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Astronautics professor Dava Newman was named the !rst woman director of the Media Lab December 2020.

Professor Newman named new Media Lab director
Newman is the !rst female Media Lab director and succeeds Ito, who resigned in 2019

Ad hoc faculty committees release reports
Reif creates ad hoc advisory group to implement committee recommendations

By Grace Song
ASSOCIATE NEWS EDITOR

Apollo Program Professor of As-
tronautics Dava Newman SM ‘89, 
SM ‘89, PhD ‘92 was named director 
of the MIT Media Lab Dec. 22. !e 
selection was made by the MIT Me-
dia Lab Director Search Committee 
following the resignation of former 
director Joi Ito 15 months ago, with 

the appointment e'ective July 1, 
2021. 

Newman is a faculty member 
in the MIT Aeronautics and As-
tronautics Department and the 
Harvard-MIT Program in Health 
Sciences and Technology. Her re-
search focuses on the intersec-
tion of biomedical and aerospace 
engineering, speci*cally human 
performance across the spectrum 

of gravity. Previously, she served 
as National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) Deputy Ad-
ministrator from 2015 to 2017 and 
has directed various programs at 
MIT, including the Technology and 
Policy Program.

"e Tech spoke with Newman 
over a Zoom call to discuss her new 
role, as well as her past contribu-
tions to the MIT community. !is 

interview has been lightly edited for 
length and clarity. 

!e Tech: What most excites 
you about leading the Media Lab? 
Did you have any reservations 
about taking on the role during the 
selection process?

Dava Newman: Leading the leg-
endary Media Lab — that’s a dream 
job, I think, for anyone. So I actually 
just consider myself very, very for-

tunate. I think it’s the most creative 
place: to have the melting pot at MIT, 
to bring together work from science 
and engineering, arts and design. 
!at’s always been my passion. 

All the interactions I’ve had with 
the students, sta', and the faculty 
at the Media Lab create an environ-
ment that helps me be better: what 

By Srinidhi Narayanan
ASSOCIATE NEWS EDITOR

!e Ad Hoc Faculty Commit-
tees on Guidelines for Outside En-
gagements and Review of MIT Gift 
Processes submitted *nal reports, 
Chair of the Faculty Rick Danheiser 
and Provost Martin Schmidt PhD 
’88 wrote in an email to the MIT 
community Jan. 11.

Danheiser convened the Com-
mittee on Guidelines for Outside 
Engagements Fall 2019 in response 
to revelations concerning the 
involvement of Jeffrey Epstein; 
Schmidt convened the Commit-
tee on Gift Processes around the 
same time. Both committees be-
gan work immediately on recom-

mending new guidelines for the 
Institute’s relationships with fund-
ing sources. 

!e committees released draft 
reports last September, along with 
an open invitation to the MIT com-
munity to submit comments.

!e report from the Commit-
tee on Guidelines for Outside 
Engagements describes the draft-
ing and revision process with an 
emphasis on community engage-
ment. !e committee collected an 
initial round of feedback Fall 2019 
via “campus conversations, white 
papers, o,ce hours, and emails,” 
organizing 15 campus conversa-
tions for faculty, sta', students, 
and alumni and 12 hours of o,ce 
hours. 

!e committee held a commu-
nity forum following the release of 
the draft report and set up an email 
address to receive comments. !e 
comments were “largely positive, 
thanking the committees for their 
work,” with “feedback, where ap-
propriate and relevant” integrated 
into the report.

!e report outlines nine core 
values that form the basis of the 
guidelines for decision-making 
and describes the guidelines and 
“tools,” or accompanying infra-
structure, for enacting these guide-
lines in detail. 

!e report from the Commit-
tee on Gift Processes describes a 
similar value system and decision 
making process while underscor-

ing speci*c “tool” questions ad-
dressing violations of national se-
curity or law, attempts to restrict 
academic freedom, con-icts with 
MIT’s core values, and transparen-
cy about gift acceptance decisions.

The report recommends instat-
ing a Gift Acceptance Committee 
to advise MIT leadership regard-
ing gift acceptance and naming 
and to record recommendations 
to create precedents for future 
decisions.

President Reif “created an ad 
hoc group to advise him as MIT 
determines how best to imple-
ment the committees’ recommen-
dations, with a particular focus on 
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Extended Forecast
Today: Slight chance of snow then showers. High around 40°F 

(4°C). Southwest wind around 5-8 mph.
Tonight: Partly cloudy. Low around 30°F (-1°C). North wind 

around 6-9 mph.
Tomorrow: Partly sunny, with chance showers overnight. High 

around 41°F (5°C) and low around 38°F (3°C). North, becom-
ing east wind around 8-14 mph. 

Saturday: Showers. High around 47°F (8°C) and low around 33°F 
(1°C). Southeast wind around 10-15 mph.

Sunday: Mostly sunny. High around 42°F (6°C). West winds 
around 15-18 mph with gusts up to 28 mph

By Trinity Manuelito

Boston’s weather started the 
new year with a consistent (and 
boring) pattern of chilly, dry 
days. Temperatures have been 
fairly cold, but we have not yet 
experienced a day with tem-
peratures below the climatologi-
cal average for this time of year. 
With the weekend ahead bring-
ing warm rain, it is unlikely that 
temperatures will drop below 
average before next week. For 
those of you hoping for another 

big snowstorm like we saw at the 
end of last semester, the long wait 
continues. 

