Commencement Address Delivered by Mr. Robert Gordon Anderson to the
February 1936 Class of Hunter College, Januery 29th, 1936, at Curnegie Hell

To the Faculty of Hunter College, this large graduating class, the fumilies
und relatives, greetings and congratulations on the completion of a long and well-
run race that means so much to all gathered in this historiec hall.

When invited to speak before you, I hesitated, not from fulse modesty, but
because, in these changeful, stirring times, it is so hard to know just what theme
to choose, The conventional cemmencement message of hope ;nd inspdr:tion will
f211 dully on ears ringing with o thousand sharp challenges born of conditions un;
dreamt-of a fow years back, Time wps when commencement sugrested sonorous Latin,
solemn adjurations to run bravely on what we used to call "Lifec's Race". Now that
race scems without clearly-marked lunes, often without even a wvisible goal., No
dead language cun now incite to courage; the old posts with their "Let us then be

up and doing, with a heart for any fate"

cannot supply the spur. _The progtioenl
pragmatic gensration of today prefers a graph to a truism, cn effiecacious recipe
to ths noblest metaphor, Thg old rhetorical bammers hove mouldered, have been
laid away with Kioling ¢nd roynl George ih hollow, historic tombs,

Indeed, so far have we swung on the other arc that some would say that
cynicism is the note of modern youth., As proof they would select, instead of the
old clarion phrases, two from an unwritten, constently re-edited, but very lively
book, the Dictionary of Slang. The first I quote, almost with trepidoetion here,
for it is not used in ony course of English A or B, Furthermore, it may sound in
your ears very much like burlesque, since thc phrose I refer to is the «ll too
common "Oh yeah!"  But weit o minute., It is not ridiculous. It is trogic in its
implications, as eloquent of world weuriness as the bitterest cry of the famous dis-
illusioned from Hecclesiastes to our Dreisers and Lewises down. And for all its
slovenly drawl it bristles with defiance, shouts out the challenge, - "Where has
your veunted leadership brought us?" - "Sce how your phony old gods have crumbled,"

- "Why hove you slain our illusions, killed our faith?"  And over it rings the
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passionate overtone, - "Oh give us once more something in which te believel" With
0ld orders crumbling, religions ssumingly spent, and myriasds of brothers' cannon
pointed over brothers' borders, thut is from old and young well-nigh o universel
A

But before we pass on to that other significant bit of slang, let us see,
All this is not so new. The upset eras always come between those more stabilized.
This is perhaps harder for us to see since our cra follows.one of the s:irenest of
all, when wars WOF; infrequent and localized, and Commerce and Religion and Society
walked well-ordered ways. But History is a great teascher and consoler. Before
the laden ships and locomotives, the pomp and petticonts of Victoria cnme Nepoleon,
the guillotino and falling kingdoms, before the splendour of Louis the Grund the
religious wars, The thirtesnth, most glorious of centuries, was followed by the
Hundred Years War and the more horrible Black Death. The grent Romun Psoce weos
shattered by the falling Roman Empire and the thunder of the feet and hoofs of the
countless migrating tribes. And surely old Noah when he looked over the stock and
population of a world londed on a two-by-four boat, might reasonably have responded
if we spoke to him of depressions, "You're telling mol"

And after all these floods tnd wars and crtaclysms, Man, a bear for punish-
ment, ¢ thinking, coyrageous, fighting enimnl, still endures. More than thet, even
in the storms, he has found time to smile and sing end look for the sun. His stocks
and bonds at zero, Job found time to write an immortal poem. Faced with torture,
Golileo discovered new hormonies in the universe. In the midst of the Napoleonic
invesions, Beethoven thundered out his heavenly chords. Lincoln brightened with

his gentle humour America's darkest hour.
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Then who are we to complein as we count our millions of gradustes like you
remembering the duy when even kings could not write, our billions of books, recall=-

ing the dark age when a few monks prsinfully toiled on & few munuseripts to keep for
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us the torch of lenrning alight, our radios that bring us nuws simultunsously with
the event and their couriers that bore the word of bottles that chonged the destin-
v
jes of nantions months after the victory, our thousand devices for stilling pein,
even the simple ache of a tooth, end all the arms und legs amputated, thse ages
down, with notssuaging of the pruin? When we ses how Man has climbed up out of that
flood, groned from durkness into light, out of slevery into freedom, ond too left

us not alone so rich a heritage but his gallantry, his laugh snd his smg, rather

than whimper over our petty misfortunes, we should raise our heads «nd shout,

"Thenk God, it is good to bu a men!"

