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The search for Harvard University's next president has focused on three individuals, the Globe's Patrick Healy reported last week, citing "individuals close to the selection process": Lee C. Bollinger, president of the University of Michigan; Harvard provost Harvey V. Fineberg; and Lawrence Summers, former Treasury secretary. That's tantamount to a request for comment, so here goes.

Bollinger, 54, a lawyer, and Fineberg, 55, a physician and professor of public health, would be good choices. So would several dark horses standing just out of the glare. But Summers, 46, has the potential to be the greatest president of Harvard since Charles W. Eliot. Eliot was a young chemist who in 1863 was passed over for Harvard University's lone professorship in the field. He angrily sailed for Germany - only to be brought back to Boston in the fall of 1865 by William Barton Rogers to serve as a chemistry instructor in his new start-up, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Eliot quickly revolutionized the teaching of chemistry, introducing the inorganic/organic distinction in a famous text. Four years later, at the age of 34, Harvard hired him back as president. The rest is history. Eliot turned a leading college into a great university by, among other things, institutionalizing the elective system, thus opening American universities to the explosion of knowledge and markets.

In Summers' case, the story works the other way around. As a high school student of enormous potential and impeccable pedigree - both his parents are economists, and Nobel laureates Kenneth Arrow and Paul Samuelson are among his uncles - Summers could have gone to college anywhere he wanted.

He chose MIT, then somewhat rebelliously decamped to Harvard for graduate school, studying under Martin Feldstein. Summers briefly returned to MIT to teach, but accepted Harvard's offer of a professorship in 1983 at the age of 29. He became a highly influential researcher, transforming economists' understanding of the everyday nature of unemployment.

In 1988, Summers served as chief economic adviser to Michael S. Dukakis. In 1990 he moved to Washington as chief economist of the World Bank during the presidency of George Bush. Under Bill Clinton, Summers' rise was meteoric, first as undersecretary, then deputy to Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, finally as secretary himself - the youngest since Alexander Hamilton.

So what might Summers do for Harvard? Certainly he already has plenty of experience rubbing shoulders with important men and women. His interests are far-flung. Clearly he loves the university, and the very complicated constellation of ambitions for which it stands.

But what is it that Harvard needs doing?

A clue can be found in discussions urgently underway this year at the University of Chicago, where they have a tradition of speaking publicly of matters that in Cambridge often remain in the dining room. There a yearlong colloquium on "The Idea of the University" has been taking place. It is too soon to summarize the Chicago discussion. Sociologist Donald N. Levine presented the first lecture (his text and its discussion can be found at http://iotu.uchicago.edu); president emeritus Hanna Gray offered the second earlier this month; and university president Donald Randel will conclude the series in April.

But it is safe to say that the theme that has emerged is the university's place in what Levine calls the Age of Money. The university's role as an engine of economic progress has become unmistakable. Must all decisions now be be subordinated to commercial considerations? Or can the university "exist with dignity" as a world somewhat apart?

As a visionary in the Age of Money, Summers could be expected to lead Harvard (and the other universities with which it remains locked in a positional arms race) not by asking for money but by ultimately knowing when to turn it away. By temperament and training, he is uniquely suited to this momentous task.