Elsewhere in the United States, 
there are lots of clear skies and 
warmer weather. If you’re some-
where in the west, like Arizona for 
instance, you should make time 
to head outdoors. Some possible 
outdoor activities include walking 
your dog or going for a leisurely 
run. No matter where you may be, 
make sure you are prepared for 
whatever the weather may bring 
your way!
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When you join Campus Life at The Tech and get 
to publish your secret diary

join@tech.mit.edu

are those big, crazy ideas? Just 
about every conversation you have 
is also very optimistic: what can we 
invent; what technologies, what ex-
periences can we give people? It’s 
really embedded in them to have 
an impact on society. !ere was a 
great news article from MIT News 
on the Media Lab’s new Center for 
Constructive Communication. It 
couldn’t be better timing. 

So no, no reservations, no mis-
givings. A lot of work to do? Ab-
solutely. But I just can’t think of a 
better community to be able to join 
and help lead.

TT: Most of your educational 
background is related to aero-
space engineering, biomedical 
engineering, and technology poli-
cy. Did your interest in art and de-
sign originate elsewhere, or was 
it a natural consequence of your 
research interests?

Newman: It was kind of seren-
dipitous in terms of the fact that I 
have always been an admirer of the 
arts and of all kinds, from music to 
painting. Of course, it hasn’t been 
my career. But being a teacher, I 
was thinking, how can I teach? How 
can I communicate the best to my 
students? 

When you teach, you want to 
capture students’ imaginations, 
right? You need to be completely 
active. You need to have great sto-
rytelling. You need to have dem-
onstrations and teach engineering, 
life support, and leadership. I like to 
teach seminars where I’m facilitat-
ing more than lectures where I’m 
up in front *lling boards and boards 
with chalk. I give a lot of responsi-
bility to students to do the reading 
ahead and to do the material. It’s 
more a kind of coaching studio, 
where we design and build things, 

from my freshman classes all the 
way up to graduate work. 

It’s fun for me to have more of 
that studio project-based design 
courses — that part was very natu-
ral. I was really trying to think about 
how to become the best educator 
that I could, and I think you have 
to do it across the disciplines. !e 
arts and design are so important 
to my technical engineering work. 
!at’s the only way I could really, I 
think, convey that message to my 
students.

TT: Your motto — “Love, Act, 
Discover, Innovate” —how do you 
interpret and implement this as 
an educator and mentor, in the 
classroom and out?

Newman: I formulated that 
motto when I became a MacVicar 
Faculty Fellow, which was a while 
ago, but it was one of my proudest 
achievements at MIT because it’s 
all about impacting undergraduate 
education. 

First, love. I think we don’t talk 
about love enough: love of people 
and of each other; having that hu-
man element in my teaching, re-
search, leadership — anything I’m 
involved in now. Let’s just meet and 
have some compassion and some 
love. I think that’s the basic starting 
point.

Action. I’m a very action-orient-
ed person. !is de*nitely relates to 
the Media Lab too: we want to act, 
we want to be those visionaries of 
the future.

D can be for discovery or design. 
It’s the hands-on making element. 

!en, innovation. Let’s not do 
the same thing we’ve always done. 
No incremental design, if you will. 
What haven’t we thought of? I think 
a lot of innovation comes from ask-
ing, “How else could we attack this 
problem?” How can we innovate ev-
eryday and come to work or school 
with our A-game, asking “What’s 

really important? What could be we 
working on together?” 

To me it goes full circle, because 
it’s always going to go back to the 
people. As a technologist and de-
signer myself, what am I doing to 
impact society? Sure, the philoso-
phy of engineering is to create tech-
nologies and experiences, but we 
have to be very grounded in doing 
that for societal bene*t.

TT: It is July 1, 2021. What’s on 
your immediate ‘Media Lab Di-
rector To-do List’? How about for 
the next sixth months? Next two 
years?

Newman: !at’s a great ques-
tion. Right now, I’m listening. I 
call it sense-making: getting a lot 
of brie*ngs and updates, and of 
course, meeting people as person-
ally and safely as we can.

July 1 is a kind of o,cial launch. 
Hopefully, I’ll really be up to speed 
and won’t be the one asking all the 
questions. !en it’s just hitting the 
ground running. !ere are won-
derful things in July. !ere’ll be fo-
cus and thinking, working with the 
members of the consortium, cele-
brating the research that everyone’s 
doing — it’s going to be incredible. 
I’ll be there as the cheerleader and 
then learning as well.

!ere will be a new graduate 
student cohort that will be coming 
in September. We’ll be welcoming 
a whole bunch of undergraduates 
too, because the Media Lab has so 
many UROPs. It’s going to be awe-
some welcoming everyone, cele-
brating what we’re doing, and then 
planning for the future the next few 
years. 

!e mission and vision of the 
Media Lab is grounded in these 
breakthrough technologies and 
experiences, and we want to make 
sure it is for the people. As I men-
tioned, the new Center for Con-
structive Communication is com-

ing out today. !ere’s also the 
Schwarzmann College of Comput-
ing and MIT’s Climate Initiative. 
We’re working in those spaces and 
are really excited about these future 
opportunities.

