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PENN BACCALAUREATE 2007

Building Post Roads of a New Millennium

Penn Baccalaureate Address by Dr. K. Anthony Appiah, Laurance S. Rockefeller Professor, Princeton University, Sunday, May 13, 2007.
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nYou are the smartest class to have graduated from the University of 

Pennsylvania since the College of Philadelphia gave its first eight bac-
calaureate degrees in 1757. No, I mean it. And now that I’ve said that, I’m 
tempted just to sit down. But I’m going to take the risk of explaining why 
I’m pretty sure I’m right. And when I’m done you’ll see that this is as much 
a reason for humility as for pride.

To explain what I have in mind, let me take you back a century before the 
College opened its doors, back, in fact, to 1654. We’re in France and Antoine 
Gombaud, chevalier de Méré, a gambling gentleman, has had a run of very 
large losses. Nowadays, I suppose, he’d have entered a 12-step program at 
Gamblers Anonymous, but that wasn’t an option then. So, instead, being a 
chevalier, he simply wrote to France’s two leading mathematicians, Pierre 
de Fermat and Blaise Pascal, and asked where he had gone wrong. That got 
the two great mathematicians thinking, and they wrote each other a series of 
letters that year, which were published a couple of years later by Christian 
Huygens in Holland. In those letters they invented the foundations of the 
modern mathematical theory of probability.

The seventeenth century was actually a pretty good period for math-
ematics overall. Not only do you have John Napier, Laird of Merchistoun, 
inventing the logarithm, but you’ve got René Descartes, in an appendix to 
his 1637 Discourse on Method named simply “La Géométrie,” laying out 
the foundations of analytical geometry (which is why those coordinates are 
called Cartesian). And then, in the last part of the century, Newton and Leib-
niz developed the calculus, pretty much independently, drawing, of course, 
on the ideas of Descartes and Fermat and the other leading mathematicians 
of the first part of the century. Logarithms, probabilities, infinitesimals, dif-
ferential equations. The intellectual firmament was changed forever.

Now Fermat was usually in Toulouse, Leibniz in Hanover, Newton in 
Cambridge, Huygens in The Hague, Pascal in Paris, and Descartes (who 
served in the Dutch and Bavarian armies) was all over the place, but most 
often somewhere in the Netherlands. They knew Latin, but they spoke 
English, Dutch, French and German. And to figure out how they could 
nevertheless have been part of an intellectual community, you have to think 
about something else that happened in the seventeenth century.

In 1635, in England, a proclamation permitted the public to use the 
Royal Mail, which had hitherto been a means of conveying only letters 
between the King and members of his Court. The conveyance of private 
letters by the royal poste aux chevaux took off when its finances were put 
in order in 1627. Before long, thoughts that nobody had had before were 
being thought. We talk about these great thinkers as if they did it on their 
own, as individuals. “Nature and nature’s laws,” Alexander Pope wrote, “lay 
hid in night. / God said, “Let Newton be!” and all was light.” That’s highly 
misleading. New thoughts really emerge from collections of individuals 
and things. There is indeed a space where new thinking happens, but it’s 
not really between anybody’s ears.

What are the chances of your rolling seven with two dice? It seems that 
before the seventeenth century, nobody had a clue. Then, in the mid-seven-
teenth century, in the space between Toulouse and Paris and The Hague—a 
space connected by the mails as much as by stagecoaches—the answer was 
discovered. And now every one of you knows how to work out the answer. 
(Right? Ah well, it’s too late to test you now.) In the letters between Pas-
cal and Fermat, we find glimmerings of a whole new way to understand 
uncertainty. Imagine what might have happened if they’d been able to IM 
each other as well! Fermat, scribbling in the margin of a book, wrote about 
the most famous theorem that bears his name, “I have discovered a truly 
marvelous proof of this, which this margin is too narrow to contain.” In con-
temporary terms, it’s as if he was Twittering his friends, and was reaching his 
140-character Twitter message limit. As the mails became more accessible, 
midway into the early modern era, you sense a similar excitement.

The expansion of post roads continued to be a good proxy for the expan-
sion of knowledge. The postmaster of Philadelphia was, of course, your 
own Benjamin Franklin. By 1775, he became this country’s first postmaster 
general, and put the system on excellent foundations, too. Those post-roads 
connected the minds of America into a web—a web that was connected, 

across the Atlantic, with the webs of 
the Royal Mail and the postes aux 
chevaux.

