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THE INDIVIDUAL N~D HIS RESPONSIBILITY 

. 
Several weeks ago your Dean called and asked me to 

speak to you on this import ant occasion. I accepted gladly 

for many reasons. First, I have long admired the work being 

done by the junior colleges of the city of Chicago. Second, 

during the past ye ar your Dean , the deans of the other two 

branches, Dr. Lubera, and I have become much closer friends 

and have come to understand each other better. 

We have always had mutual interests. Through the years 

many fine students have come to the University of Chicago 

after completing their work at Wilson. Yet in the course 

of the past few years our relationships have not been as 

close and our understanding as complete as they are today. 

Nothing is more natural than our close rel ationship and 

underst anding. For this reason I am particularly glad to 

be here on this happy occasion. I say glad as there is 

nothing more satisfactory than a graduation . It marks the 

achievement of a goal . A job has be ~ n finished which you 

began with high expectation. Some of your comrades and 

friends have fallen by the way for various reasons. But 
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tonight this graduation marks a significant milestone in 

your career. You have finished a stated objective and your 

record will always show the mark of this achievement. 

Day before yesterday I had a call from a man who had 

once attended the University of Chicago. He wanted to apply 

for a job abroad and asked me to remove from his permanent 

record a mark tha t had been put there against him. I tried 

to explain tha t a record is indeed a record of one's achieve

ments and one's failures. Time does not regress and allow 

us to remove the blotches we sometimes make upon our per

manent records; nor does it assuage our personal feelings 

of regret for what might have been. But tonight, we are 

gathered together to commemorate an achievement on the part 

of all of you. You have arrived at a goal which you set 

for your selves, and this marks the achievement of this goal. 

For this I congratulate y ou. I hope that you will set your

selves other goals and these will also be attained. I hope 

indeed that I shall have the opportunity of seeing some of 

you attain these goals at the University of Chicago, and 

that there I shall again congratulate you upon another 
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milestone in your careers. 

When your good Dean c alled me about my subject for 

the evening I told him that I would talk on the subject 

of the individual and his responsibility. This is a sub

ject to which I have given much thought in the pastwn 

years that I have worked at the University of Chicago. 

As I pondered this subject, however , I seemed to see 

the breadth of the topic and to realize that (A) the sub

ject alone might provide a very dull discourse and (B) it 

might go on into the morning. Now, after all, a commence

ment speaker is really a kind of vestigial remain of another 

day, a symbol of the gradua tion procedures which remain year 

after year . The important business of the evening is the 

awarding of the certificates of achievement to the graduates . 

The speaker should be as little in evidence as possible and 

nave the good grace at least to be brief . 

Hence , I have narrowed my subject. I am interested in 

the individual and his responsibility to society in general; 

his duty to vote and to participate in good government, better 
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schools, the good life. I am also interested in how the 

individual interprets liberty as opposed to the consequences 

of liberty; wh a t responsibilities liberty involves and how. 

I am interested also in the individual and his responsibility 

to the world; his role as a citizen in the world's richest 

and most import ant nation; what he owes to the less fortunate 

people of the world; whether he can afford to disassociate 

himself from his less fortunate brothers in other countries. 

But all of these subjects might lead to a lengthy dis-

course, and I am too full of human kindness to pursue them 

separately or collectively on such a festive occasion as 

this. Thus, I have chosen to speak about a subject in which 

we all have a vital interest---that of education and the 

democratic process, of our responsibility to provide and 

assure democratic education both now and in the future. 

Not long ago I read the following statement, made by a 

Harvard professor, named Bush, before the American Council 

of Education. 

"Mass education is inevitably pulled down 

to the level of the mass mind it helps to create 
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and we have a crowd of people who think and feel 

only as other people thin~ and feel. 1I 

He said further, 

IIHigher education is neither a birthright 

nor a necessary badge of respectability." 

I was disturbed when I read this article . It made me 

think of my subject of this evening and of our joint re-

sponsibility in this regard. Professors always insist that 

their students define their terms before they begin a dis-

cussion, so perhaps we should define our teem. Shall we 

say, can education be democratic? If so, is it now or ~ill 

it ever be. 

Education means training the mind, developing the 

abilities that each person has, and perhaps democratic ed-

. ucation means developing them for each person to the highest 

degree. But since each one of us differs in the limits to 

which we may go , the end result could not be the same. 

There are always differences. Whether or not these differences 

mean something undemocratic is really our concern tonight. 

To understand present-day education in the U. S., 

however, we should review briefly what education has meant 
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in the past. Each age has had brilliant writers and s~holars . 

It is difficult to understand how Greece reached a golden age 

of culture centuries before Christ, and where men like 

Socrat~s, Plato and Aristotle received their education . We 

know that the people captured by the Greeks in their wars be

came slaves and that the number of people who "'lere citizens 

was very limited . We also know that Socrates who taught 

young men by open di~cu~§ion and who angered the Senator 

McCarthys of his day by his questioning finally was forced 

to drink hemlock for his liberal opinions . 