TT: I snooped around the Me-
dia Lab website and found an in-
credible number of groups work-
ing on space research, from the 
Space Enabled Research Group 
to the Space Exploration Initia-
tive. Could you expand on these 
initiatives, as well as any future 
opportunities for collaboration 
between the Media Lab and MIT 
AeroAstro?

Newman: !at’s right. !ere’s 
the Space Exploration Initiative, of 
which I’ve been an advising faculty 
member. As director, I’ll have my 
eye on everything. !e space initia-
tive has gained a lot of traction and 
it’s uniquely the Media Lab bring-
ing in the arts and the design with 
the technologies and experiences. 
!at brings in a whole other com-
munity, which is amazing.

We say everyone has a place in 
space and helps us envision the fu-
ture. It’s really nice being housed in 
the Media Lab but having connec-
tions with the AeroAstro department 
and with the Earth, Atmospheric, 
and Planetary Sciences Depart-
ment. !ere’s the Sloan School with 
some of the ‘astro-preneurs’ as we 
call them. Students and faculty from 
any of the *ve schools are always in-
vited and welcome to participate in 
the Space Exploration Initiative. In 
March, there’s usually a space week, 
which is an outreach event where, 
again, all students are invited to par-
ticipate. !ere’s great speakers and 
astronaut friends and colleagues, 
and even some MIT alums.

TT: How did your experience 
serving as NASA Deputy Adminis-
trator shape your values on lead-
ership and STEM education?

Newman: [Serving as Deputy] 
was a phenomenal experience — a 
dream job. I de*nitely learned a lot 
about leadership because NASA is 
close to an 18,000 person organiza-
tion. When you’re the number two 
in charge, I also learned a lot about 
teamwork. 

Of course, it’s about people. It’s 
about teaming and about trust. 
Some of my main responsibilities at 
NASA were envisioning and articu-
lating our human exploration plans 
to Mars and the moon, as well as a 
framework for innovation and as-
sets. It’s an amazing portfolio; you 
really learn how to multitask, be-
cause a lot of it was interacting with 
the White House and Congress. It 
was policy, it was leadership, it was 
budgets. 

STEM education was actually 
one of the main things for myself 
and administrator Charles Bold-
en. We say that we’re a $20 billion 
agency for STEM. NASA is such a 
great brand for all girls and boys 
around the world. We really were 
champions for STEM because we 
wanted everyone out there watch-
ing any launch and watching any 
of our speeches. Anything that we 
did and said, we wanted every girl 
and boy out there to think, “Hey, 
[NASA] needs you.” !e world 
needs you. 

TT: Is that a picture of you 
in Antarctica on your personal 
website?

Newman: Absolutely. !at was 
on the bucket list. !e *rst week 
we -ew over Western Antarctica to 
measure the rate of glaciers melt-
ing. !ose were more for earth sci-
ence missions and climate-related 
work. !en, I got to go with the 
National Science Foundation to 
the McMurdo base and also to the 
South Pole. I could talk for another 
whole hour about the amazing sci-
ence I learned on the South Pole.

Media Lab, from Page 1

Newman created personal motto after becoming MacVicar Faculty Fellow

the charge to a new Gift Accep-
tance Committee,” according to 
the email. !e advisory group will 

meet several times this month 
to converge on an implementa-
tion plan and will meet in a few 
months’ time to review the com-
mittee’s early e'orts.

Committees, from Page 1

Advisory group to meet in a 
few months’ time for review

from new_skills import *

def learnMarketableJobSkills():
    return linux, OSX, javascript, applescript, perl, python, PHP

if self.interest == True: 
    print "E-mail join@tech.mit.edu"

----:----F1 joinTechno.py       (Python)--L1--Top-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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OPINION POLICY
Editorials are the o!cial opinion of !e Tech. "ey are writ-

ten by the Editorial Board, which consists of Publisher Nathan 
Liang, Editor in Chief Kristina Chen, Managing Editor Ivana 
Alardin, Executive Editor Áron Ricardo Perez-Lopez, and Opin-
ion Editor Jen Fox.

Dissents are the signed opinions of editorial board members 
choosing to publish their disagreement with the editorial.

Letters to the editor, columns, and editorial cartoons are 
written by individuals and represent the opinion of the author, 
not necessarily that of the newspaper. Electronic submissions are 
encouraged and should be sent to letters@tech.mit.edu. Hard copy 
submissions should be addressed to !e Tech, P.O. Box 397029, 
Cambridge, Mass. 02139-7029, or sent by interdepartmental mail 
to Room W20-483. All submissions are due by noon four (4) 
calendar days before the date of publication.

Letters, columns, and cartoons must bear the authors’ 
signatures, addresses, and phone numbers. Unsigned letters 
will not be accepted. !e Tech reserves the right to edit or 
condense letters; shorter letters will be given higher priority. 

Once submitted, all letters become property of !e Tech, and 
will not be returned. Letters, columns, and cartoons may also 
be posted on !e Tech’s Web site and/or printed or published in 
any other format or medium now known or later that becomes 
known. !e Tech makes no commitment to publish all the 
letters received.

