I hear that physicists in Gene-
va flashed beams of particles round a 
town-wide circle, smashed them to-

gether, and found God. It isn’t God. What 
they actually found in the Large Hadron 
Collider is something called a Higgs boson 
particle. When we find out about it on the 
Internet, my best friend and I jump up, high-
five, and hug each other like we contributed 
work toward this discovery, like we found 
something strange and new about the world 
around us. Three years later, I come to Har-

vard. I enroll in Physics 15a, “Introductory 
Mechanics and Relativity.” It feels as if I am 
leaping toward something. I fall. I fall very 
hard and I fall very fast. 

I am a poor student when the romance 
disappears. I expect to see wonderful things 
in my professor’s blackboard scribbles, and 
I can’t. I want the numbers to be beautiful. 
I want them to make sense. I want to see. I 
simply do not possess the imagination. And 
when the equations fail to yield the inter-
esting phantasms promised to me by Neil 
deGrasse Tyson space documentaries or 

colorfully bound Stephen Hawking books, 
my body fails to hold up my head and I try 
my best not to snore during lecture. I am 
not even bored; I am simply exhausted af-
ter being up at Physics Night from the pre-
vious evening until the early blue hours of 
this morning.

Physics Night takes place every Wednes-
day in the Leverett House dining hall. It is 
typically populated by a small sea of clum-
sily dressed adventurers with their coffee 
cups and cookies, prepared by the dining 
staff specially for this night-long grind. I 

A Retirement amid  
Harassment Allegations
Madero professor� for the study of Mex-
ico Jorge Domínguez, a member of the de-
partment of government in the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences (FAS), will retire from his 
position at the end of the semester. He dis-
closed that decision in a letter to the chair 
of the department on March 6, a week after 
The Chronicle of Higher Education reported that 
10 women had accused Domínguez of sexual 
harassment at various times across nearly 40 
years. A Chronicle follow-up reported that 
eight additional accusers had come forward.

FAS dean Michael D. Smith announced on 
March 4 that Domínguez would be placed 
on administrative leave indefinitely, “pend-
ing a full and fair review of the facts and 
circumstances regarding allegations that 
have come to light.” In a subsequent state-
ment, Smith said, “I want to be very clear 
that Domínguez’s forthcoming retirement 
does not change the…review that is currently 
under way.” Thus, he “remains on adminis-
trative leave until it is concluded”—and the 
outcome of the review may affect the rights 
and privileges normally provided to retired 
faculty members.

The women accusing Domínguez ranged 
from undergraduates to faculty members in 
the government department. In 1983, he had 
been found guilty of “serious misconduct” 

and formally disciplined for sexually harass-
ing Terry Karl, then an assistant professor, 
yet he subsequently served as director of 
the Weatherhead Center for International 
Affairs and as the University’s first vice pro-
vost for international affairs.

Government graduate students circulated 
an open letter charging that “Due to years 
of apparent negligence, the University and 
government department have burdened fe-
male students with impossible choices and 
unacceptably onerous responsibilities.”

In a message to the University communi-
ty on March 2, Provost Alan Garber wrote, 
“Faculty, staff, and students work side by 
side in settings that vary widely, from 24/7 
labs to residential communities. Within 
this complexity, working conditions and 
the frequent power asymmetries in work-
ing relationships can make it hard for peo-
ple to know when and how to speak up. 
And worries that speaking up might have 
negative repercussions within one’s com-
munity or field, in the years to come, can 

also prevent individuals from making a 
formal complaint, or speaking at all.” He 
encouraged prospective complainants to 
bring issues forward for formal investiga-
tion within University processes; many of 
the women cited in the Chronicle stories had 
not previously done so.

President Drew Faust, speaking at the 
March 6 FAS meeting, said, “I want to start by 
acknowledging the real sense of hurt, disap-
pointment and upset that has been expressed 
about the situation and about Harvard’s re-
sponse—articulated by students, faculty, 
other members of the extended community, 
and in an editorial in today’s Crimson.…[L]et 
me repeat what Provost Garber, Dean Smith, 
and I have emphasized: sexual harassment has 
no place at Harvard and the community can 
rightly expect that Harvard will do all that 
it can to address this serious and enduring 
problem.”

She continued, “We need to acknowledge 
the profound influence members of the facul-
ty have over junior faculty and students. Real 
consequences flow from that reality—the dif-
ficult place students and junior faculty find 
themselves in when a mentor crosses bound-
aries and the reluctance they understandably 
experience to come forward when concerns 
arise. All of us in this room share a responsi-
bility to act in ways that acknowledge this 
imbalance of power.” A full report appears 
at harvardmag.com/dominguez-18.� vm.b.

