Commencement Addrese, Hunter College, January 31, 1950

by: Dorothy Thompson

It 1s an ancient custom that on an occaslon such as thile,

& respectable elderly person, presumsbly endowed wlth learning ’
and experience, should congratulate you on having completed such
education as an institution for that purpose could provide, &and,
inviting you into the adult world, should present some gulde-posts
for the 1ife you are gommencinge.

I do, 1Adced, oéngratulete you, But I think an honest
person of my generstion will be hesitant to advise without alsao
confeesing. My generation, like yours, has this 1ln common that
we have lived in an epoch marked by more radical and drastic
change than any in the recorded hlstory of manklnd. Some years
ago my son, then a child of twelve, remarked dolorously, "Mother,
I objeect to having been born in the twentlieth century." VWhen I
& yked him why - since the century had thus far been very kind
to him - he answered wonderingly, "If I had been born in the
eighteenth century I could have lmagined the nineteenth; and in
" the nineteenth I could have imsgined the twentieth. But 1 Just
cen't poseibly imagine the twenty-first century."”

One may wonder that a young child should be concerned about
an epoch in which he will not live; nevertheless his remark
pointed up a fundsmental reason for the present psychological
insecurity which we ghare with the rest of mankind. I% has been
a peychological necessity to be able to envislon the future, even
a future beyond our own lifetimes., As 1t 18 & necessliy for anyone
who elaimes %o be an educated person to be able to give a coherent
account of the past - so he is compelled, in his mind, to see the

precent as a bridge between that pset and a future. HHe wants %o



be able to see &t least the outlinee of 2 pillar on the other side
of the bridge; he wente 1t especially, if he holds & little child
by the hand. If he suspects that the bridge hss been bombed, :
end that what awelts him and hie child in the widet of the bridgs

ie an abyse, he becomes afraid, even if he is momentarily coumpletely
secure. And thet, I think, i1s the malalse of our tilmee: We are
uncertaln where we are going.

Although all 1life i¢ change - & continual’procean of becoming -
yet there have been eras of relative stability, when contenporary’
history appeared to most of those living in 1t to be the pattern
of all history, and when most people belleved that they could graph
the future as uninterrupted evolution and fulfillment.

Into such a time I was born, in the last decade of the nineteenth
century. An age of Faito hnd been giving away for a century to
& new concept, of startlingly attractive brillisnce - the concept
of infinite progress, accompanied by infinite material expectations,

I cannot remenber, as a young girl, that the problem of economic
securlity ever concerned me, or thet it occurred to me to wonder
whet might happen %o me in my old age. This was not because I
was born into a home of wealth and material security, My father
was 8 saall-town minleter, whose salary never exceeded twelve
hundred dollars & year. My mother had died when I wee seven snd
my father's health was fraill, and actually I wae o;phaned in my
twenties. A modest poverty was our lot, I knew, from childhood,
that 1t wae expected of me to become an educated person, because
I belonged to an educated family, and educetion wae the bright
path to advencement., But I also knew, and accepted the fact, that

I would have %o earn most of the cost of my educatlon,



Nor wes the eoclety around me secure. There was poverty,
The year before I was born hed seen a great world's fair, followed
by & dreadful depreeeion. In an industrial town where my father :
had 2 church when I was culte emall, & strike of lumber men, many
nf whom were members of my father's congregation, paralyzed the
townj?gﬂgoﬁg3§od, also, payments %o the pastor. 1 remember that
for weeke practically all we had to eat was rice - rice with a
fow vegetables cut up in it - or rice with milk - or just rice,
becsure rice was the cheapest food. We had not heard then about
calories and vitamines; we were not afrsid thet our teeth would
fall out - we Just alwaye felt a little hungry. But I remeuber
my father's cheerfulness and humor. "Well, my dears," he would
repeatedly remark, “"Three fourths of the population of the world
live on rice.” If the Chinese and Indians could, why so could we.
There were upns and downs in 1life, of course; we wished there were
a little more rice, but s mere absence of meat and butter from
our table wae no indication that there was anything really wrong
with the world. W¥e accepted with simple confidence, that the
system of competitive industry offered everybody a chance, 1if
he Juet worked hard and served his employer well; that democracy
wae the beet of all forms of government, and the American the best
of democracies; and that working men would advance as the economy
advanced. Anybody could see that & breathtaking world of scilente
was opening & vista of infinite benefaction. There were already
sutomoblles on the streets; even Methodlst parsonagee had electric
lights; sclentific Journale were saying that there were magical

sourcees of energy in the world which would be dlscovered and put

to uee in our 6wn times; of course there were forelgn countries
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and that hsd wers every once in a while though there hadn't been
any very blg or serious ones for a long time., Butmne of ghose,
anyway, would affect America., And after the VWright brothers

put the first ailrplane in the alr, people nodded sagely and said,’
"You can depend on i%, the airplane will mean the end of war.”