But is none of that ganllantry left? " To see¢, let us turn again to thot un-
written book and cnother phrase, henrd cach dry from Mizmi to Nome, - "He can tuke
it." WNo, it is not ridiculous. It is as valcrous in its way ¢s the Invictus of
Henley the Victorisns loved., You romenmber - Henley thanked "whetever gods there
be for his unconquersnble soul," further declaring that "beneath the bludgeonings
of chance his head was bloody but unbowed." That "He can teke it" refutes the
charge that youth today locks a sense of responsibility, for whet does it imply
but that o man should endure? "He can teke it" matehes well the "bloody and un-
bowed."

Thet phrese, too, come to think of it, has'som@thing of the old coawalier's
goy defiance obout it; which suggests something clsc again., The grllent, hard-
riding cavalier rode in on the heels of the iren Puritin. So thé lnughing, hord-
driving youth of today speuds in after the equally brave, but more rigid, Victor-
ian. And this should be noted: - As the Bible-thumping, sword-swinging soldier of
Cromwell goave his needed iron to England, for nll his bigotry, so, for nll his ex-
cesses, the cavalier rescued an equally needed merriment for Englend, toeught her
again to be natural and brovely to laugh. Eoch met sturdily the terms imposad by

evolution, on the 1life of his dey. No era can afford to laugh at another. If the

Victorian showed smugness ot times, blushed at facts, 1936 has its posass and
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license., And the Victoriun era was not all btlushes, petticoats, and stays. It
was, too, iron ships, transcontinental railways, emancipation proclemations. Sure-
ly, like Youth and its’ leaders of today, Drrwin, Huxley, Spencer sought truth, Lord
Lister and Morton who advanced cntiseosis und unaestlesia, lMorse with his telegraph,
and the immortal Pasteur. Tennyson saw eye ¥o eye with our T, S, Eliots and Clif-
ford Odets when he wrote, "Believe me, there is far more feith in honest doubt than
helf your creeds," Like our own Frulkners, Kipling, whern he wrote of his Tormy

Atkins snd Fuzzy Wuzzies and Judy O'Gradys, looked at life in the raw, He was no
mere imperial brass trombone; Florence Nightingale was more then on acid spinster;
Franklin and Scot, dying in the ice floes, better thun child-en's storybook heroes;
end Victoria herself more thon a widow!'s oup.,

The truth is that no apge onn disparage another. All are links in the grand
sequence and continuity colled Evolution or the History of Man.'  Soy wony nolgpe o
presented here in this hall oun do without &1l the others., . Another ocld Vietorian,
in his poem, "The Chambered Nautilus" had some light te throw upon that, He wus o
doctor who worked among the poor, performed many wonderful operations, wrote glor-
jous essays, warmed the world with his humour, &nd had time to rear the most human
of 211 our Supreme Court Justices. The father's nams, like the sonts, was Oliver
Wendell Holmes, And he says, in that poem, whiech it would vay us all to rerecd,
that ench decade of life, rightly lived, is but another ehamber adding te the spac=-
jousness of the soul. And this truth should emburrass those of our flumboyunt

nineteen twenties who were for throwing into the discard ¢11 the statesmen und

ter.chers who hand passed the forty yeur mark, just ss though we shculd chloroform
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instein and Alexis Carel and most of your fuculty here, And in foir turnabout,