The late historian of science 
Derek De Solla Price devised a way 
of trying to quantify the growth of 
scientific knowledge. He saw a more 
or less exponential curve. Human 
knowledge doubles in the 1500 years 
between the birth of Christ and the 
Renaissance; it doubles again in the 
250 years between the Renaissance 
and the French Revolution; and again, 
between the French Revolution and 
the dawn of the automotive age, 
125 years later, and again between 
then and the start of the Cold War, 
another 50 years; then it doubled in 
the decade preceding the election of 
JFK. Now—by some estimates—it 
doubles every two years. Soon, it 
looks like, someone will be able to tell you that it has doubled in the course 
of a graduation ceremony.

This should remind you of Moore’s Law, which suggests that, holding 
unit costs steady, the processing power of an integrated circuit doubles every 
two years. The computer can be thought of as a cognitive prosthesis. Since 
Moore’s law was coined, it has been observed that per-person productiv-
ity improvements in DNA sequencing follow more or less the same plot. 
Likewise when it comes to how long it takes, in man-hours, to determine 
a protein structure. So biological technology has gone into overdrive, too. 
In theory, the time it takes to go from “bug to drug”—from identifying a 
pathogen to devising a treatment for it—can be reduced from a decade to 
a matter of weeks.� 

Given all this, given the acceleration of connectivity and computational 
power, yours will be the smartest generation so far: the most networked, 
the most cosmopolitan, the most intellectually powerful.  Your computer 
connects you with millions of gigabytes of data; but equally importantly 
it connects you with millions of human minds. In the space among all of 
you, amazing things are going to happen. Not because you’re individually 
smarter than Newton, but because you have better tools and you’re better 
linked up than he was. The intellectual capital tied up in the brains of each 
human being can now potentiate the capital in all the others. The genius of 
modern science isn’t that we’ve figured out how to make more scientific 
geniuses. It’s that we’ve worked out how to take normal human beings and 
link them up in institutions where they can develop new understandings 
by challenging old ideas. You’re the smartest generation because other 
people have built the tools and the resources that make you smarter: the 
world wide web, the cell phone that allows you to ask a question by IM 
or access a news site or a blog; the databases and the instruments that will 
make you productive in all you do at work and at home in the life ahead 
of you. And in that life you’ll be creating things that will help other people 
to be smarter, too—even smarter than you, if that’s possible to imagine. 
You’ll be building the post roads of a new millennium.

But to make the best use of your shared resources you have to keep 
yourself open to the possibility that you’re wrong. That web of information 
that you tap into everyday is a web of misinformation, too: and you’ll need 
to remember not just that every time the Internet challenges you with a new 
idea, it may be right; but also that every time it confirms what you already 
thought, it’s possible that you and it are both wrong. Human knowledge, 
it has been suggested, is itself a Wiki, a collective, ever changing edifice: 
constantly expanding, constantly being corrected, and constantly in need 
� Rob Carlson, “The Pace and Proliferation of Biological Technologies” 
www.kurzweilai.net/meme/frame.html?main=/articles/art0614.html
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of correction. Part of why a rigorous education, such as you’ve received at 
Penn, matters so much, is that it aids the self-correcting function. Education 
is as much about teaching you to identify falsehoods as it is about teaching 
you truths. Bad ideas—not least, violent fanaticisms—can travel along the 
post roads of our postmodernity, too. They have done so. But such ideas 
hate to be exposed to the rough-and-tumble of debate; they fear exposure 
to other ideas, other beliefs. Apocalyptic fantasies will persist, I have no 
doubt; but there’s reason to hope they will not prosper.

When I was an undergraduate, my biochemistry tutor gave me a print 
of one of Carpaccio’s great murals of St. Jerome. Years later, looking at the 
original in Venice, it struck me that the shelf of books behind the saint—his 
library—contained almost everything that he would have thought worth 
reading, and he would surely have read all of them. Now, a single web site 
may contain millions of times the number of pages that St. Jerome could 
have read in his lifetime.  Once, to have heard the range of music that you 
can scan on your radio, you would have had to travel thousands of miles, 
hoping to be on time for the right performances. Your DVD collections 
may well contain more hours of acting than Samuel Pepys—that devoted 
seventeenth century theatergoer—saw in his entire lifetime. There used to 
be a time when the proof of a new mathematical theorem was a rare and 
noteworthy event; and now? Well not so long ago, a distinguished mathema-
tician suggested that more than one hundred thousand new mathematical 
theorems were now being proved each year.�   The next Enlightenment is 
yours for the making, together.