Guest columns are opinion articles submitted by members 
of the MIT or local community.

TO REACH US
!e Tech’s telephone number is (617) 253-1541. Email is the 

easiest way to reach any member of our sta-. If you are unsure 
whom to contact, send mail to general@tech.mit.edu, and it 
will be directed to the appropriate person. You can reach the 
editor in chief by emailing eic@tech.mit.edu. Please send press 
releases, requests for coverage, and information about errors 
that call for correction to news@tech.mit.edu. Letters to the 
editor should be sent to letters@tech.mit.edu. !e Tech can be 
found on the World Wide Web at http://thetech.com.

4 The Tech Thursday, January 14, 2020

Publisher 
Nathan Liang ’21

Editor in Chief 
Kristina Chen ’23

Business Manager 
"omas Wang ’21

Managing Editor 
Ivana Alardín ’21

Executive Editor 
Áron Ricardo Perez-Lopez ’20

NEWS STAFF

News Editors: Kerri Lu ’23, Wenbo Wu ’23; 
Associate News Editors: Shelley Choi ’23, Grace 
Song ’23, Nicole Chan ’24, Srinidhi Narayanan 
’24; Staff: Rujul Gandhi ’22, Margaret Rodriguez 
’22, Edwin Song ’22, Kylee Carden ’23, Richter 
Jordaan ’23, Cami Mejia ’23, Jennifer Ai ’24, 
Mauricio Barba da Costa ’24, Daisy Wang ’24; 
Meteorologist: Sarah Weidman ’21.

PRODUCTION STAFF

Editors: Joanna Lin ’22, Kevin Pho ’22, Ana 
P. Reyes Sánchez ’22, Chloe McCreery ’23; 
Associate Editors: Arun Wongprommoon ’23, 
William Xu ’24; Staff: Yichi Zhang G, Jonah 
Darnel ’22, Nicole Teichner ’22, Caroline Bao ’23, 
Arthur Reiner De Belen ’23, Dean Fanggohans 
’23, Kimmy McPherson ’23, Ronak Roy ’23, Olivia 
Schirm ’23, Lydia Patterson ’24; Illustrators: 
Gloria Lin ’21, Max Yu ’21, Raphi Kang ’23, 
Camille Uldry Lavergne ’23.

OPINION STAFF

Editor: Jen Fox ’21.

SCIENCE STAFF

Associate Editors: Isabel Barnet ’22, Anushka 
Ray ’22; Staff: Jocelyn Shen ’22, Albert Liu ’23, 
Seung Hyeon Shim ’23.

SPORTS STAFF

Editors: Ben Kettle ’22, Suleman Thaniana ’23.

ARTS STAFF

Editors: Lior Hirschfeld ’21, Liane Xu ’23, Erika 
Yang ’23; Associate Editor: Lulu Tian ’22; Staff: 
Vyshnavi Vennelakanti G, Johnson Huynh ’21, 
Max Langenkamp ’21, Lani Lee ’21, Sharon 
Lin ’21, Nyssa Miller ’21, Rona Wang ’21, Leah 
Yost ’21, Alana Chandler ’22, Rajiv Movva ’22, 
Vaishnavi Phadnis ’22, Victoria Dzieciol ’23.

PHOTOGRAPHY STAFF

Editors: Ethan Sit ’21, Kevin Ly ’22; Associate 
Editors: Maxwell Yun ’21, Assel Ismoldayeva 
’22; Staff: Mahi Shafiullah G, Ether Bezugla ’22, 
Sophia Fang ’22, Shinjini Ghosh ’22, Alex Li ’22, 
Kevin S. Chen ’23, Maximo Machado ’23.

COPY STAFF

Copy Chief: Jack Dinsmore ’22; Associate Copy 
Chiefs: Kendall Yu ’21, Laura Schmidt-Hong 
’23; Staff: Yaseen Alkhafaji ’21, Talia Blum ’21, 
Ayomikun Ayodeji ’22, Pranit Nanda ’22, Clinton 
Reid ’22, Sophia Zhi ’22, Stuti Khandwala ’23, 
Michael V. Bhopaul ’24, Caitlin Fukumoto ’24, 
Joseph Li ’24, Denzel Segbefia ’24, Alicia Yang 
’24, Sarah Zhao ’24.

BUSINESS STAFF

Advertising Managers: Steven Ngo ’22, Daniel 
Zhang ’22; Staff: Asia Hypsher ’21, Tafsia Shikdar 
’21, Leon Yu ’21, Alvin Zhu ’21, Pranit Nanda ’22, 
Amber Liu ’23.

TECHNOLOGY STAFF

Director: Tareq El Dandachi ’22.