I know I huve leurned as much from my son of twenty as ever I have taught to hinm.
Viherefors it occurred to me, s I thought over whot I might say to you thoet

might secem more than whet you cull mere sentiment or hooey or bleah, thet it should

be possible for us here gethered together, the old, middle-aged and the young, each



contributing his especial quality, his fire, his valour, practicality, dream or
ripe wisdom, to arrive at some simple philosophy of life. Or, to put it into the
terms of today, we might construct, in the few minutes remaining, & simple sort of
platform on which we could stand during the campaign called Life and by which, un-
like many politicians, we could abide., And this is not to be my platform but ours,
for I fssl that I am but the accidental mouthpiece, that ycu are not silent as you
sit there., All your hopes, your fears, your courags, your visicns, are swelling up
to me here in as beautiful a symphony as ever was echoed by these historic walls,,

And first we must stert with the preamble sugrested by a preceding para-
granh, = that Man, for all his sins, is a thinking, courageous animal, thet though
very often he deplorebly takes two stops backward, there follows, as inevitably
as day the night, the three steps forward. Occasionally he may give ground, but
his history is ultimately a forward march,

With this preamble, then, we come to the first of the planks, which are
not, we insist, truisms, but eternal truths, which need reaffirmation in new terms.
And the first plank must inévitably be courage, both the flaming valour of youth
and the seasoned intrepidity of middle and older ye:rs. For there cun be no ad-
vance, in eithsr peace or war, without courage. And this brings us up against the
dangerous, moot question of militarism - no, I will not diplematiecally duck it,
though perheps your composite voice will not be so unanimous now. But beur with
me for a few seconds, even those of you who muy dissent, as we state one point of
view, - that s wish, however idealistic und noble, will nect always rule the pﬂSSi~
bility out. While each one cof us here should orgenize and fight to the death aguinst
thet multiplied death we call war, as we would against cancer, & struggle te the
death is vpreferable to any slavery.

But leaving war of weapons and munitions cut, there are two phases of the

question on which ull can agree, - first, that while we pray for the time when war
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will be outmoded, we cun pay tributes to those who fought, when war was the only
weapon, for the principles in which they bslieved, «nd not clwuys for pereccnts &nd
cotton bales, but for the bullot which is still en instrumont of freedom, for rc-
ligious froedom, for thut glorious literacy of which you will reccive the ongerQa
symbols toduy. No orucious right wes cver won without &« price, tnd sometimes thet
prics wos proecious blood. Ve muy hate und hang & Zoharoff, but wo eunnot jeor ot
the Runnymede of Mngna Churte nor et Valloy Forge.

But the scoond point on which ws can ¢ll nagres is-that cournge is nseded for
ths wars of vcace whoso victories too ars purchased by traveil and blood. Churlgs
Goodyenr, rubber pioncer, fought starvetion cnd poverty. We ars his hairs cach
time wo soct floot in & sar, land on an avistion ficld, put on protsction against
the wonthsr, onter & hospital, in & thousand ways. Pastour, puralyzed, workced forty
yoors to save us from the onemy denth. Simple soldiers offercd thoir bodius to the
germs of y:llow fuver that others of us might live. A gullint logion of the gre:nt
and humble, havo given their liv:s thet we might have o more cbundant life,

The next plonk we should choosc is, if you allow us to mix our figures, twin
gister of courage, atb 1enst-its cousin, optimism, - not thc unthinking ~olly:nna
sort, but an cdult, grown-up, wisc, all-sosing ootimism. In the hends of a Volteaire,
satirs may be golvenic, but ths usunl oynicism ¢nd possimism is & corrosive acid,

A fighting, robust optimism is a spiritunl eloctricity that can cnorgize o world
into vower and wermth ond light,

