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FAREED ZAKARIA 

PRESIDENT DRAKE, TRUSTEES, MEMBERS OF THE FACULTY, 

PARENTS, FRIENDS, STUDENTS AND OF COURSE, MOST 

IMPORTANT OF ALL, MEMBERS OF THE GRADUATING CLASS 

OF 2019

THANK YOU FOR INVITING ME TO BE WITH YOU TODAY. 

HAVING GIVEN MY SHARE OF COMMENCEMENT SPEECHES, 

I HAVE TO CONFESS, SPEAKING TO 70,000 PEOPLE IS 

SOMEWHAT DAUNTING. EVEN MORE SO IS KNOWING THAT 

FOR MORE THAN 10,000 STUDENTS — I AM ALL THAT 

STANDS BETWEEN YOU AND YOUR DEGREES. THAT’S A LOT 

OF PRESSURE.
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I AM HONORED TO BE SPEAKING AT THE SCHOOL WITH 

THE BEST DAMN BAND IN THE LAND AND, GIVEN YOUR 

SEVEN-YEAR STREAK AGAINST THAT TEAM UP NORTH, THE 

BEST DAMN FOOTBALL TEAM IN THE LAND, TOO.

I IMAGINE THAT MY CHANCES OF BEING ASKED TO SPEAK 

AT THE MICHIGAN COMMENCEMENT HAVE PLUMMETED. I 

GUESS THEY WILL NOW SCRATCH AN “X” OVER THE “Z” IN 

ZAKARIA.

I AM GENUINELY HONORED TO SPEAK AT THE OHIO STATE 

UNIVERSITY. I HAVE BEEN HERE BEFORE, THREE YEARS 

AGO, TO SPEAK AT THE CENTENNIAL OF THE FISHER 

SCHOOL OF BUSINESS AND WAS IMPRESSED BY 

EVERYTHING AND EVERYONE I SAW. WITH ITS RAPIDLY 

GROWING AMBITIONS, OSU CONTINUES TO PLAY THE VITAL 

ROLE IN AMERICAN SOCIETY IT ALWAYS HAS — AS THE 

ESCALATOR THAT MOVES PEOPLE UP. IN THAT SENSE, OSU 

AND PLACES LIKE IT ARE THE LADDERS OF OPPORTUNITY 

THAT MAKES THE AMERICAN DREAM WORK.
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YOU THE GRADUATES OF 2019 WILL SOON MOVE ON FROM 

THIS PLACE TO BEGIN FULFILLING YOUR AMERICAN 

DREAM — AND VERSIONS OF IT IF YOU CHOOSE TO LIVE IN 

ANOTHER COUNTRY. YOU HAVE BEEN WELL PREPARED 

BOTH IN TERMS OF KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS BUT ALSO 

VALUES AND ATTITUDE. 

LATE IN HIS LIFE, WILBUR WRIGHT (ONE OF THE WRIGHT 

BROTHERS) REFLECTED ON HIS FORMULA FOR SUCCESS. 

“PICK OUT A GOOD FATHER AND MOTHER,’ HE 

CAUTIONED, “AND BEGIN LIFE IN OHIO.” NO MATTER 

WHERE YOU CAME FROM, NO MATTER WHAT YOU THINK 

OF YOUR PARENTS, YOU HAVE NOW MET AT LEAST ONE OF 

HIS CRUCIAL CRITERIA.

YOU HAVE BEGUN LIFE IN OHIO. WE DO NOT KNOW 

WHETHER YOU WILL STAY HERE. SOME OF YOU WILL 

BECAUSE COLUMBUS IS A THRIVING, VIBRANT CITY.  BUT 

MANY OF YOU WILL MOVE AND YOU WILL END UP IN ONE 

OF AMERICA’S OTHER LARGE METRO AREAS. I AM NOT A 

FORTUNE TELLER, BUT THAT IS WHAT THE DATA TELLS US.
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FROM 2010 TO 2016, MARK MUNRO OF BROOKINGS HAS 

CALCULATED, THE 53 LARGEST METRO CENTERS IN 

AMERICA HAVE ACCOUNTED FOR 71 PERCENT OF THE 

COUNTRY’S POPULATION GROWTH. THEY HAVE 

ACCOUNTED FOR TWO THIRDS OF ITS EMPLOYMENT 

GROWTH AND A STAGGERING THREE QUARTERS OF ITS 

ECONOMIC GROWTH. IN FACT HALF OF AMERICA’S JOB 

GROWTH OVER THE LAST DECADE TOOK PLACE IN JUST 

TWENTY CITIES. 