ADVISORY BOARD

Paul E. Schindler, Jr.  ’74, Barry S. Surman  ’84, 
Deborah A. Levinson  ’91, Karen Kaplan  ’93, 
Saul Blumenthal ’98, Frank Dabek ’00, Satwiksai 
Seshasai  ’01, Daniel Ryan Bersak  ’02, Eric J. 
Cholankeril  ’02, Nathan Collins SM  ’03, Tiffany 
Dohzen  ’06, Beckett W. Sterner  ’06, Marissa 
Vogt  ’06, Andrew T. Lukmann  ’07, Zachary 
Ozer  ’07, Austin Chu  ’08, Michael McGraw-
Herdeg  ’08, Marie Y. Thibault  ’08, Ricardo 
Ramirez  ’09, Nick Semenkovich  ’09, Angeline 
Wang  ’09, Quentin Smith  ’10, Jeff Guo  ’11, 
Joseph Maurer  ’12, Ethan A. Solomon  ’12, 
Connor Kirschbaum  ’13, Jessica J. Pourian  ’13, 
Aislyn Schalck  ’13, Anne Cai  ’14, Jessica L. 
Wass  ’14, Bruno Faviero  ’15, Kali Xu  ’15, Leon 
Lin  ’16, Kath Xu  ’16, Anthony Yu  ’16, Colleen 
Madlinger  ’17, Lenny Martinez Dominguez  ’17, 
Charlie J. Moore  ’17, William Navarre  ’17, 
Katherine Nazemi  ’17, Emma Bingham  ’19, 
Vivian Zhong ’19, Ivy Li ’20, Josephine Yu ’20, B. 
D. Colen.

EDITORS AT LARGE

Contributing Editor: Whitney Zhang ’21; Senior 
Editors: Nafisa Syed G, Ivy Li ’20, Eber Nolasco-
Martinez  ’20, Steven Truong  ’20, Josephine 
Yu ’20, Adira Balzac ’21, Jessica Shi ’21.

PRODUCTION STAFF FOR THIS ISSUE

Editors: Joanna Lin   ’22, Ana P. Reyes 
Sánchez ’22, Chloe McCreery ’23; Staff: William 
Xu  ’24; Copy Editors: Jack Dinsmore  ’22, Laura 
Schmidt-Hong ’23.

!e Tech (ISSN 0148-9607) is published on "ursdays during the aca-
demic year (except during MIT vacations) and monthly during the sum-
mer by "e Tech, Room W20-483, 84 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, 
Mass. 02139. Subscriptions are $50.00 per year (third class). POSTMAS-
TER: Please send all address changes to our mailing address: "e Tech, 
P.O. Box 397029, Cambridge, Mass. 02139-7029. TELEPHONE: Editorial: 
(617) 253-1541. Business: (617) 258-8324. Facsimile: (617) 258-8226. Ad-
vertising, subscription, and typesetting rates available. Entire contents © 
2020 !e Tech. Printed by Graphic Developments, Inc.

Established 1881

GUEST COLUMN

Donald Trump is who he said he was
Lessons from the Capitol riot

By Charles Theuer

"e 2020 Olympics may have been post-
poned, but that hasn’t stopped the mental 
gymnastics of many former Trump-backers 
as they bend backwards to save their repu-
tations from sinking along with the now-
disgraced administration.

I’ve heard at least one former Team 
Trump member wonder if the presi-
dent’s violence-inciting rhetoric re9ected 
some form of post-COVID dementia, as 
if Trump’s exhortations to his followers to 
march “to the Capitol” and “:ght like hell” 
were aberrations of an otherwise ordinary 
administration. 

No. We aren’t seeing some “stable ge-
nius” laid low by Long COVID. "is Trump-
led assault on our democracy was apparent 
to everyone whose ears were attuned to the 
president’s dog-whistle politics these past 
four years. Remember when the Nazis of 
Charlottesville were “good people”? Even 
those people without high regard for the 
president were aghast. “It’s racist, far-right 
violence, and that requires determined 
and forceful resistance no matter where in 
the world it appears,” cautioned German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel. However, by 
the November 2020 presidential election, 
many Americans apparently didn’t heed 
Chancellor Merkel’s admonition.

"e Germans know a thing or two about 
the consequences of extremism. Unlike 

President Trump, Hitler was successful in 
subverting his country’s democratic gov-
ernment once in power. However, like the 
president, he achieved the Chancellorship 
through legal and democratic means. A 
signi:cant proportion of Germans voted 
for him. Like many Trump voters, the Hit-
ler voters shared feelings of disillusion-
ment caused by wounded national pride 
and economic depression that, in the case 
of Germany, followed their World War I 
defeat. 

When Allied soldiers liberated Ger-
man concentration camps near the end of 
World War II, one great service U.S. forces 
did for the German population was to force 
them to view atrocities committed and 
sanctioned by their elected government 
at camps such as Auschwitz, Dachau, and 
Bergen-Belsen. Notably, 75 years later Ger-
many is the leading democracy in Europe 
whose chancellor is a scientist.  

Not to say Germany is a utopia. Abun-
dant fringe Nazi parties exist in Germany 
today, but they are managed with the 
knowledge of the dire consequences that 
can befall a country if fascist doctrines are 
accepted. Germany strictly limits speech 
and expression when it comes to right-wing 
extremism. It is illegal to produce, distrib-
ute, or display symbols of the Nazi era, and 
incitement to hatred is prohibited. In con-
trast, while incitement to riot is illegal in 
the U.S. and may be the basis for prosecut-
ing President Trump following the Capitol 
riot, free speech is largely constitutionally 
protected in the United States. Despite that, 
American social media companies increas-
ingly censor in9ammatory comments and 
individuals, including President Trump 
since the Capitol riot.