The gains I’ve talked about so far are mathematical, scientific, and 
technological. What about moral gains? Given everything our species has 
learned about historiography, literature, engineering, sociology, molecular 
biology, algebraic topology, and the rest, why haven’t our ethical attainments 
kept pace? If we’re so good at math, why haven’t we become whizzes at 
morality? Certainly, it can be discouraging to think about the persistence 
of cruelty and carnage in our own day. Yet here, too, there are reasons for 
hope. Two hundred years ago, on March 25, 1807, the British Parliament 
passed the Abolition of the Slave Trade Bill. Within a single generation, 
Britain went from being the world’s leading slave traders, with more than 

� R. W. Hamming, “Mathematics on a Distant Planet,” The American Mathematical 
Monthly, Vol. 105, No. 7. (Aug. - Sep., 1998), pp. 649.
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Amazing Grace

50,000 slaves shipped every year, to banning the trade, and then the practice 
of slavery across its empire—and it did so at a time when there was still 
a great deal of profit to be made. It was a startling turn-around within one 
generation. Or think of foot-binding in China: a practice that was entrenched 
for a millennium but was, in one generation straddling the turn of the past 
century, essentially eradicated. Our own country lived with routine everyday 
legal apartheid for most of its history; but then, in the 1950s, the Supreme 
Court insisted that the very idea of enforced separation was repugnant, 
and in the decade that followed, federal laws promulgated that core idea. 
People born since Brown v. Board of Education—even if they came from 
families with long histories of racism—now almost all accept that racism 
is wrong.  But, as with the scientific advances, the work here has always 
been a social endeavor: not the possession of a solitary mind, but something 
that emerges out of an extended human horizon. People didn’t learn that 
forcible segregation was wrong by sitting alone and pondering the question: 
they learned it was wrong by arguing about it together, by seeing together 
what it meant in a social world they shared. And by making arguments, 
together, they changed the world.

And so the challenge is not only to create a smart society, with smart in-
stitutions, which can be organized to bring more and more of the population 
of this world on-line, so to speak. It is also to advance the great collective 
project of moral understanding. We each have a part to play. If the great 
conceptual breakthroughs of the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries, 
the West’s first Enlightenment, were partly to do with an expanded postal 
service, then the people who helped build a post road—the surveyors, the 
engineers, the fellows who designed the shovel, the plow, and the rake, 
and the fellows who wielded them—all were part of that revolution of 
thought, too.

One mark of the dawn of our modernity, I suggested at the start, was a 
new way of understanding uncertainty. The results helped gamblers like 
Antoine Gombaud lay down bets that still had no guarantee of success but 
at least enjoyed better odds. Yours will be an age of intellectual abundance, 
such as the world has never seen, and you face challenges such that the 
world as never known—problems that, alas, your elders have bequeathed 
you as well. There’s no guarantee of success. But, in the spirit of the che-
valier de Méré, and speaking for my own generation, I’d like to  say, “We 
are betting on you.”

Graduates of the great Class of 2007, families, friends, deans, members 
of the faculty, Professor Appiah, and all honored guests: Welcome! A special 
Mother’s Day salute to the mothers among us! 

I can confidently make two promises to you today. First, we will have 
picture-perfect weather for tomorrow. Second, the extraordinary young men 
and women who tomorrow will take the field named for Benjamin Franklin 
are ready to take the world by storm. 

But they weren’t always so ready. Graduates, think back with your 
parents and me to what you were like four years ago when you arrived here 
as freshmen.  Remember how it felt to leave home as a star high school 
graduate, only to find yourself surrounded by classmates who seemed so 
much more accomplished and so much surer of themselves? I remember 
those days, and the tests that I feared I was going to fail, and the papers I 
just couldn’t seem to finish until the last minute. 

Each of you found the strength to see your way to this day—this glorious 
day in which we ask you to reflect on the paths you have taken through life 
while planning the next leg of your journey. 