SMALLER CITIES AND RURAL COMMUNITIES, BY CONTRAST, 

ARE LOSING PEOPLE AND CONTRIBUTING NEGATIVELY TO 

ECONOMIC GROWTH.

THE CONGRESSIONAL JOINT ECONOMIC COMMITTEE HAS 

ISSUED A REPORT DESCRIBING THIS PATTERN: EDUCATED, 

YOUNG PEOPLE ARE MOVING TO MAJOR METRO AREAS, 

LEAVING BEHIND SMALL CITIES, TOWNS AND RURAL 

AREAS. 
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THAT BRAIN DRAIN THEN SLOWS GROWTH IN THESE LEFT-

BEHIND AREAS, WHICH IN TURN CAUSES MORE YOUNG 

EDUCATED PEOPLE TO LEAVE. IT IS A CLASSIC SPIRAL -- UP 

FOR THE BIG CITIES AND DOWN FOR THE OTHERS.

ONCE IN THESE CENTERS OF ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY, 

YOU ARE LIKELY TO CLUSTER, WITH PEOPLE WHO ARE LIKE 

YOU — EDUCATED, COSMOPOLITAN, DIVERSE. IT’S 

NATURAL, PART OF AN INSTINCT WE ALL HAVE AS HUMAN 

BEINGS TO FORM TRIBES, EXCEPT THE TRIBE IN MODERN 

AMERICA IS BASED NOT ON CLAN OR ETHNICITY OR 

RELIGION BUT RATHER EDUCATION AND SOCIAL CLASS. 

AMERICANS IN RURAL AREAS ALSO CLUSTER, CREATING 

THEIR OWN MODERN CLAN.

AS A RESULT, WE HAVE BECOME TWO NATIONS, SEPARATE, 

ISOLATED AND UNEQUAL.

A 2008 BOOK TITLED “THE BIG SORT” PRESCIENTLY 

RECOGNIZED THIS TREND AND POINTED OUT THAT 

AMERICANS WERE INCREASINGLY LIVING ALONGSIDE 
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PEOPLE WITH WHOM THEY AGREED ON BASIC POLITICAL 

AND SOCIAL ISSUES. YOU CAN SEE THE RESULTS IN THE 

ELECTION DATA. IN 1976 A QUARTER OF AMERICAN VOTERS 

LIVED IN A COUNTY THAT A PRESIDENTIAL CANDIDATE 

WON IN A LANDSLIDE. IN 2016, 60% LIVED IN LANDSLIDE 

COUNTIES. THERE ARE FEWER AND FEWER PLACES WHERE 

PEOPLE OF DIFFERING POLITICAL VIEWS MIX. 

THE AUTHORS OF THE BIG SORT EXPLAIN THE RESULT. 

“MIXED COMPANY MODERATES; LIKE MINDED COMPANY 

POLARIZES. HETEROGENOUS COMMUNITIES RESTRAIN 

GROUP EXCESSES, HOMOGENOUS COMMUNITIES MARCH 

TOWARD THE EXTREMES.” SURE ENOUGH, THE POLITICAL 

PARTIES, AS MEASURED BY THEIR VOTING IN CONGRESS, 

ARE AT LEVELS OF POLARIZATION THAT NOW EXCEED 

PREVIOUS HISTORICAL HIGHS, WHICH WERE IN THE 

AFTERMATH OF RECONSTRUCTION. 

POLITICS IN AMERICA HAS BECOME TRIBAL AND TETHERED 

TOA SENSE OF IDENTITY. WE HAVE A TEAM, ALWAYS ROOT 

FOR IT, NEVER CHANGE OUR MINDS, AND WISH THE OTHER 
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SIDE ILL. IT IS LIKE THE PROTESTANTS AND CATHOLICS IN 

EUROPE MANY CENTURIES AGO OR THE SHIITES AND 

SUNNIS IN SOME MIDDLE EASTERN COUNTRIES TODAY. OR 

LIKE FOOTBALL FANS IN OHIO AND MICHIGAN! (JUST 

KIDDING. SOME TRIBAL INSTINCTS ARE PERFECTLY 

HEALTHY.)