“All of  us…share a 
responsibility to… 
acknowledge this  
imbalance of  power.”
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hang around with them and 
as one of them, still haplessly 
convinced that I, too, can be-
come a physicist. It is hard to 
tell whether I enjoy the to-
getherness of our struggle, 
with our mythical-looking 
equations and our approxi-
mations of cows as spherical 
objects. It is not hard to tell 
that I don’t enjoy the work. At 
some point in the night, our 
laughter isn’t enough to sup-
press our tiredness. My mind 
refuses to consider how trains 
can move at near-light speeds 
for the purposes of the second 
question of my eighth prob-
lem set. My mind instead trav-
els elsewhere on its own and 
notices things.

I do not notice the things 
I am supposed to: say, how 
one kind of sum plays with how much force 
one object exerts on another. I look at other 
things—like paper, like thought. One of my 
classmates’ solutions for his problem set is 
aligned elegantly, line after line like a per-
fect music score on his clean white sheets; 
my attempts jump from one scribble or di-
agram to the next in spectacular, nonlin-
ear fashions. Some students stew in silence 
and stare at their books. Others, like me, 
fidget constantly and stumble away from 
our chairs, touch things and swivel pens 
and play with our hair and tap our fingers 
on the table. Why are we all so different? I 
decide to leave because I am paying more 
attention to people instead of particles. I 
walk back home to Wigglesworth C. It is 4 
a.m. and dark and soft outside. I look up a 
little to see the stars burning and wonder 
how they do so. Maybe I can calculate it. I 
shower and go to bed.

Freshman fall� feels long and hard, but 
Harvard begins to move unbearably quick-
ly despite my mental protests. Freshman 
spring I take two astrophysics classes and 
shiver in the observatory atop the Science 
Center during lab nights. I look a lot at 
the mute-glowing campus below and fail 
to learn anything new about stars. Sopho-
more fall, I heap my shopping-week sched-
ule full of courses that have nothing to do 
with physics. I shop classes violently, across 
whatever fields I can imagine myself in, may-
be philosophy or literature or math. Nothing 

quite fits. Laptop on lap after some class, 
I randomly click across the course-search 
tool on my.harvard.edu. The screen says 
that Psychology 2451, “Psychology of Rac-
ism, Prejudice, and Discrimination,” is only 
a few footsteps away on the fourth floor of 
William James Hall. I make the walk. 

The undergraduates say that William 
James is ugly. It is the tallest building on 
campus. It is white and consists of 14 stories 
of pale rectangle with long rows of win-
dows. The departments here include so-
cial studies and sociology, but most of the 
building is occupied by psychology, which 
has offices and classrooms rising from the 
fourth floor to the thirteenth, and else-
where. Its careful partitions of room and 
window into box and square reflect a par-
ticular dream of what the mind looks like 
to some cognitive theorists. They envision 
the mind as a perfect, mechanized machine, 
consisting of cogs and gears grinding to-
ward thought. In William James, they don’t 
think much of spirits, of souls, or of Freud. 
They don’t think of our Selves as shadowy 
threads that can be pulled from our life his-
tories like cobwebs from cabinets. 

I like this building. I like this psychology 
class. I like the professor who teachers it, who 
says “Well, I think you’ll be just fine,” when 
I ask him about taking this graduate semi-
nar without having done any of the prereq-
uisites. I like the way he presents his theories 
that generalize racism into neat packages. In 
my past semesters I avoid classes in which I 

must talk about my skin. I am angry enough. 
To know the details of the slave ships’ wood, 
of how the hatred toward us is legalized and 
systematized to the banality of culture, of 
the bodies hanging on trees—no. I’d rather 
not. I already know too much without hav-
ing learned much about it through books, 
through classes. Yet I am here. I am listening 
to my professor talk about my skin. He talks 
about the programs that we might have in 
our brains, developed through millennia of 
evolution, that lead us to say things like, “This 
person is black. This person is different. This 
person is not a Person,” and I feel warily safe. I 
hope that maybe if we know why this all hap-
pens in the first place, we can fix it. Maybe I 
can’t know about particles; maybe I can know 
about this. The professor’s skin is like mine. 
Sophomore fall, I declare a concentration in 
psychology.