A discussion of restricting free speech 
in the U.S. would be unnecessary if Ameri-
cans were less susceptible to demagoguery. 
More than 74 million Americans voted for 
Trump, and that number contains only a 
minority of self-identifying racists. As Dr. 

Martin Luther King lamented from his 
Birmingham jail cell in 1963 following his 
incarceration for peacefully protesting for 
civil rights, “I have been gravely disap-
pointed with the white moderate…. Shal-
low understanding from people of good 
will is more frustrating than absolute mis-
understanding from people of ill will.” It 
was easier for Dr. King to understand those 
who hate than to decipher why those who 
didn’t hate essentially promulgated the 
views of the fringe element.

While the burning of the Reichstag 
didn’t prevent the ascension of Hitler, 
perhaps the insurrection that defamed 
the Capitol will mark a turning point for 
America. "e :rst step in solving any 
problem is its recognition and certainly 
many of President Trump’s supporters in 
Congress have taken an about-face, which 
is encouraging. But that recognition 
was needlessly delayed. With President 
Trump, the writing has been on the wall 
for many years. Rather than a convenient 
absolution of recent events as re9ecting a 
post-COVID dementia, an understanding 
that “when you dance with the evil, you 
don’t pick the tune” should be the lasting 
lesson.

Charles !euer is a member of the MIT 
Class of 1985.

A discussion of 
restricting free speech 
in the U.S. would 
be unnecessary if 
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less susceptible to 
demagoguery.

!e "rst step in 
solving any problem 
is its recognition and 
certainly many of 
President Trump’s 
supporters in Congress 
have taken an 
about-face, which is 
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Reporting on rising food insecurity, unemployment, 
and infection: local organizations confront American 
maladies
Chicago nonpro!t organizations and residents speak on shifting circumstances amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic

By Alana Chandler

Quotes have been lightly edited for clar-
ity and length.

Forced to move o- campus in light of 
the spreading virus back in March 2020, 
I was sad. Sad to say goodbye to friends, 
to no longer be able to run alongside the 
Charles River, to not be able to go in to lab. 
But a part of me was also happy to be able 
to return home to Chicago. I was particu-
larly excited for the warm meal of crispy 
karaage atop rice that awaited me, steam-
ing clouds of comfort. 

Such mundane emotions in the midst 
of a pandemic re9ect privilege. Fear was 
not something I had yet felt, despite a virus 
creeping its way into the U.S. I had a full 
refrigerator and a cozy home to return to, 
while tens of thousands of people across 
our nation faced the exact opposite. "e 
privilege of food and shelter — what should 
be a human right — has become even more 
pronounced during this pandemic. 

"e disaster of the COVID-19 pandemic 
has magni:ed the inequities already pres-
ent in our society, re9ected in the dispro-
portionately large mortality rates within 
Black and Brown populations. A plethora 
of factors lead to these statistics: an over-
representation of Black and Brown people 
in front-line jobs, lack of access to and ra-
cial bias within the healthcare system, 
stress induced by racial discrimination, 
and a host of obesity-related diseases 
which increase COVID-19 fatality risk. Ul-
timately, all these factors and many more 
are rooted in America’s systemic racism.

Obesity-related diseases, such as dia-
betes and heart disease, are intimately tied 
to a lack of access to a-ordable, nutritious 
food, as evident in food apartheids. From 
the pre-pandemic era to today, grassroots 
organizations have led the :ght for food 
justice. Community gardens, collecting 
donated food to create free meals, and pro-
viding education on nutritious cooking are 
just a handful of examples of what these 
organizations do to promote food justice.

With insu!cient government support 
to those food insecure, the work of alle-
viating hunger and nutrition de:cits has 
fallen heavily on local organizations. How 
have nonpro:t entities and the people they 
work with been faring in the pandemic? I 
spoke with the following Chicago nonprof-
its to learn about how the pandemic has 
a-ected their work: Breakthrough, Brave 
Space Alliance  (BSA), Chicago Lights (CL), 
Inspiration Corporation, Plant Chicago, 
and Urban Growers Collective.

1. Job loss during the pandemic
Last year, Chicago resident Sara Ramos 

was receiving public assistance while fac-
ing a host of personal obstacles: a break 
up, domestic issues, and living in between 
apartments. “I was all over the place, so I’m 
so thankful that I came across them,” she 
recounts over our phone conversation. By 
“them,” Ramos is referencing Inspiration 
Corporation, a local nonpro:t that sup-
ported her through those di!cult times. 
Along with providing free meals at their 50-
seat diner-style cafe and arranging perma-
nent supportive housing services to people 
experiencing homelessness, Inspiration 
Corporation o-ers free culinary vocational 
training.

Ramos came across Inspiration Corpo-

ration when her public assistant was help-
ing her :nd a job training program that 
:t her interests: she’s a passionate chef at 
heart. “I’m Puerto Rican, so I make a lot 
of Hispanic food, more savory foods than 
anything else,” like tacos, 9autas, tostadas, 
and nachos. 