And romomber this, too, that the groatest souls heve boen able te laugh
und sing us thay worked, What wo porhaps nsed now is not more singing soldiers of
war but singing workers of vpeaco, At lacst when we solve the question of bread
and sustenancs for oll, thers should be singing worlkurs, sven in these unsantimental
timss, I think one of the grandest things thnt ever hapvoenod to this eity wes the
grout ons-mun show of the peintsr Ven Gogh. Handienpped as he wns by illness and
povorty, he throw himsclf into his painting with o joyous ferocity, thut very
optimism that we mean., And thet savoge joyousness fairly leaps ot us today out of

the colours and rhythms of thos: remarkeble paintings. It is the same fighting
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ootimiim thot David the psulmist and fighter know, cnd Sul of Toersus, Saint Fran-
cis , npostlo of the birds and sunshine snd light, Jonn of Arc and Leonardo, Ham-
ilton the debonodr, stitesmun ond soldior, end Thoodore Rogscvelt, and; distgroe
with him, though meny moy, Al Smith of our very ewn sidowalks, ond J-no Addams,
Incz Mulholland, and Sylvia Punkhurst, too, for thit matter.

The noxt pluank is screly nouded in o lund todoy threst oned with scctionalism,
It is tolorence. I, who by accident am your mouthpicec, carry in ny veins many
strains, Vearying treditions, ideals, concevts cry out in snch onc of us. The dis-
cord enn b shattering unless wolded into ons splondidly forged Americonism ond
finoly tempersd by tolerance. And tolurance is not merely a nogutive virtue. One
con coneede nnothor man's right to any politienl or religious crsed but grant him
no right to r:ach out from under the clock of his fuith to essail cnother's., Vol-
taire, with o twisted body but the stroightest of minds, leid down once «nd for all
an cternnl plonk whon he said he might differ violontly with another's opinion, but
he would defend to the death his right to that opinion. And yot there is no groutoer
fnllacy then ths belief that you eun tolercte intolerance. Pity it you mey, and the
conditions th-t brought the blindness, but you must fight the rosult. And while one
muy properly have a pride in the land of his forsfuthors, that should be but o cor-
ollary of the love of this lund of his choicec. It is to gon to the very opposite
pole of tolerance to uphold, as some do, & culprit becuuse he comes of the same en-
cestral blood, Paremount, bedrock, should be the loy:lty to that Americe to up-
build which Dutch, Swizdes, English swung the axe, shoulder to shoulder, Bohemians,
Czoechs, Irish, and Germans ploughed up the pruiries to give us sustenence, Poles,
Jows, and Welsh sh2d their blood to ke¢op intact our precious patrimony.

Whieh leuds us dircectly to the next planky -« o ssnse of responsibility to
the state, which is nothing mors than u civiec golden rule, sorviee to one's fellow
men, To sny thet candidatss are unworthy straw men, issues merc camouflege, the
spoils system an unconquernble cancer, is an unworthy defeatism. Ten righteous

men or, bettoer, ten righteous women could have saved Sodom. The day will come,
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if you work for it, whon America will emecrge out of all this woelter as vhat we once
cons idered her to be, the land, not of class, ctste, or privilege, but of groat op-
portunitics for ccch of us. And we should not be left out of that glorious roncs-
cence beenuse we did not share in the service. '
And to this end, we must put in the plunk of prepurednoss. Ve Americuns
chafe nt o long aporenticeship. We want to brecze through everything. But he who
tries to.breezo through everything will never havs a strong wind «t his back. None
of those¢ who ever achieved anything depended on Smuttcringf of knowledge. They did
not refuse the nogrenticeshio in which detoail wus mastered nd the found-tions laid.,
Ther: ars many other importont planks which Time will not permit us to se-
lect now, so we cone to the last of those thit are fundomental. This is & twin
plank, neatly dovetailed, - honesty of cruftsmenship and honesty of intelleet,
To the orevailing leck of the first, I bslisve, we cun trrce much of our present
troublzs. In the flemboy:nt nineteen-twenties more thought wos given to venser
thon te construction, to the label than to the contont. Fortunes were given to
advertising experts to deviso campnigns to h:nd out gold bricks to the consumer,
Large fees were prid to chemists to find new cnd cheaper adulterants. The game,
with bié manufecturer and little retaniler, with best-selling novelist, banker,
curpenter, teascher, wos to give as inferior o product us the public could be fooled
into tnking. In short, one and «lmost ©ll were getting awny with murder. Respect
was paid, not te honsst product, but to the fortune acceruing from it. A furniture
msnufacturer made o chuir, not to last, but to look well., The quicker it oruashed,
the better; the bigrer would be the turnover, Even the preacher or tenocher wus
knovn, not for the lives he hud reconstructed, but for the sizc of his salury. Now
it is sound common sonse to look for profit. £ reusonsble profit, after «l1ll, is
but ths worker's dzcent wage. But to have one eye glued on the profits, the other
but woveringly fixed on the worth of the product, is to grow morslly cross-eyed.
Only when we teke pride in mnking o shoe, chair, bridge, book, puainting or pupil
better than the next man will Americc come into its own., And only in this way
cen we goin the two glorious by-products of ony work, the fun out of living and