	
I learn that� psychology is a young sci-
ence. Psychologists have not yet acquired 
the fancy empiricism of physicists, though 
they try. In the place of large hadron col-
liders, they have statistics and sometimes 
MRI machines. Thinking about thinking 
is troublesome. It takes all sorts of tricks 
to try understanding people’s heads. There 
is disagreement on how to use these tricks. 
Some psychologists are friends with the 
neuroscientists. They wish to split open our 
skulls and finger the folds of our brains—
our wet pink mush—and know us by the 
lightning pulsing through the neurons of 
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Triple Play
For Quinn Hoffman, baseball is the family business.

Quinn Hoffman,� a Harvard fresh-
man on a 13-game hitting streak, 
stepped up to home plate at Fen-
way Park. 

Batting second in the 2017 Beanpot base-
ball championship against Boston College, 
he looked out at the pitcher’s mound, where 
his father, Trevor Hoffman, had pitched in 
the 1999 All-Star Game. Beyond the mound, 
the shortshop was standing where his uncle, 
Glenn, had played with the Red Sox from 
1980 to 1987. 

Now, with the first pitch, it was his turn. 
“I was just able to get a good pitch, and put 

a good swing on it,” he recalls, “and I didn’t 
realize I was going to be able to hit it out.” 
The ball shot off Hoffman’s bat, over left 
field, toward Fenway’s Green Monster—
and cleared the 37-foot wall for his first col-
lege home run. 

“To be in a place so special to Boston, and 
to be able to hit a bomb there, is something 
pretty special,” he recalls. “I was running 
around the bases with a smile on my face, 
like I was in Little League again.”

The son and nephew of major-league 
ballplayers earned his own reputation as a 
standout last season. Hoffman, the Crim-

our mental architecture. Some psycholo-
gists play with those few remaining phi-
losophers who say that there’s something 
transcendent about us. They claim that our 
Selves cannot be found in our brains. Oth-
ers like to think about people as computers: 
our brain is hardware, our mind software. 
Maybe some people think like physicists 
because nature built their CPUs a certain 
way. Maybe people from different countries 
had different programs installed in their 
heads by their parents.

The brain-as-computer analogy seems 
dehumanizing to me. That, or I don’t know 
how to process information the way I 
should. One night back in freshman spring 
I tried studying in Lamont, the main under-
graduate library, and a familiar restlessness 
returned to my body. I fidgeted and walked 
around. I accomplished nothing. I noticed 
everyone else. They sat in their cubicles, in 
rows and rows, typing and paper-shuffling 
and nose-sniffling and eyebrow-furrowing 
and draining coffee cups: the small things 
that all sum up to the steam of academic 
concentration. Perhaps, inside themselves, 
they struggled, too. I could not see this. I 
saw them sit down and just do it: whatever 
they had to do. I left Lamont thinking of 
the red pods in The Matrix films where all 
of humanity is plugged in and bubbled into 
energy for maleficent artificial intelligenc-
es. And I thought of server-rooms in the 
basements of big corporations, each little 
computer whirling its CPU fans and hard 
drives to become fantasy thoughts that fly 
through the air into our little cellphones, on 
which we type up our own small fantasies. 

Psychology is a good choice for me, since I 
can’t seem to avoid seeing mind-body prob-
lems in the form of college students work-
ing in libraries. I care about people, I care 
about minds. Psychology is a useful way of 
organizing this care. It is now sophomore 
spring. Schoolwork still bothers me (mid-
terms, deadlines; morning classes), but at 
least I’m now anxious and interested instead 
of just anxious. The psychology department 
decides that I need to take Science of Liv-
ing Systems 20, “Introduction to Psychologi-
cal Science,” before I can do anything else 
in William James. Our lectures on Monday 
afternoons are fun, though a little long. On 
other days, we have small sections led by 
teaching fellows. My first one of the semester 
is held in Lamont. On my way to the second-
floor classroom, I pass by the rows and rows 
of other students plugged into cubicles who 

are silently and efficiently processing infor-
mation and I think of The Matrix again. In sec-
tion, our teaching fellow produces a human 
brain from a blue cooler box and we pass it 
among our black-gloved hands. That brain 
was a person once, maybe. Or not: the teach-
ing fellow asks if all we are is our brains. 
We talk about what would happen if you 
put Person X’s brain (an African boy) into 

Person Y’s body (an American girl). Would 
Person X be the same person? No, we think, 
and we somewhat all agree, but we’re also 
holding a brain without a Person and hop-
ing to find Someone there. 

Berta Greenwald Ledecky Undergraduate Fellow 
Tawanda Mulalu ’20 is trying to have better feelings 
about Lamont Library. 

P h o t o g r a p h  b y  J i m  H a r r i s o n

The son and nephew of 
MLB players, Quinn 
Hoffman ’20 has played 
the game for as long as 
he can remember. 
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