
Commencement Address 
Deval L. Patrick 
May 26, 1994 
 
 
When I began to gather my thoughts for this address, I found myself 

trying to imagine what you graduates must be feeling today. Then, my 

mind drifted back to my own graduation day at Milton Academy some 

20 years ago. And I suddenly realized that I can recall neither who 

spoke nor what he spoke about. Like many of you now, I was 

preoccupied with such matters as how to keep my parents from 

bickering, my grandmother in the shade and my sister from upstaging 

me on “my big day.” 

Occasionally, the mind wandered back to the podium’s talking head – 

but only for an instant. Then it was off again to other miscellany, 

ultimately landing firmly in thoughts about all the impressions and 

misimpressions of my time on that campus – trying to make some 

sense of it. I had a lot to sort through. 

     I arrived at Milton Academy on a warm September evening in 

1970, the night before classes began. I had lived until then in a small 

apartment in an inner-city neighborhood, a ghetto frankly, on the 

south side of Chicago, a life of want, of deeply segregated and ill-

equipped schools, of gang violence and limited hope – and I had never 

seen Milton or any place like it before. When I drove up the main 

street to the campus, I remember thinking, of the common green (an 

expanse very like this one), that I had never seen so much privately-

owned lawn before. 

     We had a dress code then: boys wore jackets and ties to classes. 

Now, a jacket on the south side of Chicago is a “windbreaker”. So 

when the clothing list arrived at home, explaining the dress code, my 

family splurged on a new windbreaker. That first day of classes, when 



all the other boys were donning their blue blazers and tweed coats, 

there was I in my windbreaker. I had a lot to learn indeed. 

     But I figured it out – in time. I learned about the jackets, the rep 

ties, indeed the whole line of Brooks Brothers merchandise. I learned 

that peculiar truth about private schools: how the graduates never die, 

they just turn into buildings. I learned about money, what it could do, 

how it endowed some people with an extraordinary and often 

undeserved self-importance. And I learned that none of that mattered. 

     I learned a few other things that did matter. I learned about the 

long legacy of achievement that school (like this one) represents and 

expects of its graduates. I learned how to make friends across 

differences, some meaningful but most far less so. And most 

significant of all, I learned to appreciate a good education as more 

than accumulated information and prestige, but instead, to borrow 

from Robert Frost, as “learning to listen to anything without losing 

your temper or your self-confidence.” 

     I did not come to some of these notions until well after I sat where 

you graduates are sitting now, long after I had forgotten what my own 

commencement speaker had said, or what my parents were arguing 

about or my sister preening over, and long after the uneasiness of 

those early days in 1970 when I was still trying to find my way around 

Milton Academy in every sense of the term. I didn’t discover what 

really matters until I got a little perspective. And it’s the importance of 

perspective that I want mainly to talk about today. 

     Perspective is not just distance on your subject, but a different 

angle, a different lighting, a different way of viewing it. And the more 

you can vary your perspective – through life experiences and time – 

the deeper your understanding. Jeremy Knowles made this point 

beautifully in a speech not long ago to the incoming class at Harvard 



and Radcliffe Colleges. Referring to a certain “Henry Moore sculpture 

on that terrace near Lamont Library,” Dean Knowles said that 

“standing in front of it on the path, or gazing at it from the library, it 

looks pretty lumpy. A bunch of massive golden shapes, quite 

attractive, but meaningless, and mostly good for photographing small 

children in. But go out of the gate onto Quincy Street, and turn left, 

and look back through the 34th gap in the second set of railings. 

Suddenly you will see a splendid and voluptuous work. What is the 

moral?” he asked. His answer: If you don’t understand something, the 

reason may likely be that you’re simply standing in the wrong place. 

“So if you don’t understand a theorem in physics or a passage from 

Ulysses, or a Schoenberg trio…or you roommate’s politics, remember 

Henry Moore” said Dean Knowles, “and try a new perspective.” 

     I’m sure you understand the point. If you think about it, you will 

realize that your own perspectives have changed in both subtle and 

not-so-subtle ways just since you’ve been here at St. Andrew’s. 

Boarders might recall how much smaller the rooms in your house 

seemed after you first came home for a school holiday. You call all 

think of ways in which your impressions of your classmates or your 

teachers have mellowed since you arrived on this campus, how 

unreliable your first impressions turned out to be. Consider how, in 

these last few weeks of school, you may have found a certain 

unexpected respect or even fondness for the guy or gal you thought 

was such a jerk before – or how you finally understood that culture 

explains why sometimes people of comparable intellect and 

sensibilities can draw different conclusions from identical information. 

All of these are ways in which your sense of perspective has been 

ripening. It happens imperceptibly much of the time. 



     Then, again, sometimes you are forced to try a new perspective. 