TECHNOLOGY, WHICH WAS SUPPOSED TO LIBERATE US, 

HAS ACTUALLY REINFORCED OUR CLANNISH BEHAVIOR. 

ACCORDING TO A FACEBOOK STUDY, POLITICALLY 

ENGAGED USERS HAVE FIVE FRIENDS WITH LIKEMINDED 

VIEWS FOR EVERY ONE WHO DISAGREES. WE LISTEN ONLY 

TO PEOPLE WITH WHOM WE ALREADY AGREE.

I CANNOT TELL YOU THAT I KNOW HOW TO REVERSE 

THESE TECHNOLOGICAL EFFECTS OR REVIVE RURAL 

AMERICA. THE FORCES AT PLAY ARE STRUCTURAL — 

HAVING TO DO WITH DIGITAL REVOLUTION AND 

GLOBALIZATION. BUT WHAT WORRIES ME IS THAT THEY 

CONTINUE TO STAY STRONG, AND EVEN ACCELERATE, 
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PUSHING US FURTHER AND FURTHER APART AS A COUNTRY 

AND A NATIONAL COMMUNITY. 

SO I DO THINK IT IS NOW URGENT TO ASK THE QUESTION, 

WHAT CAN WE DO TO COME TOGETHER?

I BELIEVE THAT A NEW LITMUS TEST SHOULD APPLY TO ALL 

PUBLIC POLICY — DOES IT BRING US TOGETHER OR PULL US 

APART? WHAT WOULD THAT MEAN IN PRACTICAL TERMS? 

CONSIDER FOR EXAMPLE, OUR K TO 12 EDUCATIONAL 

SYSTEM. GOOD PUBLIC SCHOOLS ARE THE SUREST, 

BROADEST MEANS BY WHICH WE CAN ENSURE THAT EVERY 

AMERICAN HAS AN EQUAL CHANCE AT THE AMERICAN 

DREAM. YET WE ARE ONE OF THE FEW ADVANCED 

COUNTRIES THAT SPENDS LESS MONEY ON POOR 

CHILDREN – WHO SURELY NEED MORE HELP – THAN ON 

RICH ONES. THAT SINGLE POLICY PERPETUATES — 

EXACERBATES — THE GROWING DIVIDE IN AMERICA 

BETWEEN THE RICH AND POOR. THE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
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NEEED TO BE ESCALATORS OF SOCIAL MOBILITY NOT 

WALKWAYS THAT GO NOWHERE.

OR CONSIDER SOMETHING SIMPLE TO IMAGINE THAT 

MIGHT HAVE A MONUMENTAL IMPACT --  NATIONAL 

SERVICE. 

I KNOW SOME OF YOU ARE GROANING AND THINKING 

THAT YOU HAVE PLANS TO GO WORK, STUDY, TRAVEL. 

RELAX. EVERYONE WILL HAVE TO DO IT SO YOU ARE 

PLACED AT NO DISADVANTAGE. IMAGINE IF YOUNG 

AMERICANS FROM ALL PARTS OF THE COUNTRY, SOCIAL 

CLASSES AND BACKGROUNDS AT SOME POINT IN THEIR 20S 

WERE REQUIRED TO DO A YEAR OF PUBLIC SERVICE. THEY 

COULD JOIN THE ARMY BUT THEY COULD ALSO TEACH IN A 

PUBLIC SCHOOL, WORK IN POORER COMMUNITIES OR 

CLEAN UP THE NATIONAL PARKS. AND THEY WOULD 

SHARE WITH ALL THEIR FELLOW AMERICANS THIS 

COMMON EXPERIENCE OF CITIZENSHIP.
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PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE HAS ALWAYS BEEN A GREAT 

UNIFIER. IN NEW YORK, WHERE I LIVE, I SEE A VIVID 

EXAMPLE IN ITS MAGNIFICENT PARKS, WHERE 

BILLIONAIRES AND SCHOOLTEACHERS RUN AND RELAX, 

EQUALS IN A COMMON PUBLIC SPACE THAT TRANSCENDS 

PRIVATE WEALTH. OUR NATIONAL PARKS ARE, AS KEN 

BURNS HAS OFTEN EXPLAINED, AMERICA’S BEST 

DEMOCRATIC IDEA.