From where did this strength come? It’s something of a mystery, captured 
for me by the first verse of one of the most beautiful hymns in the world, 
“Amazing Grace”: 

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound,
That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found,
Was blind, but now I see.”
Now, I did my homework and checked all your application essays only to 

discover that none of you described yourself as a wretch. But surely all of you 
would have to agree that, to some degree, you were “blind” when you arrived 
here, and that your years at Penn have been an eye-opening experience. 

You had professors who helped you see the wonders of their fields, and 
inspired you to make your own contributions. 

When Ian Samuels, from Tenafly, New Jersey, came to Penn as a 
freshman, he could not have foreseen joining Professor Ian McMillan’s 
Societal Wealth Program and writing software that supports medical clin-
ics in Botswana.

Nor did Terra Gearhart, who came from Albuquerque, New Mexico, see 
herself tutoring at West Philadelphia’s Lea School for four years while she 
starred for Penn Dance, mastered Aristotle, and developed such a great a pas-
sion for politics that she now aspires to become Governor of New Mexico. 

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, not only of Penn professors 
who inspire but also of Penn friends who share with you the joys of Hey 
Day and Spring Fling, and—even more important—who help you find 
the strength to get through those rough spots and become friends, perhaps 
even partners, for life. 

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that propelled you to strengthen 
your minds and enlarge your hearts to deliver some small but significant 
portion of the world from pain, want, or injustice. Knowing and caring 
enough to double the turn-out in our West Philadelphia voting district and 
to deliver clean drinking water to a village in Honduras: This too is a kind 
of amazing grace.

All of which stems from what I think is the greatest gift that a Penn 
education can bestow upon you: Seeing more clearly the rich complexity 
and inherent dignity of each human being. 

‘Twas a kind of grace that has heightened your awareness of our uni-
versal interdependency. Our war-torn and divided world could use some 
amazing grace right now, and you can be the agents of grace. 

Graduates, keep your minds open to the world of ideas and people 
around you, and your hearts open to amazing grace. See the rich complexity 
and inherent dignity of all individuals. Exalt in the sound of putting your 
knowledge into practice. And do Penn, your parents, and yourselves proud 
in your amazing journeys forward. 
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Penn Commencement Remarks by Dr. Larry Gladney, professor of physics, and Incoming Chair of the Faculty Senate, Monday, May 14, 2007.

Learning from and with Our Students

Taking the Environmental High Road
Penn Commencement Address by President Amy Gutmann, Monday, May 14, 2007.
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it is my privilege to offer you congratu-
lations on a spectacular achievement:  
earning a degree from Penn. We, the 
faculty, and you, started our common 
journey as instructors and students, 
but we end it here as colleagues in 
learning. Indeed, I know that many of 
the faculty share my view that one of 
the great joys of teaching is being able 
to have the chance to learn from and 
with our students. We’ve shared each 
other’s thoughts and opinions. We’ve 
worked on research projects pushing at 
the frontiers of knowledge and we’ve 
shared in efforts which reach out to 
our surrounding community. Although 
we’ve shared so much, we, the faculty, 
are proud to see you, our students, go on 
to a lifetime of learning, achievement, 

and leadership. In that spirit, I would offer you just one last lecture.
It is typical of times like this that you hear inspirational words from the 

founder of our great university, Benjamin Franklin. Since his words have in-
spired me since early childhood, I could not choose a single quote to leave with 
you, so I’ve chosen to share with you several that have been important in my 
own life. These are words which inspire us to commitment and communication. 
First, Franklin states “All who think cannot but see there is a sanction like that of 
religion which binds us in partnership in the serious work of the world.” Commit 
yourself to doing that “serious work.” The world needs your talents; make it your 
destiny to share them freely and encourage others to do the same.

To share ideas freely, you must also communicate well. The democracy of 
our country cannot thrive without the voices and opinions of our young people.  
Franklin wisely reminds us that words and deeds speak equally loudly.  To 
paraphrase him: “Either write something worth reading or do something worth 
writing about.” Be sure that your actions and your words communicate to people 
what you would most want them to know about you. Speak freely, listen well, 
and encourage others to do the same. Though your journey through life now 
takes you away from Penn, the part of that journey we shared leaves an indel-
ible imprint on you and on those of us who stay behind to teach the incoming 
class. Again, I offer you congratulations and good luck.