Consider, especially, those humbling – perhaps even humiliating – 

moments when you discovered, once you set aside your bruised ego, 

that a real difference in point of view was challenging, interesting, and 

not at all threatening. In my freshman English class at Milton, if we 

didn’t know the answer to a question during class discussions, the 

teacher required us to say aloud, “I am ignorant, Sir.” That was 

humbling. When I would tell my grandmother that I didn’t know 

something, she would say that what I didn’t know “could fill a whole 

new world.” One could feel pained by these things. Or one could begin 

to sense that these were ways to learn to open up to the opportunities 

for new perspectives. 

     My clearest lesson in perspective came at Milton Academy on April 

15, 1974. I was in my senior year and college decisions had begun to 

come in. Now, while everyone there (just like here) is of course 

expected to go to college, you must understand that no one in my 

family had ever been. I had applied to five colleges, but there was only 

one I really wanted. When the letter came on April 15 that I was 

admitted to that one, I called home and that same grandmother I just 

mentioned picked up the phone. I told her my news, that I was going 

to Harvard. She told me how proud she was of me, so pleased, so 

excited. Then she paused and said, “Where is that anyway?” That’s a 

different perspective. And I never forgot. Not at Harvard. Not at 

Harvard Law School later. Not through any of the extraordinary 

experiences or associations I have had since that day. That lesson 

taught me that the beginning of discovering what matters is learning 

what doesn’t. The prestige didn’t matter. The opportunity, the reason 

to hope mattered. That’s perspective.  



     Some of you are probably trying to find a proper place in your lives 

for St. Andrew’s right now. Some may simply want to put it and nearly 

everyone in it behind you as fast as possible, but most will be 

grappling for years to sort through this place and your adolescence in 

it. Perspective will help. Sooner or later you will figure out that the 

reason your parents were bickering or otherwise acting weird when 

you graduated from 

St. Andrew’s was because they knew that your relationship with them 

was forever changed that day. Sooner or later you will figure out that 

the reason your sister or brother kept trying to upstage you was 

because she or he couldn’t come right out and say how proud she or 

he was of you that day. Sooner or later you will figure that the reason 

graduation day felt so incomplete was that you never told your friends 

that you loved them, or that you waited until the last possible moment 

to do so. Sooner or later you will figure out that the reason you can’t 

remember a thing I said today or even who I was because your mind 

was on your future, and in many ways had already passed from this 

place. And sooner or later you will figure out that what really lasts 

about your experience here, what matters most of all, is not the 

information you absorbed from this incredible faculty, but rather that 

you learned from them and from each other about how to listen to 

anything, without losing your temper or your self-confidence.  

     The world you will soon inhabit is a complex one. It is filled with 

great beauty, extravagant wealth and remarkable people. But it is in 

the same instant filled with hate, with indescribable violence, abject 

deprivation and injustice. Still, it is yours to inhabit. I encourage you 

to inhabit all of it. Most of you will have choices that only a very small 

proportion of people in the world will ever know: choices to live and 

work and play in rarefied surroundings, far removed not from your 



own problems, perhaps, but from the hardships and experiences of so 

many others. Guilt is not the answer to such privilege. Yet you must 

take care not to isolate yourselves, to avert your eyes completely, 

from the ugliness you need not experience. You could, if you wanted, 

let your whole life be about posh clubs or posh schools like this in posh 

communities like this – and know nothing about the lives of less 

fortunate people, or just different people, other than what you think 

you know from the media. But your perspective will suffer. Your 

judgment will always be that much more imperfect. And the great 

responsibilities which so often accompany that rarefied life will be 

bourne by weaker shoulders.  

     In nothing else, as I see it, is the lack of perspective more glaring 

or the need for it more critical in this country than on the issue of race. 

For centuries, American ideals of equality, opportunity and fair play 

have been confounded by the politics and practices of division and 

exclusion. Slowly, painstakingly, over many decades, men and women 

of goodwill, of perspective – having faced up to the gulf between our 

reality and our ideals and come down in favor of our ideals – have 

pressed for, cajoled and demanded progress in closing that gap. But, 

as a nation, we are still not free.  

     For it is undoubtedly true that legions of African Americans feel less 

of a sense of opportunity, less assured of our equality and less 

confident of fair treatment today than we have in many, many years. 

Now, society’s collective thinking on the meaning of opportunity seems 

to begin and end with the topic of affirmative action. Now, we seem to 

view the demands of the drug prohibition as more important than 

basic concepts of fair play and due process. The notion of equality is 

never even mentioned in public discourse, as if avoiding the subject 

avoids the problem. Some openly question whether the Civil Rights 



Movement went too far and others, including many African Americans, 

are wondering whether integration was ever a valid goal.  