From 8 a.m. to 4 p.m., Ramos began a 
12-week journey to obtain her culinary li-
cense and eventually landed a job at the 
Art Institute of Chicago in October 2019. 
From the friendly sta- to the freedom to 
experiment, she felt at home at her new 
job. "at is, until the lockdown orders in 
response to the pandemic forced the clo-
sure of restaurants across the city.

“It came to a total halt. March 13th was 
my last day of work. I remember that be-
cause it was Friday the 13th.” She was told 
that she would be o- work until further no-
tice — no end to the uncertainty in sight. 
While Ramos hopes to stay in the culinary 
industry, she realizes that it might not be 
an option with the virus-stained question 
mark that looms over the future. Anticipat-
ing that her unemployment assistance will 
be winding down soon, she is preparing 
herself to get back to the drawing board. 

"roughout the lockdown, Ramos has 
kept in touch with Inspiration Corpora-
tion. “I don’t have family here, so Inspi-
ration Corporation is my biggest support 
system.” "e organization continues to 
send her links to job opportunities in the 
ever-competitive market of the pandemic-
distraught battleground. “It’s tough; every-
thing’s just so di-erent now.”

Like Ramos,  two-thirds of restaurant 
employees nationwide have lost their jobs 
due to the pandemic — over eight million 
people. As millions of Americans and im-
migrants lose their jobs, the population 
of housing and food insecure people also 
skyrockets. Workers of color, who are often 
paid lower wages than their white counter-
parts, face additional :nancial di!culty.

2. Increasing need for food aid
"ese organizations observed a signi:-

cant increase in demand for food. At In-
spiration Corporation, they served more 
food in the period from April through June 
2020 than they had planned on serving in 
the entire year, a 300% increase. It was the 
pandemic that spurred the BSA to start 
their Crisis Pantry, where they deliver food 
to the doors of Black and Brown queer and 
trans folks. At Breakthrough, full-time sta- 
pivoted to work in their food pantry, the 
only source of fresh produce in East Gar-
:eld Park, when the usual group of 30 vol-
unteers was no longer allowed to come to 
the facilities. 

Because shelters were concerned about 
the transmissibility of the virus through 
handling packages, many organizations 
could not accept the donated food, leading 
to food shortages within some of the orga-
nizations, all the while as colossal amounts 
of food waste also materialized during the 
pandemic.

3. E'ects of social distancing 
measures

COVID-19 also forced pauses to in-
person programming, with virtual replace-
ments receiving much lower turnout. Man-
ual labor-focused job trainings like that of 
the CL urban farm couldn’t virtualize their 
programs at all.

Although social distancing and virtual-
ization have proven to decrease the spread 
of the virus, such measures have also had 
negative consequences for those experi-

encing food insecurity. Evan Cauble-John-
son, chief development o!cer at Inspira-
tion Corporation, said in an interview, 
“"ere also used to be a shadow economy 
of do-gooders, church groups, and other 
people who would go through tent en-
campments and drop o- supplies and food 
for people experiencing homelessness. 
Much of that has stopped because people 
don’t feel safe visiting large gatherings 
of people. Especially in downtown, there 
aren’t many people coming in to work, 
so there’s no one to ask for money from. 
Folks are more isolated and have fewer re-
sources than they even did before, which 
was already a challenge.” "ere is also an 
inherent risk in traveling to get free meals 
from shelters and food kitchens, coming in 
contact with more people when commut-
ing on public transit and awaiting a meal.

4. Government support, or lack 
thereof

At the end of the day, with :nite re-
sources, these organizations that work 
tirelessly with their communities cannot 
serve everyone in the city. What, then, 
should be the government’s role in all of 
this? “All men are created equal.” !e un-
alienable rights to “life, liberty and the pur-
suit of happiness.” “For the people, by the 
people.” "ese are the epochal statements 
of the American patriarchs. "e irony that 
:gures who wrote these words included 
slave owners and white supremacists does 
not go unnoticed, and the dissonance be-
tween the lofty ideals of a democratically 
constituted America and government ac-
tion, or rather inaction, remains today. 
With millions of residents hungry and sick 
today, how does the government live up 
to the nation’s founding promise? Solving 
the complex issues surrounding hunger is 
no simple task; would enforcing the fed-
eral funding of these nonpro:ts be an ethi-
cally sound and e-ective step in the right 
direction? 

Ben Ja-e, the associate director of farm 
operations and workforce development 
at CL, wishes that there was more subsi-
dization of nonpro:ts’ programming and 
green spaces “built into the infrastructure 
of how public money is distributed,” while 
recognizing that “budgets are tight and ev-
erybody wants a slice of the pie.” He says 
that this does not mean to say that the city 
of Chicago does nothing, “but they could 
de:nitely do more.” 

Cauble-Johnson shared a similar senti-
ment regarding additional structural sup-
port as a part of government funding. As 
much as the nonpro:t appreciates large 
donations, the massive redistribution elu-
cidates the problem in and of itself. “"is 
sort of strange architecture that’s very 
unique to the United States, with many 
di-erent 501(c)(3) organizations develop-
ing to attack the same social problems, is 
probably ine!cient. It would be easier if 
we would all agree that this is something 
that’s valuable that we should do, and then 
develop the tax base to fund a more con-
sistent and centrally applied solution. But 
that’s bordering on socialism. Americans 
like to have their little independent labora-
tories. If one :nds a solution, shouldn’t the 
government then be funding that as a na-
tionwide strategy? What’s the point of the 
laboratory if we don’t use any of the results 
of the experiments?”