Limited as was Socrates' audience, the impression he 

made was so profound that his pupil , Plato, wrote down the 

greatest literature of our tradition . The same can be said 

of the Bible , which includes, along with its enduring truths, 

some of the greatest literature known . 

Rome inherited the great Greek tradition and, under 

the Caesars, it too produced great scholars and writers . 

But in Rome, as in Greece, education was private and limited 

to a select few . Members of the nobility encouraged those 

vri th talent , often in order to have their own portratts 
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painted or to have works of literature dedicated to them

selves. There were no public schools, no colleges and no 

universities. 

The fall of Rome was followed by a long period called 

the Dark Ages when western Europe as we know it today was 

in a semi-barbaric state. Had it not been for responsibility 

of the monks and the monasteries during that long period, the 

great literary tradition which we have today would never have 

survived . But there are always minds that emerge and talents 

that display themselves despite the surroundings . And so 

as early as the tenth and eleventh centuries there was 

emerging in Europe the beginnings of an educated group. As 

families became rich and important they drew around their 

castles persons of talent who gave added brilliance to their 

courts . There were no well defined nations and the church was 

almost the only means of education . Languages we~e developed 

popular ly but literature was exclusively in Latin or Greek . 

The popular songs , plays and poems which the people them-

selves enjoyed were not considered literature, and the final 
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recognition by scholars that they were the true expression 

of the people and often of a high order came very late, long 

after formal education had been established in universities, 

In Europe; nUniversities had beginnings about seven or 

eight hundred years ago. Bologne in Italy, Salamanca in 

Spain, The Sorbonne in France and Oxford in England are 

among the oldest. But universities were nothing like what 

we know today. They were very small groups of scholars 

who kept a strong literary tradition alive and were more 

than often under the strict domination of the Catholic 

Church. But a rebirth called the Renaissance was in the air, 

and many people were being educated. Scholars scoffed at 

great writers like Dante and Chaucer who wrote in their own 

languages. The curriculum was based on Latin and Greek and 

schools were extremely limited. 

The basis of our public education today really started 

with the reformation in northern Europe.during the sixteenth 

century when schools were established by the churches to t~ach 

reading, writing, arithmetic and religion, the latter so that 

everyone might study the Bible. They were called parochial 
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schools, supervised by ministers of the church but supported 

in part by the state. In Catholic countries, the church did 

the early school job without the state and England was slower 

than Germany, and the northern European countries to begin 

schools. 

The tradition for education was thus strong with our 

early forefathers in New England, and Massachusetts in 1647 

passed a law requiring towns of a certain size to maintain 

both elementary and latin schools. Harvard College had al

ready been opened in 1636. Education flourished more hardily 

in New England than in the other colonies but it was not until 

the time of the revolution that public education really be

came a reality in the U. S . Then tUDors were brought from 

England and older children taught the younger ones . Even 

then, however, fees were charged and many were denied this 

privilege. In fact, only 102 years ago was the first com

pulsory attendance law passed, in Massachusetts. The next 

question was hov·r to support the schools. Taxation was necessar;y 

and the passing of tax laws by the states for the support of 
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education was one of the greatest steps ever taken for 

democracy. The first public high school was opened in Boston 

in 1821. Today there are 25,000 high schools in the U. S. 

with more than five and a half million students. This 

country has accepted its responsibility to its chil dren. 

These impres s ive figures mi ght suggest that the demo

cratif process has worked and eve ry child has an ample oppor

tunity for education in this country. Unfortunately, this is 

not the case. While it is true th a t free education is provided 

for more people in this country than in any country in the 

world, the democratic process is still in motion. Fortunately 

we are in motion. 

The decision of the supreme court on segregation is a 

move in r ectifying a situ ation that has troubled good people 

for many years. It has served to stir up controver sy and to 

cause ill fe elings in its first stages. It has even provoked 

the Ta lmadges and his like in some southern sta tes to irra

tional st atements and movements to make the great free public 

school system again private and for the select, but any think-

ing man knows that these arc but the first reactions and that 
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many of them are sheerly for political advantage. Any 

thinking man knows that the dike which has held an un-

natural and undemocratic system in check has broken and that 

the hand of no man can stem the movement of the rushing waters. 

The mere integration of schools is, however, only the first 

step in real acceptance of our responsibility. We may but 

look about us in our own city to know that the schools have 

not had the attention they deserve . and that some of this city 

are more favored than others, physically and otherwise. 

The old myth or separate but eq&al facilities in the 

South has been recognized for many years but only the court 

decis ion and the firm stand taken by the President of the 

United States will serve to show in future years what real 

equal opportunities can and should mean . 

But these are not the only deterrents to democracy in 

education . The spirit of fear in ~Jhich INe live has had 

serious consequences in our schools. All patriotic ~~ericans 

are opposed to communism and its insidious influences and 

most teachers at all levels are patriotic Americans. Some 
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politicians have, however, dramatized the fact that a few 

foolish teachers, 1 a"lftryers , professional men and artisans have 

been lured into comrrmnistic groups by the false promises of 

their doctrines . Demagogues have been able to frighten 

many timid teachers to the point of forgetting their real 

purpose in life. 