intellectual honesty.
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We have said thet it is the rarest of virtues, the ebility to face Life
straightly, to fool neither others nor oncself, Yot I have scon it as 1 have gone
the rounds of this city of New York. There ure three who have it that immedintely
come to mind. One is o womun, © doctor of seventy-seven, who for fifty yetrs hn§
worked smong the poor of N:w York und now awaits death as she would « promotion, up
in the Bronx. Another is & berber, un Austricn Jew, who works without municure or
any of th: modern tonsorisl trimmings, on Greenwich Street, under the roaning: L,

I go to him because cven thers, there is serenity, o clear=oyed intellectual hon-
esty ond spaciousness of mind in that borber. As he cuts my hair he trims my soui.
The fourth was my mother, of Velsh descent. She lenrned how to reap joy out of
pain, riches out of poverty, triumph out of defert becouse she met ench vicissitude
of life with an honesty comnlete and unufraid,

You in this hall hove come into an nge when so many shoms have been exploded,
hypocrisies punctured, so muny ghosts tnd voodoos luid. You start on the race more
nonrly unfettered than any of those who huve gone before. You are unhampered by the
swathings of fulse old fashions, neurer to the nuked strength of  truth, if you de
not succumb to the chains of-newer and more fashionable folsc gods., You tre heirs
of a glorious past, shurers in the dividends of ¢ rich present. You can cash in on
these, if you heed nonc of the spurious slognns, the cheap "Get while the gutting
is good," the unsportsmenlike "Getting awoy viith murder," but rather this old,
simple ond unalterable truth, - that the race is more thun the prize, the struggle
more than the érown, the scrvice thon the wage, So you will arrive a little neurer
to that great good we ctll God and which we r1ll, Letin, Anglo-Saxon, Orientel und
Celt, heve striven through the nges, oach in his honest way, to ¢ pprehend.

Wherefor I, who would rather have hecrd today from you, for you heve so much
more to say to me than I ever can to you, would li3uve with you this final word,
which is my profound conviection amnd faith, - that this is not & minor but o« mejor
universe, that Life, for oll dits defeats, its tyrannies and injusbices, is o good,

o robust, a tremerdously intercsting, joyous, and triumphant thing.
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Ve are happy to again have the privilege of extenéing
to you, graduates of Hunter College, our congratulations and our most
earnest wishes for continued success., As time marches on, with many
changing problems and conditions, the work of our Colleges continues
in accordance with fundamental stendards which, measured by the test of
time, have demonstreted their soundness and their value. You have,
received a training which challenges comparison, at the hands of
teachers who have dedicated their lives to the conduet of this work
and who have no other ambition than to see to it thst you are trained
and developed in a manner worthy of your highest ambitions and in
accordance with esteblished principles.

The reputstion of Hunter College for high academic
standards and for the dissemination of sound principles has continued
steadfast thr;ugh the many years which maeke up its history. The
tradition of the days of Thomas Hunter is meintained today under the
guidence of Eugene Colligam. Thc ambition, the zenl and the enthusiasm
of the teachers who plenned the first curriculum of this institution,
has continued es & glorious heritage with their successors. No aphemerhl
influences and no sporadic policies heve swerved them from their course,
They have continued on, steadily and progressively, toward the goal of
true knowledge. 48 they have carried om, they have been constantly
watehful of the chenging conditions on the course which required
modification or extension of methods of procedure. They have met the

resl demasnds of the times. Uithin the past few years, for example,




through the initiative, the guidance, direction and undaunted
enthusiasm of President Colligan, there has come a brosder curriculum,
an extended sphere of activity and & closer approach to present day
requirements and the highest demands of cultural development.