One such centrally applied solution has 
been the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP, formerly known as 
food stamps), which has a demonstrated 
record of reducing food insecurity. Howev-

er, it has also proven to be insu!cient. On 
average, individual SNAP recipients only 
receive $1.40 per meal. With roughly 23% of 
the country in a state of food insecurity to-
day (having increased from 11% in 2018), it 
is clear that additional and immediate ac-
tions are necessary to alleviate the hunger 
and malnutrition that endanger millions of 
Americans today. “"ere are so many fall-
outs that are going to hit the people who 
are always hit hardest, even harder,” says 
Cauble-Johnson. 

Although the pandemic has shifted 
some of the work of these organizations, 
these di!culties and calls for change are 
not novel; they are demands that have 
echoed in the chambers of the Oval Of-
:ce for decades, if not centuries. “In gen-
eral, COVID-19 has exposed a lot of the 
inequities that we already knew existed 
in our neighborhood. "ings like a-ord-
able housing or unemployment that we’re 
experiencing at magnitude as a country 
are things that have been happening in 
East Gar:eld park for many, many years. 
"e reality is that Breakthrough has been 
responding for 30 years. We’re directly ad-
dressing a lot of the symptoms of racism 
in our neighborhood,” says says Alexandra 
Cesario, director of development and com-
munications at Breakthrough.

5. American privileges that should be 
human rights

“Food is political, water is political, 
healthcare is political. "e fact that these 
things aren’t accessible to every living, 
breathing human being as basic human 
rights is absolute bullshit. All of these 
things are political because those in the se-
lect few determine who is deserving of ba-
sically living a life that sustains them,” says 
Brittney "omas, the director of programs 
at the BSA, the :rst Black-led, trans-led LG-
BTQ+ center on the South Side of Chicago. 
As has been the case throughout American 
history, and now put into the forefront of 
the public eye, the disenfranchisement of 
Black and Brown communities has been 
endemic to America’s architecture. “"is is 
going to continue to cascade as long as we 
allow the virus to 9ourish unchecked. "e 
chickens have come home to roost here,” 
says Cauble-Johnson.

Despite the physical barriers that the 
pandemic has resurrected, these organiza-
tions take immense measures to continue 
to support and listen to their clients and 
communities. Perhaps these organizations 
can serve as a model for our larger soci-
ety to engender local collaboration and 
mutual aid in the face of unprecedented 
challenges. "ese organizations rely heav-
ily on the hands of volunteers and dona-
tions; this is an avenue where students like 
myself can take a step beyond the comfort 
of our homes to help form more equitable 
outcomes in our cities.

"ank you to Sara Ramos, Brittney 
"omas from the Brave Space Alliance, 
Evan Cauble-Johnson from Inspiration 
Corporation, Ben Ja-e from Chicago 
Lights, Alexandra Cesario from Break-
through, Plant Chicago, and Urban Grow-
ers Collective for speaking with me. If you 
enjoyed reading this, please consider do-
nating to their causes via their websites. 
"ank you also to Dr. Heather Paxson and 
Mel Isidor for additional guidance. 

!e disaster of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has 
magni"ed the inequities 
already present in our 
society, re#ected in 
the disproportionately 
large mortality rates 
within Black and Brown 
populations.

With millions of 
residents hungry and 
sick today, how does the 
government live up to 
the nation’s founding 
promise?

As has been the case 
throughout American 
history, and now put 
into the forefront of 
the public eye, the 
disenfranchisement 
of Black and Brown 
communities has been 
endemic to America’s 
architecture.

As millions of 
Americans and 
immigrants lose their 
jobs, the population 
of housing and food 
insecure people also 
skyrockets.
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Instructions: Fill in the grid so that each column, row, and 3 by 3 grid contains 
exactly one of each of the digits 1 through 9.

Instructions: Fill in the grid so that each column and row contains exactly one of 
each of the numbers 1–6. Follow the mathematical operations for each box.

Battlecode
Solution, page 3

2 8
3 9 2 7 5

6 8 1 9
4 5 2

7 5
5 3 1

8 3 6 5
5 7 1 3 9
2 1

Pokerbots
Solution, page 3

1− 432× 8×

12× 40×

5 12× 12×

90× 3

8× 25×

3÷ 5+ 3

[2410] Apple Growers

Hopefully in a couple of weeks we’ll be able to resume our apple-focused updates, because we have SO MUCH to say about 
Cosmic Crisp.

by Randall Munroe
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Instructions: Fill in the grid so that each column, row, and 3 by 3 grid contains exactly one of each of the digits 1 through 9.

web.lab
Solution, page 3

7 3 1 5
8 6 3
5 7 2 8

1 4 5
7 6 4

1 8 4
9 1 4 7

6 8 9
5 2 4 8

[1519] Venus

The sudden introduction of Venusian !owers led to an explosive growth of unusual Earth pollinators, which became known as 
the “butter!y effect.”

by Randall Munroe