BUT PUBLIC POLICY IS ONLY ONE ASPECT OF HOW WE CAN 

COME TOGETHER. WE ALL NEED TO GET OUT OF OUR ECHO 

CHAMBERS AND TALK TO EACH OTHER AND RESPECT ONE 

ANOTHER. THAT'S WHY MORE THAN 200 ORGANIZATIONS, 

UNDER THE AUSPICES OF THE NATIONAL CONVERSATION 

PROJECT, ARE BRINGING DIFFERENT GROUPS OF 

AMERICANS TOGETHER AND INSTITUTING ONE CARDINAL 

RULE: "LISTEN FIRST TO UNDERSTAND." INDEED, WE MUST 

ALL LISTEN AND EMPATHIZE MORE, JUDGE AND CONDEMN 

LESS — ONLINE, IN PRINT AND IN PERSON.
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THIS IS OF COURSE, A VERSION OF THE OLDEST AND WISEST 

ADVICE WE KNOW. THE BOOK OF MATTHEW, CHAPTER 7, 

VERSE 12 –THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT -- TELLS US “DO 

UNTO OTHERS AS YOU WOULD HAVE THEM DO TO YOU”. 

THIS NOTION, THE GOLDEN RULE, CAN BE FOUND IN MOST 

RELIGIONS AND ANCIENT SOURCES OF WISDOM. IT ASKS 

SIMPLY THAT YOUR TREAT OTHERS AS YOU WOULD BE 

TREATED YOURSELF. 

BUT THIS NOTION TAKES ON A MODERN URGENCY 

BECAUSE IN OUR MERITOCRATIC AGE, WE CAN EASILY SLIP 

INTO THE BELIEF THAT WE DESERVE OUR STATUS IN LIFE. 

AFTER ALL, WE TELL OURSELVES, IT DERIVES NOT FROM 

BLOODLINES AND BIRTH, BUT FROM DOING WELL AT 

SCHOOL AND WORKING HARD. 

FAIR ENOUGH, BUT A GOOD BIT OF LUCK HELPED. THERE 

ARE PEOPLE AROUND THE COUNTRY AND ACROSS THE 

PLANET WHO ARE SMART AND HARD-WORKING AND WHO 

JUST DIDN’T GET THAT ONE LUCKY BREAK. PERHAPS EVEN 

MORE IMPORTANTLY, EVEN IF WE ARE SKILLED AT TAKING 
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TESTS AND WORKING HARD, THAT DOES NOT MAKE US 

MORALLY BETTER THAN SOMEONE WHO IS NOT. LET US 

NEVER FORGET THAT IN A PROFOUND SENSE, WE ARE ALL 

EQUAL IN THE EYES OF GOD, AND WE ARE CERTAINLY 

EQUALS AS CITIZENS OF THIS REPUBLIC.

I WILL CLOSE WITH A PIECE OF PRACTICAL ADVICE. 

PERHAPS IT’S A BIT MORE THAN THAT.  I HAVE SAID THIS AT 

OTHER COMMENCEMENTS BUT I THINK IT’S WORTH 

REPEATING. 

TO THE GRADUATING STUDENTS. LET ME TELL YOU 

SOMETHING NOW THAT YOU WOULD OTHERWISE 

DISCOVER ONLY YEARS FROM NOW. YOU WILL NEVER 

UNDERSTAND HOW MUCH YOUR PARENTS LOVE YOU 

UNTIL YOU HAVE CHILDREN OF YOUR OWN. ONCE YOU DO, 

ALL THEIR STRANGE, SOMETIMES AGGRAVATING BEHAVIOR 

— THE CALLS, THE EMAILS, THE TEXTS, THE UNSOLICITED 

ADVICE — WILL ALL STRIKE YOU AS UNDERSTANDABLE, 

ACCEPTABLE AND TOTALLY NORMAL — BECAUSE YOU 

WILL BE DOING IT YOURSELVES.
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BUT LET ME SUGGEST THAT YOU DON’T WAIT UNTIL THAT 

POINT. DON’T WAIT UNTIL IT'S TOO LATE. I THINK I WAITED 

TOO LONG. FIND ANY OCCASION, AND TODAY IS A GOOD 

ONE, TO TELL THEM THANK YOU AND THAT YOU LOVE 

THEM. TRUST ME, ONE DAY YOU WILL WISH YOU HAD 

DONE IT SOONER.

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN THANK YOU FOR HEARING ME 

OUT, AND TO THEE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY’S 

GRADUATING CLASS OF 2019, GODSPEED. 