Equal educational opportunities mean that the educator 

should be free to concentrate exclusively on teaching people 

how to think independently, on the basis of their intellectual 

limitations or potent ialities. The duty of the government is 

to insure the freedom to concentrate on this responsibility. 

Our responsibility is to see th at these alms be accomplished. 

Science has long since proved that there are no differ

ences between people according to race or color. Education 

proves, however, that there are differences in individuals 

and education should help in equipping us to be different. 

If our public schools and state universities are foster

ing undemocratic practices, then the community can and should 

accept the responsibility of eliminating these practices. The 
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long, slow fight that culmina ted in the supreme court deci

sion is the result of the work of the good people of the 

larger community. The long road ahead until all the po

tentialities of this decision are re~lized will also be the 

result of earnest, thoughtful people. 

But education for the masses is not the exclusive right 

of the people only in this great country . We have, simul

taneously, a responsibility in the world community - a re

sponsibility that has been recognized by the United Nations 

and , more particularly , by UNESCO . In some underdeveloped 

areas of the worl d, education now might be nothing more than 

learning how to till the soil more effectively . In others, 

it is the training of doctors and dentists . 

Two years ago I talked at length with an official of the 

government of Indonesia . The subject of our talk was the ex

change of students and scholars between this country and his 

own . He said to me simply that some people in his country 

were ready for and needed educ a.tion at the level we were dis-

cussing, but that the real educational needs of his country 
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were at a more elemental level. First he said the teeming 

masses of his people must be helped to move from the island 

of Java to other islands in the oountry where a decent living 

would be possible. Then they needed to know how to provide 

their food and clothing and raise the level of life to a 

higher standard . With these things accomplished they would 

be ready for learning of a fuore formal kind . 

The level of living in this country, the highest in the 

world, is refQected in our 25,000 public high schools, in 

colleges like Wilson and in our state universities. If, 

however, we are to be democratic in the true sense, we must 

accept some obligation for helping see that all people ulti-

mately have the same opportunities. One public official in 

our own state has been critical publicly of the assistance 
• 

which ourmuntry has been giving to other nations. He, like 

others, would be willing to see us give military assistance 

when that aid is distinctly to our own advantage. This is 

a chauvinistic attitude which we cannot afford to endotse . 
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Realistic men and women know th a t we do not have the 

resources to help develop the entire world or to solve the 

problems of other governments. We are a rich and powerful 

nation and, as such, we do have a responsibility to share 

our resources and our vast technical knowledge with other 

people. I heartily approve when a private, rich found a tion 

like the Ford Foundation brings a group of officials to this 

country to study our great improvements in farming because 

India needs this knowledge. This is teaching, democratic 

teaching. I approve when our technical and professional 

schools absorb people from other lands who need to carry 

back to their people some of the knowledge and techni ques 

which we have developed. This is true education in a demo-

cratic setting. 

Learning is education, and the Indian tribe which made 

its young men learn to hunt, fish and perform athletic feats 

before being accepted in the tribe was giving an example of 

education in the democratic manner. Each young man was given 

the opportunity. Some were unable to meet the requirements; 
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some were outstanding because of their natural abilities. 

Each assumed his place in the tribe , not because of his 

father1s position but because of what he himself could 

accomplish. We are naturally happy that we do not have to 

undergo the physical tests of the Indians to meet the re-

qu irements of citizenship or s ome of us would not make the 

grade . But actually we are following the same pattern in 

our educational developments . We are hoping that in the 

future every child will have the oQ£ortunity to excel, re-

gardless of his finapcial or social position , and that if he 

~£ excel , nothing will stand in his way . In this future day 

every man and woman will feel , whatever his lot , that he is 

using his best natural resources . 

I am encoura~ about our acceptance of responsibility . 

The turmoil and dissension in the deep south today are dis-

couraging to all of us . But the great step has been taken 

and the ultimate results cannot be denied . Perhaps as 

Professor Bush has said , we cannot have education along 

classical lines when the masses are educated. But that is 
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defining educ a tion too narrowly. We need thos~ who are 

educ ated to produce atomic energy, lawyers, doctors, educa-

tors, preachers, but we also need men to bring the earth~s 

resources from the ground, till the soil, run the railroads 

and do the thousands of things that make our civilization 

tick . In a truly democratic society the man who works in 

the coal mines will do so because this is the job for which 

he is best fitted, not because he aspires to another job 

which he has been denied because of the irrelevancies of 

race , color or poverty. 

Finally we must say tha t all of these matters are of 

real concern to us to our children and to succeeding genera-

tions . What we do today and tomorrow is of real significance 

we 
for the future. As individuals shall/accept our responsibility 

for a brave new world? 

Robert M. Strozier 
Wilson Junior College Commencement 
January 27, 1955 
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