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Members of the Class of 1980; friends and families of the graduates; 

members of the Board of Trustees; faculty and s t a f f of The Ohio State University; 

and guests: 

I t i s a d i s t i n c t honor for me to return today to Ohio State to p a r t i c i ­

pate i n these Commencement exercises. By my own careful count, I have attended 

t h i r t y - e i g h t commencements at Ohio State - t h i r t y - s i x as a member of the faculty 

and two as a parent. In my role at the University of I l l i n o i s , I attended twenty-

four graduation ceremonies, so i n those two i n s t i t u t i o n s 1 became a veteran of 

sixty-two commencements. From a l l of t h i s experience, I have reached three con­

clusions. 

F i r s t , i t i s readily apparent to me that i t i s impossible to give a 

commencement speech which i s f e l t by the audience to be too short. You w i l l be 

happy to know that i n spi t e of the im p o s s i b i l i t y of accomplishing that deed, 1 

keep on trying to do so and w i l l try again today. 

Second, careful analytical studies have indicated to me that only 1.3 

percent of the graduates i n attendance at a commencement ceremony w i l l remember 

the name of the commencement speaker f o r longer than 3.5 days. Those graduates -

the 1.3 percent - go on to become t r i v i a experts who remember a l l sorts of useless 

information but often forget crucial items such as t h e i r Social Security numbers 

or t h e i r spouses' birthdays. 

And t h i r d , today's graduates - ju s t as was true of yesterday's - are 

here more to please t h e i r parents than because of t h e i r intense desire for one 
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l a s t l e c t u r e . In many ways, then, the graduates have about exhausted t h e i r inter­

est when they march into the Stadium and are not anxious for further education 

today. 

With those and other understandings fir m l y in mind, permit me to make a 

few remarks which I feel are important. As you know, I spent fourteen years on 

the faculty and as an administrator at Ohio State. I hope that each and every 

one of you w i l l receive your degree today with a deep sense of pride in and for 

The Ohio State University. This i n s t i t u t i o n i s a great academic i n s t i t u t i o n , 

and you are fortunate to have had the opportunity to avail yourselves of i t . The 

Big Ten u n i v e r s i t i e s are a unique resource of the United States - a unique and 

f r a g i l e resource. We know them so well that we forget about t h e i r unique q u a l i t y , 

t h e i r unique comprehensiveness, and the magnificent contributions which t h e i r 

faculty and s t a f f and t h e i r graduates have made to the world. Very few people 

share the experiences which you have had as students at a university of special 

q u a l i t y , and a part of each of your future l i v e s should be devoted to the preser­

vation and enhancement of that special quality at Ohio State. A present or past 

association with The Ohio State University i s a proud possession. Treasure i t . 

The topic which I find most s i g n i f i c a n t for graduation day comments i s 

the subject of our common tasks as human beings. We have a tendency to describe 

ourselves by what we do rather than in terms of what we are. You are l i s t e d in 

the program i n terms of majors and of degrees. Perhaps i t would be better or at 

least more honest i f we were a l l l i s t e d occasionally by some of our more basic 

human q u a l i f i c a t i o n s . For example - "the following graduates are people who have 

suffered some poverty and who are inspired by the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of making money." 

A l l of us who q u a l i f y for this t i t l e could then be l i s t e d under i t , and we would 

not need to waste time with that group in talking about service or about altruism. 

I suppose we could have a l i s t of those who think they look good i n white, those 
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who wish to achieve a mystical and powerful statu)!* or even those who have an 

overriding desire to please t h e i r parents. 

Obviously, these l i s t i n g s would be no f a i r e r nor no more complete than 

are the ones used in the program today. While your friends and associates could 

provide some i n s i g h t into how your complete l i s t i n g should look, only you are 

re a l l y aware of how i t r e a l l y reads. Deep down inside each of you - in many of 

you so deep that you haven't looked for i t or at i t f o r a long time - i s your 

understanding of you as a human being and of what i t i s that makes you t i c k . A 

purpose of a commencement talk i s to attempt to create a setting i n which you 

w i l l take that deep look inside yourself - a look at yourself as a human being 

and a look at yourself i n terms of your relationships with other human beings. 

In s p i t e of a l l of our talk today about this minority or that minority, 

the basic and hard truth i s that within human society each one of us is a unique, 

human element, and among a l l those with whom we associate, we are a unique minority 

of one. As such we have human p o t e n t i a l , human expectations, human f a i l i n g s , 

human strengths, and human weaknesses. We have an amazing a b i l i t y to hide our 

individual human r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s behind slogans and behind noise; we have an 

amazing a b i l i t y to blame our f a i l u r e s upon others and to accept f u l l personal 

cre d i t f o r our successes. 

So regardless of what today's program or the diploma you w i l l receive 

reveals about what you have done and are ready to do, they say l i t t l e about what 

you are. And i t i s what you are that w i l l r e a l l y determine whether you can judge 

yourself to be a success or a f a i l u r e - i t i s upon what you are that the real fate 

of our human society depends. 

