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Dean O’Rourke and Members of the Faculty and Staff. 

Distinguished Guests, Proud Parents and Family Members, Ladies and Gentlemen: 

Special congratulations to you graduates. If your experience today is anything at all like mine, your parents have no idea what you have been through here. They don’t know about the cramming you had to do because you let things go until the last minute, about the hard work and sleepless nights, about the goofing off, about the anxieties over whether you will get the right job, about the crushing debt you have taken on, or about the deep and unexpected friendships you have formed with your classmates or your professors. What they know is that, with the conferring of this degree, you are about to become lawyers – and will probably earn enough money to get you off the dole at home. 

It reminds me of my family’s reaction when I was admitted to college 30 years ago. I grew up on the South Side of Chicago, in poor, ill-equipped and overcrowded public schools, until I got a scholarship to attend Milton Academy, a private school in a leafy town not far from here. At Milton everyone was, of course, expected to go on to college, but no one in my family had ever been. So, when the mail came one April morning that I was admitted to the one I really wanted, I called home with my news. My grandmother answered the phone and I told her I was going to Harvard. She was so excited, so proud, and just carried on. Then she paused and asked, “Where is that, anyway?” 

I used to feel disappointed when my family didn’t really understand the significance of some or another of my achievements. Until I began to realize that, just like your parents today, in many ways they understood the significance better than I did. For my grandmother, it wasn’t the prestige that mattered. The opportunity mattered. That’s what she was excited about. That’s what mattered. And she was right. 

But I didn’t understand that 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 perspectives through life experiences and time, the deeper your understanding. Jeremy Knowles made this point especially well in a speech not long ago to the incoming class at Harvard-Radcliff colleges. Referring to a certain “Henry Moore sculpture on that terrace near Lamont Library,” Dean Knowles said that, “Standing in front of it, 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 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 your roommate’s politics, remember Henry Moore,” said Dean Knowles, “and try a new perspective.” 

You will need perspective in the world you will soon inhabit. It is a complex place. 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 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. But 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 -- 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 borne by weaker shoulders. 

Perspective is vital to good citizenship itself. But it is dangerously absent from politics today. Far too often what passes for politics today are half-truths and deflections, instead of any real appreciation of or conversation about the larger context and impact of the issue under debate. 

For example, the President today argues for income tax cuts by saying “it’s your money” -- and he’s right. Our Governor here in Massachusetts echoes the call. But it’s also your broken road and your broken school and your broken neighborhood and your broken neighbor. That’s yours, too. That completes the picture. Who’s responsible for that? 

Our Governor opposes therapeutic cloning for stem cell research, based on a pro-life position. But he doesn’t tell you that, without cloning, there aren’t enough stem cells to do any meaningful research. Knowing that helps complete the picture. 

We hear calls for the death penalty from people who at the same time are systematically cutting the number of cops on the street. 

I don’t bring these issues up simply because I differ from the Governor or the President on them. I bring them up as examples of how our political discourse and policy making – lacking perspective – is incomplete and ultimately irresponsible. What passes for political discourse today is a war of sound-bites and slogans. What passes for politics is “gotcha” games, partisan blood-sport, and personal point scoring. Meanwhile, lacking any perspective on the issues the politicians are bickering about, people are giving up on any possibility of common sense in public policy – and on civic engagement itself. 

I worry about this not just as a new candidate, but as a citizen. Because if we are not careful, the great and continuing struggle to become the Nation we dedicated ourselves to become will unravel and the future you graduates inherit will be a sorry and desolate thing. 

People have come to these shores from all over the world, in every kind of boat, and built from a wilderness the most remarkable society in human history. And we are most remarkable, not just because of what we have accomplished, not just because of what we have materially accumulated, but because of the ideals to which we have dedicated ourselves. And we have defined those ideals over time and through struggle with principles of equality, opportunity and fair play. The American Dream is my story and your story and so many others’ from so many neighborhoods of so many types and kinds. I have traveled all over the world and I can confidently report that there is no other society where that story is repeated as often. At the end of the day, that is why we have been for so long an inspiration to the world. 

Well, citizenship is about reaffirming those ideals. It’s about seeing our stake in each other, in the whole of our community. It’s about letting go of artificial barriers of whatever kind to equality, opportunity and fair play. It’s about assuring that you and your neighbor get a fair chance to perform. 

In the course of the years since I left law school, I have had the great fortune to practice all kinds of law: I’ve practiced civil rights and corporate law; I’ve represented big corporations and working families; I’ve defended people on death row, and I’ve been a criminal prosecutor; I’ve led a large legal staff in the Justice Department and two of the largest companies in the world. I even helped to write the anti-discrimination laws for the new government of South Africa. And now I am seeking to help make law and to enforce it fairly and even-handedly, as Governor of Massachusetts. 

But none of it means a thing without perspective: that we are all in this together; that we have a stake in each other’s dreams and struggles; that, as my grandmother and your moms and dads have known all along, today’s milestone is about more than prestige and pageantry. It’s about opportunity, and how important it is to make the most of it. 

I want to leave you with one other story about one other thing that perspective demands of you. 

Once on a school vacation home in Chicago, I was running for a city bus to meet a friend. I hopped on just as the bus was pulling away and only then realized that I did not have enough change for the fare. I stood there at the coin box looking pathetic, and the driver told me gruffly to sit down in a nearby seat. I assumed he was going to give me a good scolding for trying to cheat the system, and then kick me off the bus at the next stop. I started to apologize and to tell him that I just didn’t realize until I got on the bus that I didn’t have enough change. He just glanced at me kindly and said, “Pass it on, son. Pass it on.” 

It was a small act of grace. But a memorable one. I want you all to succeed, however you define that. But understand that success is not just what you get, but what you give. Make the most of this opportunity. Then, in the best way you can, pass it on. There are American Dreams out there everywhere waiting to come true. 

Good luck to you all and God bless you. Thank you. 