A These are difficult days for the teacher in the class-
room as well as for the administrator responsible for the direction of s
large institution such as Hunter College. Thers are the economiec,
social and philosophical problems of the day which naturally affect
and sometimes interfere with, the conduet of this werk., There are the
presumptuous offerings of those who demonstrate that a little learning
is a dsngerous thing. With a full eppreciation, however, of their
responsibilities of office and with a toleration which is exemplary,
your faculty ond President continue %o successfully carry on the
finest purpos; of imericen Government, nemely, the coordination of the
mind of youth to thehighest prineiples of life, the encouragement of
jdeals and arbitions towsrds what is good and noble and the development
of a proper apprecistion of essentisls,

You therefore have been given all of the opportunifies
and privileges of a sound college education, of which you may well be
proud. The training end advantages which you have received, if properly
appreciated and spplied, must bring success and hsppiness, as those
terms are properly uunderstood. You have every reasom, therefore, to
look forward with assurance snd contentment. If you will only cerry

into life an appreciation of the things that reelly count, that are

truly worthwhile, you will have very little difficulty. Dollars do
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not measure success. Honors are not the test of ability. Fosition is
not the result of knowledge. Your owa perspective deteruines your
course and your progress.

These are peculiar days in which we live. Great
movements affecting our soeial structure are under way., OSubstantial
changes have alresdy Leen made in our method of living and in our
concept of life. Other changes undoubtedly will come. %e zre beginning
to have a greater apprecistion of our responsibilities as citizens and
of our obligations to those about us, I belisve that fundamentally
we have made progress. At the presert time, we are in thd midst of a
number of problems which require careful study and attention. e will
solve them md succeed only insofar as we are sble to fully understand
and esppreciate them. Our biggest difficulty todsy is to approzch
these problems with a true sppreciation of their real velues and
purposes, Too often we allow ourselves to be influenced by unimportent
deteils and by biased judgment. We forget the training which we<bave
received which teaches us first, to get to the root of the problem,
then to analyze carefully the difficulties confronting the solution and
finally, to arrive at a determinstion based upon a consideration of all
of the facts.

ihile we are in the midst of great questions of
socisl reconstruction, our work in considering these problems is very
often handicapped by extraneous influences which spring up and becloud
our vision and our understanding of the real cuestions. Too often we

permit ourselves to be influenced by unimportant tangents which are
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thrown in our path by those who either have not developed a proper
appreciation of the real questions or who purposely try to teke
advantage of uansettled conditions to advance their own purposes or
their own theories. What we need todey as much as snything else is a
sound, intelligent, active and appreciative citizenry. We need a keener
appreciation of the difference vetween reality and camauflage. Ve -
should lsarn to approach the auestions of our day through the cool and
logical processes of reasoning rather tham through emotionzlism or Dias.
We should have sense euough %0 realize our frailities, our limitetions
and our errors. United in a common boad of loyalty end devobtion and
resolved to realize the common goal of us all, we should determine upon
a constructive solution of our provlems. Ilome of us i1s self sufficient.
%e all need and want the kindly consideration, the humsn understanding,
the respect a;a econfidence of one mmother. The trouble is that we do
not take time to think of our joint interosts and responsidbilities. Ve
become self centered and self satisfied, forgetting that united we stand
divided we fall. In your college days you were thrown more closely
together with those of your time and sge than you probably ever will be
again in youwr lives, /is you go out to take up your pa ieulayr responsib
or activity, you will contact a limited few of your fellow citizens.
Those whom you will not meet or know you may fail to understand or
appreciste unless you carry into your @inds the principles of true
knowledge which hed been given to you by your teachers., You hsve besn
a credit to your college znd to the @ity of New York. You have met the

responsibilities of your station in life thus far. May your future life

be equally successful.
-4-
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