In the university that I attended, our idols were H.G.YWells
and George Bernard Shaw. We read with exciltement Wells's early
sclentifiec novels, predicting a universe whé:ié everything would
be present in sbundance, and his later onee 1n which everything,
naturally, would be planned for the benefit of all mankind. OShaw
introduced us %o socialism - & wonderful soclallism, to be directed
by an elite of brains and character, people Just like Mr. OShaw
himself, bringing in a world where there would be hardly any
problems a% all., Heaven was right around the corner, closely
resembling the Biblical picture of 1%, or of Eden before the fall
of men. Since everyone would have enough, everyone would be
natvﬂﬁlly good and cooperative...a sort of world of angels, except
that the terreetriasl angels would go on giving snd takling in
‘Marriage. Ve were golng to have 1t even better than the angels
in some respects!

And all this was %to be eaccomplished by pure scientific reason,
throwing off the fetters of past superstitions. We were not golng
to believe in anything that could not be proved. Were not moral
principles merely rules and rationali-ations Justified or unjustirfied,
- aeccording to whether they worked and contributed to the survival
of soclety in any one of 1ts stages? Was not God an inventlon of
man, rather than the other way around? Wae not justice merely
what might work in one form of soclety and be urelees in another?

Like Pontiue Pilate we all asked ourselves “What is truth?” and



did not stop long for an anewer. For hislory was moving and we
with 1%, moving into the millenium. W¥ell, I walked oul of cpllege
into the Pirst World War. The time: 144, Perhaps from this )
date, we should merk the beginning of the twentisth century.

But volces were raleing doubte concerning both the concept
of infinite progrees, and the directive power of reason in human
soclety. In Europe Ochopenhauer snd Hietzeche had proclalmed
that not resson but will wae the force directing mankind. Bergs=on
had delcared the vital forces lay in the instinectual life. Freud --
and others -- had declsared that human behavior i1s dleteted by dark,
submerged, unconsclous forces. All these certeinly modified the
concept of infinite free will, and therefore, of infinite humar
progress,

But there was dlways, through all these influences, & dissident
volce, in my own life. It was the volce of my father., It was
& compelling influence, beozuse he, himself, wae an exanple of a
kind of 1ife that exuded falthful cerenilty. It was & centered
life -~ centered in the love of God and service to the example
of Christ in every relatlon to man or nature. My father did not
believe that man wes naturally good, but that goodness required
great and continuous effort. He thought man waes & fallen angel
who would not be lifted from his fallen state by the bootetraps
of his own mechanlcal inventions or by prosperity. Depply
perturbed &t the agnoetic frame of mind into which the idols of
surrent sclentifio analysis had plunged me, he pointed out aspeocts
of our 1ife which he believed would lead, not to progrees, but to
decay: the growing love of luxury; the decline of philosophy;
what he called "the lmplous worshlp of man of himself, in the
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elevation of Huwanlty ae the measure of all thinge”; the chearening
of public decorum; growing dierespect for law and growing tolerance
for crime; snd & growing csrelessness about means in the atruggle
for even ldesllistic ends. He had, too, a very different notion ’
of freesdom than thet whieh occupled my bwn resctlees and rebellious
mind. He bellevel that the price of freedom ie reetraint; for, he
.Q;ﬁgg sey, "No man cen be free in & Jungle; he can be free only
in en order of restrainte which he freely accepts, becsuse he
acknowledgee the restraints as founded in coneclence end the volce
of God." And when I once dered %o wound him by saying, "But I
euspect God 1l¢ & humsn invention,” he sanawered robustly, “If that
were 80, He 1s the grestest exprescion of human geniuve. For 1t
would but prove that Man knows that he muet have something better
than hilueelfl aB an exemple to emulate. But thet would seem to be
& contraciction in terms; man recognizers the existence of God
because he recognires the existence of evil; he sees that there
are contradlctory forces in sosiety and in himeelf, pulling on the
one hand toward dleintegration and chaos and on the other toward
order and hsrmony. Without God it is impoesible to make any
coherent order of the moral universe. And without a coherent moral
order man returns to the beast,*