Chairman Riepe, Trustees, honor-
ary degree recipients, honored guests, 
parents, families, friends, survivors 
of Senior Week … and all returning 
alumni: It is my great privilege to wel-
come you to the 251st commencement 
of the University of Pennsylvania!

John Masefield wrote, “There are 
few earthly things more beautiful than 
a university.” Let’s hear it for the great, 
beautiful class of 2007!  

Graduates: You have secured your 
place in Penn history … as the class 
that saved Hey Day! 

There is a lot of love radiating 
right now from the stands of Franklin 
Field. Graduates, I am sure the feeling 
is mutual. How about cheering your 
parents, families, and partners!  

Commencement itself celebrates 
the timeless beauty of knowledge and wisdom. But the world surrounding us is 
not timeless. Quite the contrary, its future is at risk. Scientists at Penn and around 
the world have demonstrated that global climate trends, if allowed to continue, 
will lead to an ecological catastrophe.  

No task is more pressing or more capable of uniting us across many divides 
than managing our planetary health for the long term.

That great philosopher Woody Allen reminded a graduating class more than a 
quarter century ago that humanity faced a similar crossroads. “One path leads to 
despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us pray we have 
the wisdom to choose correctly.” 

Today—as we contemplate our environmental prospects—this is no joke. Fu-
ture generations will face an increasingly grim tomorrow … unless we get smarter 
today about treating our environment with greater care. We do not have to rewire 
human nature in order to help our planet heal itself before it is too late. 

Graduates: You have already set the healing process in motion. With passion 
and intelligence you have raised your collective voices, and Penn is taking the 
environmental high road toward fostering a sustainable future. 

We are cutting energy usage during peak hours by nearly 20 percent. 
We are purchasing 30 percent of our energy from wind-generated  power,  mak-

ing Penn one of the largest private purchasers of wind power in the nation. 
We also are a national campus leader in the adaptive reuse of existing build-

ings and materials.  
Earlier this year, we signed an historic higher education pact to develop a 

comprehensive sustainability plan by 2009. 
We must and we will continue to do much more to help save our planet.  
We will transform ugly parking lots to our east into beautiful fields of green. We 

will reuse stone and paving materials while choosing native plants for landscaping 
and storm-water management. 

And we will be at the global forefront in converting our academic research into 
ever greener practice. With colleagues in Europe and Asia, our faculty is devising 

a host of practical solutions to environmental challenges. 
We put a premium on environmental responsibility not to claim bragging rights 

… but rather because great universities have a duty to serve as leading agents of 
long-range thinking and action that will sustain humankind today, tomorrow, and 
for generations to come.

Graduates: You have already proved yourselves trailblazers for a more sustain-
able and more humane future. 

Let’s hear it for Penn’s Engineers Without Borders, who have brought clean 
drinking water to a village in Honduras. 

Let’s hear it for the Wharton trailblazers who are working to promote sustainable 
agricultural and economic development throughout the developing world. 

Let’s hear it for the trailblazers from the College and Grad Ed who have formed 
close mentoring relationships with local public schoolchildren and made a lasting 
impact on their lives. 

Let’s hear it for the trailblazers from Penn Nursing and Medicine who have 
brought expert care and comfort to the poor and elderly of Philadelphia and hope 
to the AIDS population of Botswana. 

And how about all of our Penn students who have spent spring, summer, and 
winter breaks helping the survivors of Hurricane Katrina rebuild their lives? 

Each and every one of you leaves Penn better than you found it. Now, we ask 
you: Are you ready to step up … and become global stewards for a more sustain-
able and more humane world? Are you? 

Achieving sustainability will not come easy. Differences and disagreements 
over how best to pursue common goals will inevitably arise. We can’t play down our 
differences—nor should we. That is part of the beauty of living in a free society. 

We must resolve to work through our differences with a habit of mind—an 
attitude—that propels us to treat all of our neighbors—locally, nationally, and 
globally—all of our neighbors as we would like to be treated ourselves. 

I am talking about a concept that Aretha Franklin has sung right into our 
souls with far more soul than any one else I know can muster. Shall I spell it 
out? R-E-S-P-E-C-T! 

Ultimately, our planetary fortunes boil down to our ability to make mutual 
respect the natural order of our lives. We must cultivate respect for the values of sci-
ence, which are too often distorted. We must demand respect for the dignity of every 
human being, which is too often denied. And we must learn to respect our earth by 
undoing the damage we have done to our soil, water, air, and biodiversity. 