     Think broadly about it. Forsyth County, Georgia. Willie Horton. The 

Charles Stuart Case. Rodney King. South Central L.A. and urban 

centers everywhere. Randolph County, Alabama – where the principal 

threatened to cancel the high school prom if blacks and whites dated 

one another. The images of decline and retreat abound. But you need 

hardly limit yourselves to well-publicized examples. You have but to 

ask any African American man or woman, from the most accomplished 

to the least, to hear tale after heartbreaking tale of racially-motivated 

unfairness, hostility or even violence. We lack a national consensus on 

civil rights today. More ominously, in my view, we have for years 

lacked the national interest to build one. 

     How did we come to this? How did we come from the position of 

moral leadership on human rights to a nation trapped in a pattern of 

neglect and retrenchment? In my view we came to where we are by a 

failure of will, a lack of leadership and fear. And fear, most of all, is the 

enemy of perspective. 

     When we learned that the effects of over three centuries of 

degradation and deprivation would not be cured in a decade (whether 

by new legislation or by favorable court rulings), our will began to fail. 

And when we started to link poverty and low achievement with the 

unrelated concept of fault, we seemed to lose interest altogether. Our 

leadership – in Washington and elsewhere – simply turned to other 

subjects, as if the issue of civil rights is appropriate only for African-

American audiences, when no one else is likely to be aroused. And of 

course, the persistent image of the black man as society’s principal 

menace – despite all the contrary statistics and the abundance of 

positive role models – has caused the nation to recoil in fear, leaving 



us unable to imagine, let alone embrace each other as fellow citizens. 

Indeed, we seem to have abandoned any sense of the possibility of 

national community. And let me assure you, those anxieties are 

shared by Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans and a host of others 

who by virtue of what they are, are too often on the receiving end of 

unfairness. 

     Why, you may ask, have I digressed onto the subject of civil 

rights? Well, for one thing, it’s my job these days. But more than that, 

I am trying to illustrate that it is more than your own personal 

satisfaction, more than the fulfillment of your own ambitions and 

aspirations, that can suffer from a lack of perspective. Whole societies 

suffer. I believe Dr. King was right when he said that “the arc of the 

moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” But I believe that 

it is men and women of perspective – of judgment and balance and 

fairness – who cause that arc to bend forward rather than backward. 

     People of perspective see the link between their own humanity and 

that of even the least of us in the world community. People of 

perspective see that their fate is inextricably linked with mine and 

mine with the next person and on through the whole human family. 

People of perspective understand that the real measure of courage is 

stepping across the boundary and embracing your enemy. And people 

of perspective realize that what really lasts, what really matters, is 

that you give somebody a reason to hope. For it’s hope that binds us 

all together. People of perspective, in other words, can help us hew, as 

Dr. King would say, “from this mountain of despair, a stone of hope,” 

not only for one’s own individual happiness, but to build a more 

harmonious American society.  

     Of course, one of the great ironies of life is that the few of you who 

will remember what I say here today won’t really know what I’m 



talking about until well after you have lived much more of your lives. It 

takes a while for young people to realize that their ideals need not be 

casualties of their confrontation with reality. It takes a while for young 

people to learn not to be defined by what you have or what you can 

get, but by what you know to be true. It takes a while for young 

people to realize that in a very basic sense you know right now 

everything you need to know if you want what is just. President 

Truman once worried aloud about what he called “the mass psychology 

that we should be guided not by what we honestly believe is wise and 

right, but by some supposed reflecting of what other people think of 

us.” He, like I, favored Mark Twain’s simpler admonition: “Always do 

right. It will please some people and astonish the rest.” It takes a 

while for young people to figure that out. 

     At Milton, the school motto has for a long time been “Dare to be 

True.” We tend to emphasize the word “true”, meaning respectful of 

what is abstractly correct and intellectually honest with ourselves and 

with each other. It seems to me we don’t emphasize enough the part 

of the motto which is “to dare,” to take a chance. In that sense, many 

of you will simply happen upon your perspective. Fewer of you will go 

in search of it. I urge you to seek wisdom, to pursue justice, to build 

community. An intellectually passive life is a waste of your experience 

here. Take charge of  your own unfolding. And at every opportunity, 

affirm, affirm, affirm. 

 

    ******************** 

 

     Some say that schools like this are so rich because the freshman 

bring so much to the campus, and the seniors take so little away. If 

you take nothing else from this place, take this – a confidence that 



every person here – every adult and, perhaps unwittingly, every 

student – has been committed to the deepening of your perspective, 

that your life might be fuller and richer and more productive for your 

sake, and for others’. Now, it’s up to you. Don’t be afraid: If you love 

justice, you already know all you need to know. So, go ahead and try, 

experiment, affirm, dare, live – and learn to listen to anything, without 

losing your temper or your self-confidence.  

      