We can describe what we are i n any number of ways. One of my c l a s s i f i c a ­

tion systems provides for three categories of people - the unconscious, the c r i t i c s , 

and the volunteers. The unconscious group seems happy - i t s members tr y hard not 
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to be distracted by problems of poverty or of war or of energy sources. Its members 

prefer not to take sides on any issue and they believe that the best way to avoid 

taking sides i s to be sure that you are constantly unaware of any issues. And 

they act - with vigor - upon that b e l i e f . 

The c r i t i c s are experts on every subject. They are p a r t i c u l a r experts 

on why things that are being done are wrong, and they are so busy i n analyzing and 

explaining what is wrong that they have no time to attempt to do things themselves. 

I have been concerned about the young people i n our society who seem so eager to 

describe what i s wrong and so reluctant to work toward whatever they think i s r i g h t . 

Our environmentally concerned students l i t t e r our campuses, our students concerned 

about human rights r i p o f f each other's bicycles and stereo s e t s , and our students 

who are so concerned about consumer rights add measurably to consumer costs through 

petty s h o p l i f t i n g . These are the c r i t i c s , and we have f a r too many of them. 

And then we have the volunteers. You have already guessed that t h i s 

group w i l l be my "good guys" and that I w i l l urge each of you to become a member 

of i t . The volunteers notice that some things go well and that other things go 

less than w e l l . They s t i c k t h e i r necks out - not i n the easy way of the c r i t i c , 

but i n the more d i f f i c u l t way of one who works to make something better. I t is 

the c r i t i c who decries discrimination; i t i s the volunteer who tutors or who builds 

playgrounds or who helps small businesses and businessmen and women or who does 

any one of a number of things to act against discrimination and the results of 

discrimination. 

As I look back over about t h i r t y years of working with young people as 

a teacher and as an educational administrator, I am sorry to report that I can 

re c a l l more noise being made about important issues than I can r e c a l l action being 

taken to resolve important issues. Unfortunately, this picture characterizes our 

to t a l society today - not merely our campuses. We decry the poor quality of 
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governmental o f f i c i a l s , but the very best people i n our society do not wish to 

serve as government o f f i c i a l s . We complain about i n f l a t i o n , but our solutions 

involve what other people should do or should have done to them, not what we must 

do or have done to us. 

So a part of the way i n which you - the members of the Class of 1980 -

w i l l have an impact upon our world and upon our society w i l l depend upon how many 

of you are unconscious, how many of you are c r i t i c s , and how many of you are 

volunteers. 1 hope that your class generates more members of that l a t t e r group 

than have the classes which have gone before you. 

There i s a great danger in a commencement speech that the speaker w i l l 

be moved to give the graduates a l l of the advice he has accumulated and f a i l e d to 

follow over his own l i f e t i m e . It i s , a f t e r a l l , the l a s t time that you w i l l a l l 

be together and what teacher can r e s i s t attempting to summarize f o r you today 

a l l of your formal and part of your informal education. I can r e s i s t that tempta­

t i o n , and I want to mention only one other point this morning - a point related 

again to our roles as human beings. 

We are t o l d that a major sign of maturity i s the a b i l i t y to be less 

concerned about one's s e l f and to be more concerned about those human beings out­

side of one's s e l f . In that sense, our society i s not p a r t i c u l a r l y mature today. 

We are a crybaby society; we sue each other over even the smallest real or imaginary 

s l i g h t s ; one of the reasons we have so few leaders i s because so few of us are 

w i l l i n g to follow any but our narrow s e l f - i n t e r e s t s . We are an aging s o c i e t y , but 

are we a mature society? 

I would hope that each one of us as a human being would resolve that the 

key element i n our l i f e would be our interaction with our fellow men and women. 

We must s u b s t i t u t e , "What's in i t f o r us?" for "What's in i t for me?" and a regular, 

"What's i n i t f o r them?" would not hurt a b i t . For unless we l i v e a humane and a 
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human l i f e , what i s the point of our being here together? As university graduates, 

the humanistic and humane portions of your education and of your l i v e s should 

dominate you and can rebuild our society. 

The time has come to attempt to l i v e up to my promise of brevity. I am 

happy to be with you today to share once again i n Commencement at Ohio State, and 

we take great pride in you who are about to graduate. As we share with you today 

our pride i n what you are now prepared to do, l e t us hope that we can take even 

more pride i n what you are prepared to be. What you can do has great potential 

benefit for our society; but what you are w i l l be of even greater importance to 

society and w i l l determine how you w i l l grade yourselves i n those quiet and s o l i ­

tary moments when each of us faces questions about where our l i v e s have been and 

where our l i v e s are going. I t i s that examination which i s c r u c i a l , and i t i s 

for that examination that we hope your years at Ohio State have provided you with 

preparation. 

And now, i n a sort of benediction with which I concluded comments to our 

graduating classes at I l l i n o i s , I urge you to be j o y f u l , to be aware, to be enthusi­

a s t i c , to be of good humor, to have f a i t h , and to become wise. Congratulations 

and best wishes to each of you. 