Today we honor lifetime achievements in medicine, science, the arts, the 
humanities, the law, and public service. Along the way, our honorees have earned 
prestigious awards—including the Grammy, the Lasker Prize, the Macarthur fel-
lowship, the National Medal of Science, and the Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

Graduates of the great class of 2007: There are Nobel Prizes and medals galore 
waiting for those of you who can solve the defining issues of our times. There is 
also a planet dying to be saved for future generations.

While the world is waiting, our environment does not have the luxury of time. 
But the world has you. You have the power to sustain the planet just as you 

will be sustained by the strength of your Penn education and the love of your 
friends and family. 

Yes, we live in a beautiful world that deserves a longer lease on life. Make it 
happen! And remember: there are few earthly things more beautiful—and more 
alive—than the love of your extended Penn family. Godspeed!  
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Go Forth—Be Leaders

Penn Commencement Address by James Baker, III, 61st U.S. Secretary of State, Monday, May 14, 2007.
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members of the Class of 2007, parents, and 
guests: It is a real privilege to be asked to give 
the commencement speech at this illustrious 
and historic university. Were Benjamin Frank-
lin with us today, I am confident that he would 
be impressed at how his vision for this school 
has become a dynamic reality.

Knowing that most of you are eager to 
get on with your lives, I intend to follow ad-
vice from Ben Franklin, who understood the 
importance of brevity when he said: “He that 
speaks much, is much mistaken.”

Franklin certainly did have a way with 
the English language. As you embark upon 
your future, it would be wise to remember the 
wisdom that Ben Franklin wrapped into his 
cleverly-worded sayings that charm us with 
their simplicity and humor.

Of course, I am not talking about one of 
Franklin’s quotes that I, (and perhaps some of you), may have followed too closely 
at times: “Beer is living proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy.”

Instead, I refer to those witticisms that contain such a breadth of seriousness 
that, when they are properly embraced, they can guide your quest to become a 
better human being.

For example, as you conclude your college years, consider what Franklin meant 
when he said: “Some  people die at 25 and aren’t buried until 75.” 

He meant, of course, that one’s life should be an evolutionary journey, and his 
certainly was. He never stopped learning. He continually challenged himself and 
the world around him. Indeed, had he and our other founding fathers remained 
satisfied with the status quo, there might not have been an American revolution.

Similarly, each of you should conscientiously challenge yourself and the world 
around you because your generation must address complex problems including, 
but not limited to, international terrorism, the proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction, and global warming. 

Without revolutionary approaches developed through fresh and critical thinking,  
you risk the consequences that inspired another Franklin saying: “When you’re 
finished changing, you’re finished.”

But, allow me to focus on a virtue that Franklin considered as critically impor-
tant: leadership, and especially the leadership inspired by civic duty.

Ben Franklin was a true republican—with a small r.  He emphasized that the 
American experiment would survive only if its people displayed the virtues required 
of civic duty and leadership in their daily lives.

So, leadership, is a worthy topic for this occasion today.  This is not just because 
you are graduating from a top-flight university, but because, in a broader sense, 
this and every commencement symbolizes a first step in the transfer of leadership 
from one generation to the next.

The historian James MacGregor Burns defined leadership as “a commitment 
to values ... and the perseverance to fight for those values.”

 I would say the same thing but a little differently. In my view, leadership 
is nothing more or less than “knowing what to do,” and then “doing it.”  It is 
knowing what to do and then doing it when it is not the popular thing to do or 
when no one else may even know you are doing it.  And leadership can be tell-
ing truth to power. 

“Knowing what to do” and then “doing it.”  
I want to give you three examples from history that illuminate the leadership 

challenges that can be posed by world events.
The first was the rise of Nazi Germany in the 1930s.  In hindsight, we know 

that the world would have been spared endless misery if something had been done 
earlier, rather than later.  But Western democracies were slow to respond.  

A few in the West admired Hitler, but most simply didn’t believe he was dan-
gerous.  Or if he was dangerous, they thought, he could be appeased.  

Others saw the danger, but few saw it more clearly than the great British leader, 
Winston Churchill. In a nutshell, he said this: “Don’t . . . appease . . . Hitler.”  And, 
sadly, events proved him right.