Now you may ask me how I remember things from so far back -
a time when I was a youn?/girl, es young aes you. There are times
in ones youth when every seed falls intc fertile ground. A word,
a book, a sight, a §S§§§é§ & conversation, may lie for years in &n
oubliette of memory, only to spring out, yesrs later, when one 1is
in need of it., 1 have been in need of these remembered words,
because, with horrified ;;ﬁ%i I have seen the progressive collapse

of the century of progrees.
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I have seen the ne tion mocst sclentifically advanced in Europe,
ratlonellze wholesale murder, and conduct 1t in the moet meticulously
organized and sanitary way, making & bonehesp out of milllone of
men, women, asnd 1little children.,

I have seen the crowne of Hurope fall, not to platonie
demoeracies but %o ruthless despotiems bared on servile indoctrinated
MESEEE,

I heve seen soelelism, thet bright hope of our generation,
ereste & slave state worse than Egypt's in 1te decadence ~- and
create 1% 1in the name of Humanity.

I have seen the concentration camp established e2e apparently
& permanent feature of civilizetion.

I have sgeen pereons staggering on the roade of Europe, under
the back-born burden of their laet pitiful belonginge, driven
from thelr homes like cattle - no, not like eattle; cattle are
valuable - driven llkp -~ 1like humen beings; and I heve known
they numbered many milllone., I have seen that happen as the
inevitable result of the decisions of leaders of netions who went
to war ageinst inhumanity and terror!

I have seen & passlon for economic security grow which cannot
posslbly be satieried, because it does not arisre primaprily from
economlec causes 8% all, It arices from the universal realization
that we live in & world where gnything can happen to anybody,
beceuse the world has forgotten the difference between right a&nd
wrong. At no time haes there been so much talk of Humsnity and
Humen Rights, At no time since the blind agee followling the fall
of Rome has there heen such savaegery. We feel driven to depend
on the gecurity of the State because we can find no security in

Hhdon
the soclety of our fellowmen, But the S5tate can never be betthe



than society. It always expresses 1%,

T have ssen sclence mims achieve the greatest trlumph of human
reason, dlscover the secret of the unlverece, and use it to blow
hundreds of thousande of people te bite or dlssolve them into
vapor, after thelr enemy had put out feeclers in 3witzerland, %o
surrender.

T have hesrd a President boast that by the year 2000 we would
heve & trillion dollar inecome., And I hove heard the pronise of
s new weapon of destruction, 1000 Tlmes more powerful than the
laet,

1 recall the closing words of Kipling's Recesslonal:

"oy heathen heart that puts her trusi

In reeking tube or iron shard,

A1l valiant duet that bullde on dust,
And guarding calls not “hee %o guard,
For frentic boact and feeble word,
Thy mersy on thy people, Lord!"

S0 you see, I have come to dlscover through the llving

experience of our times that my father was nearest the truih.

There are ilmperatives of human conduct ae valld 1in the atomic

age a& in the age of bronze or steam. (Tha primary education of

man must be in the knowledge of virtue. The primary problem of
every one of us i1s how, and in whet image to order our own livee.
deience cannot answer that question. It can tell us how to achleve
moterial velues. It cannot tell us why we should live &% ell,

’fFor thag we must go to those genluses of the spirit who throughout
the ages have warned menkind what would happen to it, 1f 1t departed
from the knowledge and service of God and the moral orderoi

It is given to you youthful graduates to live your lives, ae

T have lived mine, in the twentieth century. Eseh of you will have

an exterior personal problem - the problem of finding work, by



which you may ezrn your living. If I may encourage you on that,
let me tell you thut 1t took me six yesrs even %o enter my chosen
profession, during whioch I turned my hend %o many thinge - and '
they were not wasted yeera, All experience haeg & value, if one
but digeets 1it,

[But I erave for each of you thet you will find an answer to
the great Ainternal problem - the problem of whgt to mske, not-::zg
of your 1life 1in terme of earning a living, but out of yourself
in terme of falth end being. Every one of us, 1n whatever walk
of 1lifelme influence. FQRvery one of us emanates thoughte axi feelings
that affect the sgpiritusl clinmste ébout us., Every single person
who liver hies 1life under moral imperatives, not to lie, or esteerl,
or bear falee witneese, or kill; and to honor others not for what
they are but for whaet they nmight becowne; every person who hungers

Oundl Dot
end thirets efter righteousness helpé %o creste that spiritusl
order, within which &lone, anyone can be elther gecure or free.
To the treation of that new moral order, bared on virtue and

humility to the lawe of God, I invite your dedlcatlion -- as a

commencenent.
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