When war came, Churchill said: “What is our aim?  I can answer in one word.  
It is victory. Victory at all costs—victory in spite of all terrors—victory, however 
long and hard the road might be, for without victory, there is no survival.”

Winston Churchill knew what to do.  And he did it.   
Immediately after World War II, we faced a second totalitarian challenge, this 

time by an emergent and ambitious Soviet Union.
By 1980, with memories of Vietnam and the Iranian hostage crisis fresh in 

our minds, it was not clear that the United States—or the West, generally—was 
willing to speak up for its interests and values, much less act forcefully to defend 
them.  Maybe we had overestimated the danger of communism, some thought.  
Maybe we should back off.

President Ronald Reagan, like Churchill before him, saw things more clearly.   
“What, then, is our course?” he asked in a famous 1982 speech. “Must civiliza-
tion perish in a hail of fiery atoms?  Or must freedom wither in a quiet, deadening 
accommodation with totalitarian evil?”  

The answer, he said, was neither of these two bad choices.  We must simply 
stay the course.  If we did, communism would fail.  It was, he said, destined for 
the ash heap of history.

His critics were appalled.  
He was a shoot-from-the-hip cowboy, they said, unmindful of the complexities 

involved in practicing foreign policy.  He was, some of them said, potentially more 
dangerous than those he condemned.  Others feared that he had totally abandoned 
solid realism—the view that our policy should serve our national interests -- in favor 
of idealism—the view that we should harness policy to our national ideals.

But he was, in fact, doing both.  His rhetoric soared, but his strategy was straight 
out of the playbook of realpolitik.

All questions about this strategy were answered finally, fully, and forcefully 
in November 1989.  That’s when East and West Germans took sledgehammers to 
the Berlin Wall and began pounding it into dust.  

The Cold War was over and, more to the point, the West had won.  Why?   
Because Ronald Reagan, like Winston Churchill—(and, by the way, like the 
seven presidents before him, both Republican and Democrat)—knew what to 
do. And did it.  

And that brings me to my third case study, the first President Bush, whom I 
served as Secretary of State.

Even though the West had triumphed, the Bush strategy was to reject triumpha-
lism.  Figuratively speaking, he refused to dance on the Berlin Wall.  The critics, 
as usual, were appalled.  After 40 years, the West had won!  Didn’t he understand?  
Didn’t he care?  Why did he show so little emotion?

But the President’s vision was larger.  
Under his leadership, we built strong diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union 

and negotiated the “mother of all soft landings”—freedom throughout Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia, the reunification of Germany inside NATO, and the 
peaceful breakup of the Soviet Union.

Why did all this happen?  
Because George Bush—like both Ronald Reagan and Winston Churchill before 

him—knew what to do.  And he did it.
We judge those three leaders today by the quality of their decisions.  And his-

tory has proved that those were the right decisions.
Likewise, history will judge each of us on the quality of our leadership, yours 

and mine.  
I refer, of course,  to our leadership in daily life—in doing what is best for our 

families, our places of worship, our companies, and, of course, our communities 
and our nation.  

Some say leadership is a rare thing, found only in dusty books, the private 
preserve of extraordinarily talented individuals, out of the reach of ordinary men 
and women.  

But you tell that to the police officers and fire fighters who rushed into the Twin 
Towers on September 11. Tell that to the passengers who rushed the hijackers on 
United Flight 93.  

In the United States and other democratic countries, leadership comes from 
the ground up, not the top down.  

That is something that a Hitler or a Stalin would simply never understand.
To perform the duties of leadership for which we are destined, it is important 

that we never surrender to pessimism, especially the fashionable kind that expresses 
itself in a cynical or sarcastic spirit. Or the pessimism disguised in the perverse 
theory that we are all governed by vast historical forces, so why bother? 

Instead, we must focus on our possibilities, not our limitations.  
As you begin the next phase of your life, let this be your mantra: Go forth. 

Be leaders.  
Make a personal history that your children, your grandchildren and your great-

grandchildren will remember with honor 100 years from now. Make a history of 
hard work and care for your families. Make a history of good citizenship and, when 
circumstances require it, great citizenship.  

Represent the best of American leadership.
And in every way you can, leave this world a better place than you found it.   
So, to you, the graduates of the Class of 2007, to your parents, teachers, and 

friends: congratulations on a job well done and Godspeed to each of you in the 
challenging years ahead. 


